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For the towns that taught us what they could not say.

“If there is magic on this planet, it is contained in water.”

Loren Eiseley

“If you don’t know where you are, you don’t know who you are.”

Wendell Berry
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Author’s Note
There is a particular quality to the light on the Great Plains in late October when the harvest is

finished and the fields have been cut to stubble. The sky is enormous and the land is flat and there is
nothing between you and the horizon except the curvature of the earth itself. In that light, you can see
things that are invisible the rest of the year. You can see the shape of the land before it was plowed, the
ghost contours of ancient waterways, the subtle depressions where sod houses stood a century ago and
collapsed back into the ground. The prairie does not hide things. It simply waits until you are ready to
see them.

I started Prairie Voice because I needed a place to write about what that light reveals. Not the
prairie of tourism brochures or country music lyrics, not the quaint backdrop for stories about simpler
times, but the actual prairie: the place where America built its most ambitious democratic experiments
and then abandoned them, where communities developed technologies for producing capable citizens
and then forgot what those technologies were, where the distance between neighbors required a kind of
mutual obligation that closer quarters never demanded.

The essays in this collection were written over a period of focused attention to a single question:
what did we dismantle, and did we replace it with anything that works? The question is not rhetorical. I
grew up in a world that taught its children moral vocabulary before it taught them to read. The
vocabulary was imperfect. It carried the biases and blind spots of the people who transmitted it. It
excluded and it constrained and it sometimes punished difference. But it did something that nothing in
contemporary American life does: it gave young people a framework for evaluating their own conduct
and the conduct of others, a set of terms precise enough to make moral distinctions that mattered.

I remember the particular weight of those words. Not "good" and "bad," which are empty
containers that hold whatever you pour into them, but words like "fortitude" and "prudence" and
"temperance," words that described specific capacities rather than general approvals. A person who had
fortitude was not simply good; she was someone who could endure difficulty without surrendering her
commitments. A person who had prudence was not simply smart; he was someone who could
distinguish between what was possible and what was wise. These words carried obligations. They were
not compliments but diagnoses, descriptions of what a person had built inside themselves through
sustained practice. When my teachers said a man had "character," they did not mean he was likable.
They meant he could be relied upon to do the right thing when doing the right thing was costly, when
no one was watching, when the easier path was available and the harder path was the only honest one.

That vocabulary did not die of natural causes. It was systematically replaced by a therapeutic
language that prioritized feeling over conduct, self-esteem over self-discipline, and personal comfort
over civic obligation. The replacement happened in classrooms and in parenting books and in corporate
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training programs and in the slow bureaucratic erosion of institutions that had once understood their
purpose as the formation of character rather than the delivery of services. By the time the replacement
was complete, most people had forgotten what they had lost. You cannot miss a vocabulary you never
possessed. You can only notice that the conversations you are having seem to lack the precision they
once had, that the arguments over right and wrong have become arguments over preference and
identity, that the tools you reach for when you need to make a moral judgment are not there.

The McGuffey Readers are in this book because they represent the most systematic attempt in
American history to build citizens through shared moral language. The Dedham town meeting is in this
book because it represents the most compressed example of face-to-face democratic deliberation, four
hours of argument over seventeen dollars in road repair, where citizens who would have to live with
each other after the vote looked each other in the eye and made their cases. Doc Brennan's veterinary
practice is in this book because it represents the last generation of rural professionals who served
communities that could not afford to pay them, and who did it anyway because the alternative was to let
the animals die and the farms fail and the infrastructure of mutual care collapse into the dirt.

These are not nostalgic portraits. Nostalgia is the enemy of honest reckoning. The communities I
write about were flawed in ways that caused real damage to real people. They enforced conformity,
punished deviation, and maintained hierarchies of race and gender and class that limited human
possibility. The silence I examine in several of these essays was not only a survival mechanism but also
a weapon, used to bury truths that powerful people wanted buried, to keep families in line, to maintain
the fiction that the community's public face matched its private reality. I do not write about the prairie
with a longing to return to it. I write about it because the structures it built, however imperfect,
addressed problems that we have not solved by other means, and because the consequences of their
removal are now visible everywhere you care to look.

The phrase I keep returning to is "technologies of formation." I borrow the concept from the
sociological tradition that understood character not as something you are born with but as something
that institutions produce. A technology of formation is any sustained practice that shapes human beings
into particular kinds of citizens. Sunday observance was a technology of formation: it carved a space in
time where the logic of commerce did not apply, where rest was not laziness but discipline, where the
week's rhythm reminded every participant that productivity was not the purpose of human existence.
The potluck supper was a technology of formation: it required each household to contribute something
to the common table, to arrive on time, to eat what was offered without complaint, to clean up
afterward, to participate in a ritual of mutual provisioning that taught generosity and gratitude and the
practical reality that you depend on people whose cooking you might not prefer.

The handwritten letter was a technology of formation. The apprenticeship was a technology of
formation. The county fair, the barn raising, the one-room schoolhouse where older children taught
younger ones, the front porch where neighbors gathered in the evening because there was nowhere else
to go and nothing else to do and the gathering itself was the point. These were not leisure activities.
They were the mechanisms by which communities reproduced themselves, transmitting not just skills
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but dispositions, not just knowledge but character. And character, once you understand it as a social
product rather than a personal possession, is something that requires constant investment from the
institutions that create it. Stop the investment and the product disappears within a generation. We
stopped the investment. The product has disappeared.

We dismantled these technologies across roughly two generations, between 1960 and 2020, and
we did it for reasons that seemed rational at each step. Sunday commerce created economic
opportunity. The automobile made the front porch unnecessary. Television replaced the conversation
circle. The internet replaced the letter. Consolidated schools replaced the one-room schoolhouse. Fast
food replaced the family meal. Each replacement was more efficient than what it displaced. None of
them produced citizens. That was never their purpose. Efficiency has no interest in formation.
Efficiency wants throughput. Formation wants depth. These are incompatible goals, and we chose
efficiency every time, and now we wonder why the depth is gone.

The prairie is the best place to see this because the prairie is where the technologies of formation
were most exposed, most dependent on conscious maintenance, most obviously the product of human
decision rather than historical inevitability. In dense cities, civic life can sustain itself through sheer
proximity. People bump into each other and institutions emerge from the friction. On the prairie, where
the nearest neighbor might be a mile away and the nearest town twenty, every act of community is
deliberate. The barn does not raise itself. The potluck does not organize itself. The letter does not write
itself. The Sabbath does not observe itself. When those deliberate acts cease, the absence is immediate
and total. You do not fade from civic life on the prairie. You disappear from it. And because the prairie
is flat and the light is honest, the disappearance is visible in a way that urban decline never is. You can
see the empty storefronts, count the closed schools, drive the abandoned roads and notice that the last
family on the section has not replaced the mailbox that blew down in March.

This is what Prairie Voice means by its tagline: "What the land remembers when America
forgets." The land remembers the schoolhouse. The land remembers the church. The land remembers
the post office that closed and the grain elevator that shut down and the veterinary practice that could
not find a replacement when the last doctor retired. The land remembers the aquifer that once held three
billion acre-feet of water and now holds something less, dropping an inch a year toward a threshold
below which the pumps stop working and the irrigation circles go brown and the agriculture that
sustains the remaining population simply ends. The land does not editorialize about these memories. It
holds them in its topography, in its silence, in the space between what was and what is, and it waits for
someone to come along and notice.

This collection is organized to trace that disappearance and to identify what, if anything, persists
beneath it. The first section examines the formation technologies themselves: moral language,
hospitality, temporal rhythm, communication, craft, privacy, and the counter-cultural act of being
competently ordinary. The second section examines the institutions that embodied those technologies:
local democracy, mutual aid, deaf education, and the land-grant university. The third section examines
the hidden systems that operate beneath the surface of prairie life: the veterinary practices and refugee
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labor flows and inherited traumas and underground networks and migrating harvest crews and invisible
waste infrastructure and depleted aquifers that sustain or threaten everything above them. A short
fiction interrupts the argument to remind us that the prairie has always been a place where debts are
collected in currencies we did not know we owed. The fourth section examines what the digital age
created on the prairie: abandoned forums, livestream homesteaders broadcasting to empty rooms, the
impossibility of remaining unmapped, and the unexpected emergence of new culture in vacated spaces.
The fifth section examines community theatre as the institution that most precisely reveals how
American culture sedates itself. The sixth section asks what endures when everything else has been
removed, and finds its answer in the sound of a prairie chicken calling at the same frequency as the
wind turbine that will replace it, and in the wheat growing beneath frozen ground, preparing to become
bread.

I did not set out to write a book. I set out to write a publication, one essay at a time, following the
questions where they led. The book emerged from the accumulation. At some point the essays stopped
being individual observations and became chapters in an argument I had not planned but could not
avoid. The argument is this: that the technologies of formation were not luxuries, they were
infrastructure, and their removal has produced a crisis of civic capacity that no amount of information,
connectivity, or economic growth can repair. You cannot Google your way to character, stream your
way to community, or algorithmically optimize your way to the kind of mutual obligation that holds a
democracy together. These things require time and proximity and the willingness to be bored and the
willingness to show up when showing up is inconvenient and the willingness to stay when staying is
hard. They require, in short, exactly the qualities that modern life has made most difficult to sustain.

The prairie knows this. It has always known it. The families that built the first towns on the plains
understood that survival required cooperation, that cooperation required trust, that trust required
repeated interaction over time, that repeated interaction required institutions, and that institutions
required the deliberate investment of energy that could otherwise be spent on personal advancement.
They understood this not as theory but as practice, as the daily reality of living in a place where the
nearest help was an hour's ride and the nearest hospital was a day's. They built their technologies of
formation not because they were virtuous but because they had no choice. Virtue was a byproduct of
necessity. When the necessity disappeared, when the automobile and the telephone and the
consolidated school and the government program provided alternatives to local mutual aid, the virtue
disappeared with it. Not because the people became worse, but because the institutions that produced
the virtue were no longer maintained.

I wrote these essays for the people who grew up in this world and recognize it, and for the people
who did not and wonder why everything feels so threadbare. I wrote them for the teachers who
remember when education meant formation and not assessment. For the farmers who remember when
the neighbors came without being asked. For the small-town kids who moved to cities and discovered
that the things they thought were provincial limitations, the front-porch conversations, the potluck
suppers, the Sunday silence, the old man at the hardware store who knew your grandfather, were
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actually the civic infrastructure that made democratic life possible.
I wrote them for the prairie. It has been patient with us. It will not be patient forever.
These essays were originally published in Prairie Voice, a periodical I maintain for writing that

takes seriously the places and people that American media has decided do not matter. The essays have
been edited for book publication: subscription prompts have been removed, promotional references
have been stripped, and a few pieces have been lightly revised for clarity and continuity. The arguments
are unchanged. The voice is unchanged. The prairie is unchanged, though it gets quieter every year.

I invite the reader to listen.
David Boles
New York City
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Preface

When AI Goes Kablooey
Imagine, if you will, an earnest old man trying to live a young life in the Fetal Age of AI, and

failing.
Oh, sure, the old man and the keyboard had some fun ideas. Create AI images. Animate them with

AI video. Use them both to promote a new online endeavor called, say, PrairieVoice.com, and utterly
failing in some attempts that only served to remind the old man that, yeah, even after 35 years of
earnest trying… computers still suck!

Here is what happened. I asked an AI art bot to “create a Prairie Voice logo.” A simple enough
prompt. After hundreds and hundreds of attempts, the bot returned a garbled mess of overlapping
letterforms, half-rendered wheat stalks, and what might have been the word “Prairie” if you squinted
hard enough and believed in miracles. You could not read it. You could barely look at it. It was, in a
word, funky.

The computer youngsters will simply tell you to create the text image in something like
Photoshop. Or, they’ll argue, write a better prompt for the AI bot. Yes, that’s all true, but what fun is
that? I like sparse prompts because it forces (frees, actually) the bot to try to think beyond its own box
and create something, ANYTHING, to answer the prompt; and that’s where the oddity magic happens
in the vulnerable attempt to return something that is not fully understood by the machine producing it.

So I kept the mess of an image, because it was honest. It was trying. It was doing its best. I can
relate.

Then came the next illogical step: feed that garbled image to a video bot and see what happens
when you ask it to animate something completely incomprehensible. I gave it some perfunctory
promotional words for the voiceover. Maybe, just maybe, the video bot would turn this weird text into
something animated and readable.

I admit I laughed at the result. Instead of playing along, the video bot gave me something just as
silly and ridiculous as the image it was instructed to animate: a young woman with only a head and no
body, appearing in the middle of the text mess to provide us with the slug line of this new Prairie Voice
endeavor. It was either genius or stupid, and I was hoping for both.

The video bot had further opinions. It took FIVE tries to get it to pronounce the “Dot” in “Prairie
Voice Dot Com.” Four times it said “Dote.” I have no idea why a tech company would ever program
“Dot” to be “Dote” in the first four attempts. The sad part about all of this is that the bot only generates
five videos a day; so do you live dangerously? Do you keep regenerating, where the new video replaces
the old one, or do you “feel lucky, punk?”
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The punk usually wins. I like to keep trying until something right happens. Expect the expected,
but use the insane.

So there you go, and here we stand. Alarmed and misunderstanding. Attempting to comprehend
the virtual world surrounding us.

Do we believe our own eyes, our own ears, or our own fingers furiously typing prompts that may,
or may not, return us to the ridiculousness of reality that has become the substance of our unpredictable
lives?
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Part One
The Grammar of Formation

The technologies that built citizens were not abstract principles but
daily practices. They were the grammar lessons that taught moral
vocabulary alongside syntax, the tables where hospitality was law

rather than courtesy, the Sabbaths that insisted one-seventh of
existence belonged outside the logic of commerce. They were the
letters that took three days to arrive and therefore demanded that

every sentence carry weight, the workshops where hand and material
negotiated meaning, the ordinary competencies that no one celebrated

because celebration would have missed the point.

These technologies operated in concert. The moral vocabulary
acquired in school was practiced at the communal table, reinforced by
the rhythm of the Sabbath, deepened by the slow correspondence that
required you to think before you spoke, embodied in the handcraft that

taught your fingers what your mind could not learn abstractly, and
normalized by a culture that treated competence as the baseline of

civic life rather than as an exceptional achievement requiring
recognition. Remove one technology and the others compensated.

Remove them all, as we have done across roughly two generations,
and nothing compensates, because there is nothing left to compensate
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with. The six essays in this section examine what those technologies
were, how they functioned, and what it means that we dismantled them

without building anything to take their place.
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Chapter 1

The Grammar of Character
In 1836, William Holmes McGuffey published his first Reader, launching what would become the

most influential textbook series in American history. By 1960, over 122 million copies had been sold.
These weren’t just reading primers; they were systematic courses in moral reasoning, teaching virtue as
methodically as mathematics.

A child progressing through McGuffey’s six Readers encountered a carefully scaffolded moral
vocabulary, learning to distinguish between courage and recklessness, thrift and miserliness, honor and
pride.

Today, we struggle to define these terms ourselves, much less teach them to our children. We’ve
retained the vague desire to raise “good kids” while abandoning the linguistic framework that makes
goodness articulable.

The McGuffey Readers understood something we’ve forgotten: virtue isn’t intuitive but learned,
and like any complex knowledge, it requires its own vocabulary, grammar, and syntax. A typical lesson
might present a story about a boy finding a wallet, followed by questions that weren’t seeking feelings
but definitions.

What is honesty? How does it differ from mere rule-following? What is the relationship between
honesty and honor?

Students were expected to parse moral concepts as precisely as they would diagram sentences.
They learned that “integrity” wasn’t just being good but being whole, that “temperance” wasn’t
abstinence but balance, that “prudence” wasn’t caution but practical wisdom.

This linguistic approach to character pervaded nineteenth-century education. Children learned
penmanship through copybooks filled with moral maxims: “Industry is fortune’s right hand and
frugality her left.” They weren’t just practicing their letters; they were literally inscribing virtue into
their muscle memory.

They memorized poems and speeches that gave them templates for moral reasoning. When they
recited “The Village Blacksmith” or “Horatius at the Bridge,” they were downloading software for
discussing duty, sacrifice, and steadfastness. These weren’t abstract concepts but lived vocabularies
they could deploy in their own moral reasoning.

Consider what a twelve-year-old in 1890 could do that a college graduate today often cannot:
articulate precise distinctions between related virtues and vices. They could explain why magnanimity
differs from mere generosity, why fortitude isn’t the same as stubbornness, why courtesy and flattery
are opposites despite their surface similarity.
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They possessed what we’ve lost: a precise vocabulary for discussing human behavior and moral
choice. The capacity to think about virtue came from having words for it.

The dismantling began with good intentions. Progressive educators in the early twentieth century
rightly criticized the rote nature of moral instruction, its cultural narrowness, its tendency toward
indoctrination rather than critical thinking. John Dewey argued for experiential learning over
memorization, for discovering values through practice rather than receiving them through precept.

These were necessary corrections, but in our enthusiasm to avoid indoctrination, we threw out the
entire linguistic framework for discussing character.

By the 1960s, “values clarification” had replaced virtue instruction. Instead of teaching students a
moral vocabulary, educators asked them to discover their own values through exercises and
discussions. The problem wasn’t the self-discovery but the absence of language to conduct it.

Imagine teaching mathematics by asking students to discover their own relationship with numbers
without ever teaching them arithmetic. That’s what we did with moral education. We asked children to
clarify values they couldn’t name, to develop character without the words to describe it.

The self-esteem movement of the 1980s and 90s completed the linguistic collapse. We replaced
the complex vocabulary of virtue with the single, flattening concept of “feeling good about yourself.”
Every moral quality became reducible to self-esteem or its absence.

The bully didn’t lack temperance or justice; he had low self-esteem. The cheater didn’t need
lessons in integrity; she needed to feel better about herself. We created a generation fluent in the
language of therapy but illiterate in the language of virtue.

Today’s young people move through complex moral territories with a desperately impoverished
vocabulary. They know they want to be “good people” but can’t articulate what goodness means
beyond being “nice” or “not hurting anyone.” They aspire to “authenticity” without understanding its
relationship to integrity.

Respect, in their usage, dissolves into mere tolerance. The pursuit of “success” proceeds without
the vocabulary to examine what success means or whether it’s worth pursuing.

The consequences extend beyond personal confusion to public discourse. Our political debates
devolve into shouting matches partly because we lack shared terms for discussing moral questions.
When we argue about justice, we’re not even using the same definition.

When we invoke freedom, we mean a dozen different things. We’ve become the Tower of Babel,
not because we speak different languages but because we’ve forgotten the meaning of our moral words.

Social media has accelerated the linguistic poverty. Complex moral concepts get reduced to
hashtags. Virtue becomes virtue signaling. Character becomes brand. We perform morality without
being able to articulate it, like actors phonetically reciting lines in a language we don’t understand. We
know the gestures of goodness but not its grammar.

The prairie voice remembers when moral language was as precise as legal language, when people
could conduct sophisticated ethical reasoning because they had the vocabulary for it. The frontier
newspaper editor who could write about “probity in public office” knew his readers understood not just
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honesty but the particular kind of tested honesty required of public servants.
The farm wife who taught her children about “forbearance” was giving them not just patience but

the specific strength required to endure hardship without complaint.
But the prairie voice also sees hope in unexpected places. The popularity of virtue ethics in

philosophy departments suggests a hunger for this lost language. Young people flock to stories, from
Harry Potter to Marvel movies, that deal with classic virtues even if they’re not named as such.

The resurgence of Stoicism among tech workers and entrepreneurs reveals a desperate desire for a
systematic approach to character. They’re trying to rebuild the grammar of virtue from scattered
fragments.

The recovery begins with recognizing that moral reasoning requires moral vocabulary. We don’t
need to return to McGuffey’s specific worldview, but we need something like his systematic approach
to teaching virtue as a language.

This means giving children words more precise than “good” and “bad,” concepts more complex
than “nice” and “mean.” It means teaching them to distinguish between confidence and arrogance,
between humility and self-deprecation, between justice and revenge.

Parents can begin by introducing one virtue word per week into family conversation. Not as a
lecture but as a tool. “That took fortitude” carries more weight and precision than “that was hard.”
“You showed prudence” teaches more than “good choice.”

Reading older literature aloud gives children access to moral vocabulary in context. When they
encounter characters described as “steadfast” or “temperate” or “magnanimous,” they’re learning that
humans have developed precise words for precise qualities.

Schools could restore moral vocabulary without preaching morality. Teaching the etymology of
virtue words reveals their meaning without imposing values. Understanding that “courage” comes from
the Latin for heart, that “integrity” shares a root with integer, that “virtue” itself originally meant
strength, this gives students tools for thinking without telling them what to think.

Literature classes could trace how moral vocabulary has evolved, showing how different eras and
cultures have understood character. History classes could examine how moral language has shaped
political movements and social change.

The technology sector, oddly, might lead the recovery. As artificial intelligence forces us to
articulate human values precisely enough to program them, we’re rediscovering the need for exact
moral language.

You can’t code “be good” but you can code specific virtues and their relationships. The effort to
teach machines ethics might end up teaching us to recover our own ethical language.

The prairie voice insists this isn’t about returning to rigid moralism or cultural
narrow-mindedness. It’s about recognizing that complex thinking requires complex vocabulary. We’ve
preserved specialized languages for every domain; law, medicine, technology, except the one that
matters most: the language of character.
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We have a generation fluent in the terminology of mental health but unable to articulate moral
health. They can describe their anxiety in clinical detail but can’t name the virtue that would address it.

The grammar of character isn’t about imposing values but about having the linguistic tools to
discover, examine, and articulate them. When we abandoned virtue language, we didn’t become more
free; we became more confused.

We didn’t avoid indoctrination; we became susceptible to it, lacking the vocabulary to resist.
We didn’t become more tolerant; we became less capable of the precise moral reasoning that

genuine tolerance requires.
The McGuffey Readers knew that democracy depends on citizens capable of moral reasoning, and

moral reasoning requires moral language.
Their specific content may be outdated, but their core insight remains: virtue is learned rather than

felt, articulated rather than intuited, developed through the careful study of its grammar.
We stopped teaching virtue as a language, thinking we were freeing our children from outdated

constraints. Instead, we left them mute in the face of moral complexity, unable to articulate their
highest aspirations or deepest concerns.

The recovery of democracy might begin with the recovery of its vocabulary; one virtue word at a
time, carefully defined, precisely understood, and courageously applied.
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Chapter 2

The Table as Institution
A table is not furniture. It is jurisdiction. The wood confers a small sovereignty where the claims

of appetite, speech, and courtesy are brought under rule. Civilizations learned this early. The invitation
is a summons, the seating is an order of regard, the first plate is a promise that no one present will be
ignored or shamed.

Where the table governs, strangers become guests, guests become neighbors, and neighbors learn
duties they did not vote on. Hospitality in this sense is not sentiment. It is a rule of life with structure,
enforceable expectations, and memory.

The older sources understood that hospitality binds host and guest with unequal but reciprocal
obligations. The host promises welcome, food, shelter, and protection for the duration. The guest
promises restraint, gratitude, and conversation fit for the house that receives him. Host rights include
the ordering of time, the choice of fare, the precedence of seats, and the authority to protect the peace of
the table.

Guest rights include fair portion, protection from insult, and a safe departure. Both sides concede
freedom of speech within the bounds of charity and the host’s right to close the evening. These are not
quaint niceties. They are the training ground for public claim and counterclaim, the place where a
citizen first learns to limit the self for the sake of a shared good.

The table’s ceremony is substance. A clear invitation sets the hour, the place, and the reason for
the gathering. A greeting at the door marks the transition from outside to inside. A wash of the hands, a
grace or a moment of stillness, and the naming of each person present signal that this is not a
transaction. The courses arrive as intervals that teach patience and attention.

The host steers the talk so that no one person dominates and no grievance colonizes the night.
Children observe how the old honor one another. The end is not a fade but a dismissal that respects
work and rest. These simple acts do more to repair a city than any number of appeals to unity. They
stage justice in miniature and make it habitual.

Modern life violates hospitality by commodifying it. Short-term rentals sell access to a house
without granting membership in a home. Restaurants sell ceremony as theater and then eject patrons
when the reservation clock expires. Digital platforms confuse exposure for welcome and address
crowds at once while seeing no one in particular. The result is a culture that speaks of inclusion while
forgetting how to host a single soul. The cure is to reestablish the table as an institution with published
rules that apply to every gathering, no matter how casual. House rules do not require pomp.
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They require clarity and consistency. Phones are surrendered to a basket before the meal begins.
Coats are hung by the door, not tossed over chairs. Latecomers greet the table before seating.
Conversation moves in rounds so that the quiet are heard. Wine or water is poured for others before one
pours for oneself. Plates are not cleared until all have finished. These rules free the timid, restrain the
impulsive, and restore recognition as the first courtesy.

The table also orders hierarchy without humiliation. Precedence can be assigned by age, by guest
status, or by service given to the household. Elders take the far side, children flank the hosts, new
guests are placed where attention will find them. A chair is reserved for the neighbor who may knock
unannounced, a reminder that hospitality is not confined to invitation lists.

Disputes wait until after coffee. Apologies, if due, are not public theater during the meal, since a
table is for reconciliation, not for accusation. When serious correction is needed, the host exercises it
after the plates are set aside, so that food is not mixed with shame. These practices give the young a
map for wielding authority without cruelty and for bearing correction without collapse.

The economy of the table teaches limits. Portions mirror the fact that others exist. Seconds are
offered, not grasped. The host serves herself last. Guests offer to help and accept refusal without
wounded pride.

If a dish is scarce, the scarce portion goes to the aged, to the worker who came straight from a
shift, or to the person whose dietary restrictions leave him few alternatives. If a guest arrives with a
bottle or a loaf, the host decides whether to serve it at once or save it for the next meeting. The giver
does not demand display. The receiver does not allow gifts to trump the order of the house. In this way,
generosity and restraint learn to share a plate.

Speech at the table follows rules that keep persons intact. No one’s honor is attacked, even in jest.
Stories that involve the absent are told with care. Talk that begins to sour is redirected by the host, not
in panic, but with the serene authority of a steward who knows what is being built. The principle is
simple. Conversation should leave each person larger than when he sat down.

The table tolerates disagreement that enlightens and refuses cruelty that entertains. When a guest
outruns this limit, the host names the rule, resets the tone, and moves on. The guest who cannot accept
discipline is not invited again until he is ready to keep faith with the house.

Time belongs to hospitality as much as food. A posted start and a posted end protect workers,
children, and early risers. The host signals the close by standing and giving thanks. Lingering is
permitted for a small circle tasked with clearing and washing.

The others are blessed at the door and sent into the night with their dignity intact. Nothing
corrupts a table faster than gatherings that have no shape, begin with vagueness, and end only from
exhaustion. The clock is not a tyrant in this setting. It is a mercy.

The institution of the table can extend beyond homes. Schools that institute weekly common
meals, with faculty serving and students seated by mixed cohorts, repair status games and teach those
who eat alone to be sought out. Parishes or community centers that hold open suppers on predictable
nights give the lonely a place where the rules are known and the welcome is genuine.
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City offices that receive complaints can seat antagonists at a table and begin with bread and water
before a single accusation is heard, because shared sustenance lowers heat and raises the chance of
truth. Courts already seat jurors together for precisely this reason. Eating together trains attention,
loyalty, and proportion.

The ledger of hospitality is memory. Households should keep a simple book that records who
came, when, what was served, and what promises were made for future care. A birth is noted with a
return visit. A death is marked with a meal delivered to the home that is now missing a voice. If a guest
mentioned unemployment, a follow-up call appears in the next week. If a quarrel was admitted, a note
records that reconciliation was attempted. The book is not surveillance. It is care, written down so that
duty survives fatigue and busy schedules. A home that keeps such a ledger becomes a small school of
fidelity.

Rules must be enforceable or they collapse into theater. A host who sets a phone basket must
actually collect the phones. The parent who instructs a child to speak when spoken to must back the
expectation with practice and patient correction.

An organizer who announces that the quiet will be heard first must interrupt the dominant talker
and invite the soft voice in. The courage to enforce small rules keeps larger conflicts from forming. A
guest who repeatedly scorches the table with contempt should be told, with clarity and kindness, that
the house will not host further until he can respect the order that protects everyone.

Mercy is not the suspension of rule.
Mercy is the rule applied in a way that seeks repair rather than triumph.
The table will not save the world, yet it can civilize a street. The habit of looking another person

in the eye, of listening without hurry, of measuring portions by justice rather than appetite, carries out
the front door and into work, school, and council.

Citizens trained by such tables will keep appointments, return borrowed tools, refuse anonymous
slander, and judge policies by how they treat the weakest. In a culture of noise and transaction, the table
restores proportion. A cloth, a loaf, a pitcher, a circle of chairs, a rule of speech and service, these are
the low technologies that teach a people to govern itself.

When households and institutions recover them, hospitality stops being theater and becomes law,
not of statutes, but of custom that binds because it honors the human person and the common good.



24

Chapter 3

The Sabbath Mind
The last Sunday of unbroken quiet in America died sometime between 1975 and 1985, though

nobody thought to hold a funeral. Its death was not sudden but incremental, each small violation of the
day’s sanctity seeming reasonable at the time. First went the blue laws, those Puritan holdovers that
kept commerce at bay.

Then came the Sunday openings, tentative at first, just essential services, then groceries, then
everything.

By the time we noticed Sunday had become indistinguishable from Saturday, which had already
become indistinguishable from Wednesday, the deed was done.

We had successfully created a seven-day marketplace and lost something whose value we’re only
beginning to calculate.

To understand what we murdered, we need to understand what Sunday once was. Not the
caricature of Puritan severity that we’ve been taught to mock, but the radical proposition that time itself
could be sanctified.

The American Sabbath was never just about religious observance, though that was its root. It was
about the audacious claim that one-seventh of our lives should exist outside the logic of commerce,
productivity, and optimization. It was temporal resistance against the totalitarian claims of the market.

Consider what Laura Ingalls Wilder wrote about Sundays in her frontier childhood. Yes, there
were restrictions, no playing, no non-essential work, but also this: a day when her perpetually laboring
parents sat still, when her father might play his fiddle (hymns only), when the family read together.

The prohibition against work wasn’t punishment but permission. In a world that demanded
constant toil for survival, the Sabbath created an inviolable space where even the poorest person could
claim leisure as a right, not a privilege.

The industrial age initially intensified this protection. Labor unions, many led by Jewish and
Catholic immigrants who brought their own Sabbath traditions, fought to preserve the weekend as
sacred time.

They understood something we’ve forgotten: that without a collectively observed pause, the
machine of capitalism would colonize every hour. The five-day work week wasn’t just about rest; it
was about maintaining a boundary between who we are and what we produce.

But somewhere in the late twentieth century, we began to dismantle these boundaries with
enthusiasm.
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The rhetoric was always about freedom; freedom to shop when we wanted, freedom from
religious impositions, freedom to maximize our time.

Nobody mentioned that we were also free-falling into a world where every moment became
potentially productive, where rest became another thing to optimize, where even our leisure required
metrics and documentation.

The smartphone completed Sunday’s murder.
Now we carry our workplaces in our pockets, our stores in our hands.
The concept of “business hours” has become quaint.
We check email during our children’s recitals, update spreadsheets during dinner, consume and

produce content during what our ancestors would have called the holy hours.
We’ve achieved the dystopian dream of perfect efficiency, where no moment lies fallow, where

every second can be monetized or optimized.
What makes this particularly insidious is how voluntary it feels. Nobody forces us to check our

phones during Sunday dinner. No law requires us to treat the weekend as an extension of the work
week. We’ve internalized the logic so completely that we police ourselves.

We’ve become our own taskmasters, more demanding than any Puritan elder or factory boss ever
dreamed of being.

The cost reveals itself in our collective exhaustion, our inability to be present, our sense that time
moves too fast while simultaneously feeling stuck. We’ve created a culture of perpetual Monday, where
the unique texture of different days has been flattened into an endless present of potential productivity.

Our children grow up without the rhythm of anticipation and rest that once structured human
experience. They know Tuesday from Thursday only by checking their phones.

But here’s where this Prairie Voice offers hope rather than mere lamentation. The Sabbath mind
isn’t lost, merely buried under the sediment of ceaseless activity. Small acts of temporal resistance are
everywhere if we look.

The young parents who impose “screen-free Sundays” are unconsciously recreating Sabbath
restrictions. Professionals who’ve discovered “deep work” are rediscovering what farmers knew about
the need for sustained, uninterrupted focus. The movement toward “slow living” is, beneath the surface,
a Sabbath movement, though it rarely uses that language.

The Orthodox Jewish community offers a living example of what we’ve lost and what we might
reclaim. In their neighborhoods, Friday sunset still triggers a transformation. Shops close, phones
disappear, families walk to synagogue.

For twenty-five hours, they inhabit a different temporal reality. They demonstrate that it’s still
possible to carve out sacred time, even in Manhattan, even in the twenty-first century. Their Sabbath
isn’t a museum piece but a weekly revolution against the tyranny of constant availability.

We don’t need to become religious to reclaim the Sabbath mind. We need to recognize that our
ancestors understood something about human psychology that we’ve forgotten in our rush toward
efficiency.
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The mind requires fallow time.
A soul needs intervals where it’s not producing or consuming but simply existing.
Community needs shared moments of pause to remember what binds it together beyond economic

exchange.
The Prairie Voice speaks here not with nostalgia but with practical wisdom. It says: look at your

Sunday. Does it have a different quality from your Tuesday? Can your children tell the weekend by
something other than not going to school?

When did you last experience twenty-four consecutive hours without checking for updates,
without documenting your experience, without optimizing your time?

The answers to these questions aren’t just personal but political. A culture that cannot rest cannot
reflect. A people who cannot pause cannot protest. A society without Sabbath has no leverage against
the demands of endless growth.

We murdered Sunday, but resurrection is always possible. It begins with the radical act of
refusing to be productive for one day. The harder work continues with convincing others to join us,
because Sabbath observed alone is just a day off, but Sabbath observed together is cultural
transformation.

Recovery culminates in what we’ve lost: the ability to experience time as something other than
money, to value presence over productivity, to remember that we are human beings, not human doings.

The Prairie Voice reminds us that our great-grandparents, for all their struggles, owned something
we’ve sold: one day in seven when the world stopped turning, when the market closed its mouth, when
time briefly belonged to something greater than commerce.

They knew that without this rhythm of work and rest, of sacred and profane, of community and
commerce, human life becomes flat, exhausting, and finally meaningless.

We killed Sunday, but its ghost haunts every burned-out professional, every anxious child, every
family that can’t find time to gather.

Perhaps it’s time to let that ghost back in.
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Chapter 4

Correspondence as Sacrament
The Civil War soldier sat in his tent with a pencil stub and a single sheet of paper, knowing he

might die before another mail call. He chose each word as if it cost money, which it did: paper was
scarce, postage dear, and the opportunity to write uncertain.

His letter home would take weeks to arrive, weeks more for any reply. In that temporal gap lived
something we’ve eliminated: the weight of words that cannot be unsent, the commitment of thoughts
that cannot be immediately clarified, the trust required to send sentences into silence and wait.

Today we fire off hundreds of messages daily, each one ephemeral, disposable, instantly
reversible. We’ve gained immediacy but lost gravity. We’ve achieved connection but sacrificed
contemplation. The difference between a letter and a text isn’t just technological but ontological.

They create different kinds of thought, different forms of relationship, different ways of being
human.

To understand what we’ve lost, examine the physical act of letter writing. The writer gathered
materials: paper, pen, ink, envelope, stamp. Each element cost something. The paper itself demanded
respect; you couldn’t waste it on incomplete thoughts. Pen enforced linearity; you couldn’t delete, only
cross out, and too many corrections meant starting over.

An envelope created privacy; these words were for one reader, not an audience. A stamp
represented commitment; sending required effort and expense. Before writing the first word, the letter
writer had already invested more than we do in a day’s worth of digital communication.

This investment changed the writing itself. Read the correspondence between John and Abigail
Adams. Separated for years during the Revolution, they created a marriage in letters. Not updates or
check-ins but architecture of thought. Abigail didn’t just report events; she analyzed them.

John didn’t just share feelings; he examined them. Each letter assumed the previous one, built
upon it, created a conversation that spanned months but maintained coherence. They were constructing
a shared mind across distance, using letters as the medium of construction.

The slowness wasn’t a bug but a feature. Writers had time to think before writing, readers time to
absorb before responding. Arguments developed across months, allowing positions to evolve rather
than calcify.

Correspondents could change their minds between letters without losing face. The delay created
space for wisdom to season, anger to cool, love to deepen.

Consider the courtship letters of the nineteenth century. Young people who saw each other weekly
still corresponded constantly. The letters didn’t replace presence but created a parallel realm where
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different aspects of self emerged.
A young man who stammered in the parlor became eloquent on paper. A young woman

constrained by propriety in person could reveal her mind in writing. They weren’t just communicating;
they were constructing selves through sentences, discovering who they were by articulating it.

The telephone began the erosion, though early phone calls retained some of letters’ formality.
Long distance was expensive, connections unreliable. People still planned what to say, still treated calls
as events rather than habits.

But the precedent was set: communication could be immediate, words could vanish into air,
thoughts could be exchanged without physical trace.

Email promised to revive letter writing, and briefly it did. Early emails from the 1990s read like
letters: formal salutations, developed paragraphs, considered closings. People printed important ones,
filed them in folders, treated them as correspondence. But the ease of sending bred casualness.

The ability to forward destroyed privacy. The expectation of quick response eliminated reflection.
Email became something else: memos rather than letters, transactions rather than correspondence.

Text messaging completed the transformation. Now we communicate in fragments, emotions
reduced to emoji, complex thoughts compressed into abbreviations. We’ve developed a new grammar
for speed: “u” for you, “lol” for actual laughter, punctuation marks carrying whole conversations of
subtext.

This isn’t necessarily worse, but it’s different. We’ve optimized for efficiency and lost capacity
for development. We’ve chosen immediacy over depth, frequency over significance.

The smartphone made everyone perpetually available, eliminating the sacred space between
message and response. The “read receipt” became a new form of social tyranny: they saw your
message, why haven’t they replied?

We lost the right to receive words, hold them, consider them, craft responses. Every message
demands immediate acknowledgment, turning correspondence into another form of work.

Young people have never known anything else. They maintain dozens of simultaneous
conversation threads, each one partial, continuing, never quite beginning or ending. They experience
communication as a constant stream rather than discrete events.

Their relationships exist in a perpetual present tense, without the narrative arc that letters created.
They cannot ghost or be ghosted in the way letter writers could simply stop writing; digital silence
speaks as loudly as words.

But observe what happens when someone receives an actual letter today. The physical envelope
stops them. They open it carefully, read it completely, often multiple times. They save it. The letter
becomes an object, not just information.

It occupies space in their drawer and their consciousness. Even a trivial letter carries more weight
than an important email because its physicality insists on presence.

The prairie voice remembers when mail was event, not stream. The rural mail carrier brought the
outside world to isolated farms. Letters were read aloud, shared, discussed, preserved. Farm families
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kept correspondence for generations: love letters, war letters, letters from relatives who moved west or
stayed east.

These weren’t just communications but artifacts, physical evidence of relationships that mattered.
The letter writers of the frontier knew something we’ve forgotten: distance creates desire, delay

enables depth. The cowboy writing to his sweetheart couldn’t text “thinking of you” fifty times daily.
He had to compress months of thought into pages, distill experience into paragraphs, make words

carry what presence couldn’t. This constraint created intensity. Read their letters now and feel the
pressure of everything that couldn’t be said, everything that had to wait, everything that depended on
words alone.

We see glimmers of recognition that something essential has been lost. The resurgence of
stationery stores, the popularity of fountain pens among young people, the emergence of “slow
correspondence” clubs where people commit to writing actual letters.

These aren’t just aesthetic choices but attempts to recover a different quality of attention, a
different rhythm of relationship.

Some try technological solutions. Apps that delay message delivery, email plugins that prevent
immediate sending, digital detoxes and communication fasts. But these address symptoms, not causes.

The issue isn’t speed itself but what speed eliminates: the commitment of permanence, the respect
of formality, the gift of focused attention.

The recovery begins with recognizing that different media create different messages. Writing a
letter by hand activates different neural pathways than typing.

The slow formation of cursive creates different thoughts than rapid thumbing on glass. Knowing
that words cannot be unsent changes what we’re willing to say. An expectation of delay allows for
complexity that immediacy forbids.

Parents can introduce children to letters not as history lessons but as living practice. A letter to
grandmother carries different meaning than a text. A thank you note written by hand teaches gratitude
differently than an email. Corresponding with a penpal in another country creates different
understanding than following them on social media. These exercises aren’t about nostalgia but about
developing capabilities that digital communication doesn’t exercise.

Schools could teach letter writing not as obsolete skill but as cognitive training. The
five-paragraph essay, that much-maligned form, actually teaches something essential: how to develop
thought across time, how to create architecture from ideas, how to guide readers through complexity.

Letters require the same skills. Writing them develops patience, planning, and the ability to
imagine readers who aren’t immediately present.

The prairie voice doesn’t advocate abandoning digital communication. That’s neither possible nor
desirable. But it insists we recognize what we’ve traded and what we might reclaim. Not every thought
needs immediate expression.

Some feelings should not be shared instantly. Some relationships suffer under constant contact.
Sometimes distance creates closeness, delay enables clarity, silence allows significance.
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The sacrament of correspondence wasn’t the paper or ink but the covenant between writer and
reader. I will give you my focused attention, create something for you alone, commit thoughts to form
that cannot be easily undone.

You will receive these words as gift, read them with care, respond in kind. This covenant created
a different kind of intimacy than our current perpetual contact. It was harder, slower, but perhaps
deeper.

The letter writer composing by candlelight, the soldier writing in his tent, the pioneer woman at
her kitchen table: they knew their words mattered because words were all they had. No photos, no
videos, no voice messages, no emoji.

Just sentences carrying the full weight of human connection across impossible distances. They
made words into bridges, letters into lifelines, correspondence into communion.

We still have words, more than ever. But we’ve forgotten how to make them matter, how to give
them weight, how to send them into the world as vessels of meaning rather than droplets in the stream.

The recovery of correspondence as sacrament begins with a simple recognition: some things
deserve more than a text, some thoughts require more than a moment, some relationships merit the gift
of actual letters, written slowly, sent deliberately, received as what they are: not just communication but
commitment, not just information but artifact, not just writing but a form of love that takes the time to
find the right words and the courage to make them permanent.
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Chapter 5

The Artisan’s Revenge
The young software engineer pays $300 for a hand-forged kitchen knife. The marketing executive

spends weekends learning pottery. The financial analyst takes up letterpress printing. These aren’t
hobbies.

They’re acts of spiritual resistance, though the participants might not describe them that way. The
current fetishization of handmade goods represents something more urgent than nostalgic aesthetics. It
marks the revenge of tangible creation in an intangible world, the reassertion of human agency against
algorithmic existence.

To understand this revenge, we need to recognize what provoked it. The average knowledge
worker touches nothing all day except keyboards and screens. They produce no physical objects,
transform no raw materials, leave no visible mark on the world. Their labor disappears into cloud
storage, their achievements exist only as metrics on dashboards.

Even their successes feel abstract: increased engagement, improved conversion rates, optimized
workflows. They go home exhausted from work that leaves no physical trace.

This isn’t new. William Morris faced the same crisis in Victorian England. The Arts and Crafts
movement he founded in the 1880s responded to industrial production’s dehumanization of work.
Morris watched skilled craftsmen reduced to factory hands, their knowledge replaced by machines,
their creativity crushed by efficiency. He didn’t just mourn this loss; he built an alternative.

His workshops produced furniture, textiles, and books that were simultaneously beautiful objects
and political statements. Every hand-printed page argued that human creativity couldn’t be mechanized
without losing something essential.

Morris failed, of course. Mass production won. The Arts and Crafts movement became a luxury
brand for the wealthy rather than the democratic revolution he envisioned. But his core insight
survived: humans need to create with their hands, to see their thoughts become things, to know their
work through their bodies. This need doesn’t disappear because we ignore it. It just goes underground,
waiting for its moment of return.

That moment arrived with the digital revolution’s complete victory. When everything became
virtual, the physical became precious. As all products grew identical, the imperfect became beautiful.

With algorithms predicting our preferences, the unpredictable became necessary. The handmade
object carries what no mass-produced item can: evidence of human decision, limitation, and touch.

Consider what happens in a pottery class. The student centers clay on a wheel, an action requiring
their entire body. Their hands shape the vessel, but their core provides stability, their legs power the
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wheel, their eyes judge proportion. Every pot bears the marks of its making: the slight asymmetry that
reveals handwork, the glaze variations that speak to fire and chance.

The potter makes hundreds of decisions, conscious and unconscious, that no algorithm could
replicate or predict. The finished pot is less perfect and more expensive than its factory equivalent.
That’s precisely its value.

The craft economy’s explosive growth tells this story in numbers. Etsy went from a quirky
website in 2005 to a publicly traded company that reached a market valuation exceeding thirteen billion
dollars. Craft breweries multiplied from 89 in 1978 to nearly 10,000 by 2023. Farmers’ markets
increased from 1,755 in 1994 to 8,771 in 2023.

These numbers don’t represent efficiency gains or technological advancement. They represent a
massive reallocation of resources toward inefficiency, toward the slower, more expensive, more
difficult way of making things.

Critics dismiss this as privileged nostalgia, and they’re partly right. The $50 handmade cutting
board is a luxury. But focusing on price misses the point. The craft movement isn’t about the objects
but about the making.

The real growth isn’t in buying handmade but in making by hand. Community colleges report
waiting lists for woodworking and welding classes. YouTube tutorials on blacksmithing get millions of
views. People who can afford to buy anything are choosing to make something.

The pandemic accelerated this revenge. Locked in their homes, reduced to faces on screens,
people discovered their hands. Bread baking became so widespread that flour disappeared from stores.

Gardens appeared in every available space. Sales of sewing machines, rarely purchased by anyone
under sixty, spiked among millennials. These weren’t just lockdown hobbies but discoveries of agency.
In a world where everything felt out of control, people found power in controlling dough’s rise, plants’
growth, fabric’s transformation.

The technology sector, ironically, leads the craft revival. Silicon Valley engineers take up
woodworking with religious devotion. They build workbenches more sophisticated than their computer
setups, collect hand tools like vintage wines, debate joint techniques with the fervor they once reserved
for programming languages.

They’re not rejecting technology but seeking its opposite. After days of abstract problem-solving,
they hunger for problems they can touch, solutions they can hold.

This hunger extends beyond individual makers to entire industries. “Small batch” and “artisanal”
have become marketing magic words, applied to everything from chocolate to denim. Most of these
products are not handmade, but their marketing reveals what consumers want: connection to makers,
stories of process, evidence of human involvement.

Even when buying mass-produced goods, people want to believe human hands were involved.
The prairie voice recognizes this pattern. Frontier life required constant making: clothes, furniture,

tools, food. This wasn’t romantic but necessary. Yet that necessity created knowledge the body carried.
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The farm wife who could judge bread dough by touch, the blacksmith who knew iron’s mood by
color, the carpenter who felt wood grain like reading braille. Their competence was physical,
undeniable, visible. They knew their worth through their works.

We lost that knowledge gradually, then suddenly. First, industrialization replaced craftsmen with
factories. Then globalization moved those factories overseas. Finally, digitization eliminated even the
concept of making for most workers.

Three generations from farm to office, from making to managing, from creating to consuming. No
wonder we’re desperate to touch something real.

But the artisan’s revenge isn’t about returning to the past. Modern makers use laser cutters
alongside hand tools, sell through Instagram while working in garages, combine traditional techniques
with contemporary design.

They’re not rejecting technology but insisting on balance. They use machines as tools rather than
replacements, automation as assistant rather than master.

The revenge succeeds through infiltration rather than revolution. Corporate offices install maker
spaces. Business schools add design thinking to their curricula. Cities convert abandoned factories into
artisan collectives.

These spaces become pilgrimage sites for people seeking what their daily work doesn’t provide:
transformation of material, evidence of effort, objects that exist outside screens.

The deeper success lies in how craft changes its practitioners. Watch someone learning
woodworking. First comes frustration: the wood splits wrong, joints don’t fit, surfaces won’t smooth.
But persistence brings knowledge the body learns before the mind understands. Hands develop their
own intelligence.

Tools become extensions of intention. Mistakes become teachers rather than failures. The maker
develops what machines cannot: judgment born from experience, intuition based on touch, confidence
grounded in competence.

This education happens outside traditional institutions. Master craftspeople, once facing
extinction, now have waiting lists for apprenticeships. YouTube becomes trade school. Instagram
becomes gallery. Farmers’ markets become economics lessons. The knowledge economy’s refugees are
rebuilding the competence economy one project at a time.

The artisan’s revenge changes how we understand value. The handmade bowl costs more than ten
factory bowls but provides something factories cannot: story, connection, particularity. Its
imperfections register as proof of humanity, not flaws. The inefficiency reads as resistance, not waste.

The mere existence of such a bowl argues that not everything should be optimized, scaled, or
disrupted.

The prairie voice knows this revenge will remain incomplete. Most of us won’t become full-time
makers. Mass production won’t disappear. But the craft revival has already achieved something crucial:
it’s reminded us that humans are makers, not just consumers, creators rather than users, agents rather
than algorithms.
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Every handmade object testifies that human creativity cannot be fully automated, human
satisfaction cannot be entirely virtualized, human worth cannot be completely digitized.

The software engineer with her handmade knife, the executive at his pottery wheel, the analyst
with her letterpress: they’re not playing at craft but reclaiming capacity. They’re proving that despite
decades of deskilling, despite generations of automation, despite the digital revolution’s complete
victory, human hands remember how to make.

The artisan’s revenge isn’t violent but patient, not loud but persistent, not revolutionary but
evolutionary. It happens every time someone chooses to make rather than buy, to create rather than
consume, to work with their hands in a world that forgot they could.
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Chapter 6

The Right to Be Boring
The cult of the fascinating has emptied public life of stamina. We praise the novel, the

provocative, the personal brand with its radiant veneer, while the quiet virtues that hold families,
schools, shops, and cities together have been assigned to the custodial closet. Boredom has been
anathematized as a moral failure rather than a momentary condition of being alive among other people.

The calendar is sacrificed to the feed.
That feed is animated by novelty curious about nothing.
Our resulting culture confuses charisma with character and spectacle with stewardship. The

restoration begins with a dissertation in praise of the ordinary: punctuality, thrift, and maintenance as
civic arts.

Matthew Crawford reminds us that reality resists our fantasies, especially in the shop where
material limits speak back to the hand. Joseph Pieper reminds us that leisure is not consumption but
contemplative receptivity, the ground of culture and the ceremony of gratitude. The old diaries of
tradespeople, with their laconic entries about weather, repairs, and neighborly obligations, read like an
antidote to our informational glare. They show a human life that is durable precisely because it is
uninteresting to any algorithm.

The fixation on being interesting is a steroid for vanity. It breeds restlessness, not excellence, and
it hollows work into performance. To be always interesting is to be permanently available for judgment
by strangers who will never torque your bolts, translate your patient’s chart, or reset your breaker box at
midnight.

The useful person does not audition for the crowd. The useful person knows where the shutoff
valve is and shows up with a wrench on time. Competence outlasts charisma because competence is a
promise kept across days and years. A dull reliability is not a concession to mediocrity. It is the
grammar of the common good.

The present moment makes the plea for dull virtues urgent. We have designed systems that
monetize attention and reward deviation from steadiness. Novelty has been indexed and sold back to us
as value itself.

The young are instructed to differentiate themselves through constant disclosure, a strategy that
mistakes self-exposure for self-knowledge. Institutions follow suit, frantically rebranding, chasing trend
cycles that dissolve before they can be printed on a brochure.

The price is institutional amnesia. The archive that once stabilized purpose is replaced by
analytics that stabilize nothing. In such a world the man or woman who can do a job the same correct
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way on Tuesday and then again on Thursday is a dissident. The counterculture now is competence.
The dignity of boring work is not an aesthetic preference but a moral claim. Boring, in the proper

sense, is what resists theatrics. It is the repetition by which mastery is acquired. In a machine shop you
indicate a part, sweep an arc, check the runout. In a classroom you prepare, deliver, listen, and revise. In
a courtroom you file, argue, and accept that procedure exists to protect the weak from the whims of the
strong.

Ritual is the ethics of time. If the ritual is sound, the outcomes will be fair more often than not.
The diaries of artisans capture this ethic in miniature. They inventory time honestly, recording the
storm that delayed the delivery, the bearing that failed, the customer who needed leniency, the
apprentice who finally learned to sharpen the chisel without a burr.

Such diaries do not sparkle.
They endure.
A culture of maintenance is a culture of memory. To maintain is to confess that what we have

inherited is worth preserving and that our clever improvements are only occasionally improvements.
Planned obsolescence may be profitable, but it is spiritually corrosive. The repair manual, like a liturgy,
teaches reverence for the given. Crawford is correct that reality pushes back.

The bearing either seats or it does not. A thread either catches or strips. Such discipline trains a
civic imagination that can tolerate limits and accept responsibility. There is no influencer content that
can substitute for this apprenticeship.

A life ordered by dull virtues is not a life without beauty. It is a life that can receive beauty
without wrenching it into a brand. Pieper’s account of leisure clarifies the point. Leisure is not idleness.
It is the posture of receptivity that allows festivity and worship to become possible.

Leisure presumes that one has fulfilled obligations with care, then stood still long enough to
contemplate what exceeds utility. This is the paradox at the heart of a sane culture. Only those who take
work seriously can rest properly. Only those who rest properly can undertake work that rises above
mere toil. The tyranny of interesting things flattens both sides. It turns work into content and rest into
entertainment. Both are thin. Both exhaust.

If the common life requires ordinary competence, then we ought to speak plainly about the habits
that cultivate it. The healthy polity is not made by viral moments but by adults who can be trusted with
keys.

The following rules are intentionally unromantic. They prefer the measurable to the performative,
the repeated to the improvised, the faithful to the conspicuous. They are not exhaustive, and they are
not infallible, but they describe the scaffolding upon which a humane order can be built.

Rule One: Be punctual. Timekeeping is the democratic form of respect. To arrive when you said
you would arrive is to acknowledge that other people’s hours are as sacred as your own. The clock
prevents the strong from consuming the weak with delays that only the powerful can afford. Punctuality
is the smallest republic.
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Rule Two: Keep a calendar you actually obey. The calendar disciplines desire and rescues
projects from enthusiasm. It is an inventory of promises. Writing the thing down is not yet virtue.
Showing up at the appointed time with the necessary materials is virtue.

Rule Three: Practice thrift. Thrift is not stinginess. It is an ethic of stewardship that recognizes the
costs hidden in every convenience. Wasting less is a form of courtesy to the future. Save money, save
energy, save words. Frugality is freedom from the humiliations of needless dependence.

Rule Four: Maintain your tools. Clean, sharpen, calibrate, replace. The condition of your tools is
the biography of your character. A well-kept instrument invites craft, reduces error, and teaches
humility. The person who cares for tools will usually care for people.

Rule Five: Finish what you start. Completion is moral, not merely tactical. It dignifies the client,
the colleague, and the self. The last five percent requires judgment, patience, and pride. Leaving many
things almost done is the career strategy of the unserious.

Rule Six: Make accurate lists and shorter claims. List the materials, the steps, the costs, the risks.
Speak about outcomes with modesty. Promise less than you hope for. Deliver more than you promised.
Accuracy breeds trust, and trust is the only compound interest that scales institutions.

Rule Seven: Rehearse routines until they are boring for you and calming for others. The reliable
handoff, the standard pre-brief, the checklist before the incision, the closing protocol after the shift.
These are rituals that prevent chaos and convert competence into safety.

Rule Eight: Learn to repair before you replace. Replacement is not always failure, but repair
preserves knowledge that replacement erases. To repair is to enter the genealogy of a thing, to learn
how it was made, what it can endure, and which error will ruin it. Repairers become historians by
touch.

Rule Nine: Guard quiet. Noise is the natural resource strip-mined by a culture that must perform
to be believed. Quiet is not only for contemplation. It is also for concentration. To protect spans of
unbroken attention is to enlarge your capacity for difficult work. The deepest forms of service are born
in silence.

Rule Ten: Honor apprenticeships and elders. Competence survives when it is transmitted face to
face, shop to shop, bench to bench. The master who demonstrates and the novice who repeats are acting
out a politics of gratitude. Recorded tips are useful, but they cannot see your grip and correct it. The
tradition lives in the correction.

These rules sit in deliberate tension with the sermon of charisma. Charisma may dazzle, and
sometimes it even inspires, but it does not repair the roof. It will not recalibrate the lathe. It will not
arrive at 7:55 for the 8:00 start. The civic consequences of neglecting boring virtues are visible
everywhere. Infrastructure collapses under the weight of deferred maintenance.

Hospitals drown in administrative theatricality while clinicians beg for time to chart, examine, and
think. Universities convert study into marketing. The public grows cynical, and cynicism curdles into
grievance. Any remedy lies not in the invention of a new ideology but in the recovery of an old
etiquette of competence.
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The Prairie Voice worth cultivating will not trend. It will not flash. It will not teach you to
optimize your presence at the expense of your presence of mind. It will teach you to honor the slow,
cumulative dignity of doing necessary things correctly and repeatedly.

Crawford’s shop and Pieper’s leisure belong together, because a culture that respects reality at the
bench will also be able to rest before reality at the altar and the table. The diaries of tradespeople are the
literature of such a culture.

They are quiet proof that a human life can be small and yet large with meaning. In a season that
worships the interesting, a strong society will defend the right to be boring, not as a vice but as a
vocation.
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Part Two
The Institutions

Technologies of formation do not operate in isolation. They require
institutional housing: buildings where people gather, schedules that
organize time, rules that distribute authority, traditions that transmit

accumulated wisdom from one generation to the next. A moral
vocabulary taught in no school disappears within a generation. A
hospitality practice embodied in no institution reverts to personal

preference. A temporal rhythm observed by no community becomes a
private eccentricity. The technologies described in Part One required

institutions to give them social weight and permanence.

The town meeting, the mutual aid ledger, the residential school, the
land-grant university: these institutions embodied the formation

technologies and ensured that they survived the death or departure of
any single practitioner. An individual can practice hospitality alone. A

community requires an institution to make hospitality systematic, to
convert individual virtue into collective capacity. The four essays in
this section trace specific institutions from their founding purposes
through their contemporary transformations, asking in each case
whether the institution still performs the function it was built to

perform, and what happens to the community when the answer is no.
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The progression moves from the most local institution, the town
meeting, through the mutual aid network and the residential school, to

the land-grant university, whose transformation from democratic
educator to commercial entertainment enterprise represents the most

complete institutional corruption arc in American public life.
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Chapter 7

The Neighborhood as Nation
In the early nineteenth century, the citizens of Dedham, Massachusetts, gathered for their annual

town meetings as they had for two hundred years. The proceedings could run all afternoon over what
would seem to us trivial sums: a four-hour debate over whether to spend seventeen dollars on road
repair was not unusual in towns where such decisions touched every household. Four hours. Seventeen
dollars.

Every citizen who would travel that road, whose wagons would rut its surface, whose taxes would
pay for the gravel, had the right to speak. More importantly, they had to look into the eyes of neighbors
they would see at the general store, at church, at harvest time, and defend their position.

The farmer who argued against the repair and the widow who argued for it both knew they would
share a pew come Sunday. Democracy wasn’t something that happened to them; it was something they
did, together, with people they couldn’t escape.

We find this quaint now, inefficient, even absurd. Four hours for seventeen dollars? We have
algorithms that could optimize this decision in milliseconds, expert panels that could determine best
practices, federal standards that could eliminate the need for any local decision at all.

And so we did exactly that.
We traded the messy, personal, inescapable democracy of the neighborhood for the clean,

abstract, optional democracy of the screen. We can now argue with strangers about national policy
while avoiding eye contact with the person next door. We’ve gained the world and lost the block, and in
that trade, we’ve forgotten what democracy actually is.

The dismantling was deliberate, though sold as progress. Neighborhood schools gave way to
consolidated districts because efficiency experts calculated the per-pupil savings. They didn’t calculate
the cost of parents no longer knowing their children’s teachers, of communities losing their gathering
places, of decisions being made by distant bureaucrats rather than present neighbors.

The corner store gave way to the supermarket, then the big box store, then the delivery truck.
Each iteration promised lower prices and greater selection, but with each iteration, another site of
necessary encounter disappeared. You don’t have to face anyone at the self-checkout.

You don’t have to explain yourself to the algorithm.
Town meetings gave way to representative democracy, which gave way to regulatory agencies,

which gave way to algorithmic governance. Each step promised to free us from the burden of
self-government, and each step did. But freedom from self-government turns out to be indistinguishable
from the loss of self-government.
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When the EPA regulates your watershed from Washington, when the school curriculum is
determined by the state capital, when the zoning board answers to federal guidelines rather than local
needs, you haven’t been liberated from politics. You’ve been excused from the classroom where
democracy is actually learned.

Our ancestors understood something we’ve forgotten: democracy is a skill, and like all skills, it
must be practiced at a level where failure is survivable. You learn to negotiate in situations where the
stakes are low and the relationships continue. You learn to compromise with people you’ll have to face
tomorrow.

You learn to build consensus with folks who know where you live. The neighborhood was never
just a geographical accident; it was a laboratory for democracy, a gym for civic musculature, a school
where the curriculum was getting along with people you didn’t choose but couldn’t escape.

Consider what happened in a nineteenth-century New England town meeting. Citizens didn’t just
vote; they deliberated. They didn’t just state positions; they modified them in response to neighbors’
concerns. When farmer John wanted a new road to his mill and widow Smith worried about the cost,
they couldn’t retreat to their respective echo chambers.

They had to stand in the same room, breathing the same air, and figure it out. Sometimes it took
all day. Sometimes it took multiple meetings. Always, it took the kind of patience and persistence that
comes from knowing you’ll be living with these people and this decision for the rest of your life.

This enforced encounter created what we might call productive friction. You couldn’t simply
dismiss your opponents as evil or stupid when you knew them as Ted who helped you raise your barn
and Margaret who brought soup when your mother was sick.

You had to assume good faith because bad faith would poison the well you all drank from. You
had to find common ground because it was literally the ground you walked on every day. You had to
maintain relationships that transcended convenience because convenience wasn’t an option.

We’ve replaced this with what exactly? Online forums where anonymity licenses cruelty? Social
media where we perform democracy for audiences of the like-minded? National politics where we
invest messianic hopes in distant figures who couldn’t pick us out of a lineup? We’ve traded the
difficult democracy of the neighborhood for the easy democracy of the network, where you can always
find your tribe, always confirm your biases, always disconnect when things get uncomfortable.

We’ve gained infinite connection and lost necessary encounter. We’ve gained global reach and
lost local grasp.

The results surround us. Cities where nobody knows who their city councilman is but everyone
has opinions about the president. Neighborhoods where residents organize online petitions for national
causes while ignoring the vacant lot next door. Schools where parents email complaints to
administrators but never show up for board meetings.

Churches that livestream services to distant audiences while their actual neighbors remain
strangers. We’ve become experts at abstract democracy while forgetting how to practice actual
democracy.
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The consolidation of local institutions into regional, national, and global ones wasn’t just an
economic shift; it was a fundamental restructuring of how power works.

When your school board meets three towns over, when your hospital is run by a corporation
headquartered in another state, when your main street is regulated by federal agencies and international
trade agreements, you haven’t just lost convenience.

You’ve lost agency. You’ve been demoted from citizen to consumer, from participant to
spectator, from someone who governs to someone who is governed.

The tech companies understand this perfectly. They offer us “communities” that require no
commitment, “connections” that demand no accountability, “engagement” that involves no risk.

They profit from our need for belonging while ensuring we never actually belong to anything.
They encourage us to express ourselves while ensuring that expression changes nothing.
They’ve created a simulacrum of democratic participation that feels like involvement while

requiring none of democracy’s actual work: showing up, staying engaged, working through conflict,
living with consequences.

The Prairie Voice remembers when democracy meant Tuesday night school board meetings that
ran past midnight, Saturday morning discussions at the hardware store that shaped Monday’s vote,
Sunday afternoon conversations on front porches where consensus was slowly built. It wasn’t efficient.
It wasn’t comfortable. Nobody bothered to optimize it.

But it was real in a way our current democracy is not. It created citizens who understood that
democracy wasn’t something you had but something you did, not a system you lived under but a skill
you practiced, not a right you claimed but a responsibility you bore.

The revival begins at the block level. It starts with knowing your neighbors’ names, then their
concerns, then their dreams for the street you share. It grows through the slow work of attending
meetings everyone else ignores, joining boards everyone else abandons, accepting responsibilities
everyone else avoids.

It means choosing the inefficient local business over the convenient global platform, the
contentious town meeting over the comfortable echo chamber, the difficult neighbor over the agreeable
stranger.

This isn’t romantic nostalgia for a simpler time. Those town meetings could be petty, parochial,
and prejudiced. Local sovereignty protected local injustice as often as local wisdom. But in our rush to
correct the failures of local democracy, we’ve abandoned the practice of democracy itself.

We’ve traded the possibility of being wrong together for the certainty of being right alone. We’ve
chosen the democracy of the dashboard over the democracy of the doorstep, and then we wonder why
nothing ever changes, why our votes feel meaningless, why our democracy feels so fragile.

The neighborhood as nation wasn’t perfect, but it was pedagogical. It taught through practice what
no civics textbook could convey: that democracy is grounded in relationships you can’t escape,
decisions you have to live with, people you must face tomorrow.
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When we traded local sovereignty for global connection, we gained the world and lost the muscle
memory of democracy itself.

The Prairie Voice calls us back not to isolation but to encounter, not to provincialism but to
presence, not to the past but to the practice of democracy at a scale where we can still feel our hands on
the wheel, where we can still see the faces of those affected by our decisions, where we still have to live
with what we choose.
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Chapter 8

The Parish Ledger
The Parish Ledger begins with a simple claim: people learn duty from one another, not from a

faceless transfer. Before the consolidated welfare state, parishes and friendly societies wove relief into
the rhythm of daily life. They bound aid to obligation through dues, visitation, and rule, and they
allowed neighbors to see the costs and fruits of care.

The record survives in parish chests and printed bylaws that read like moral ledgers. A parish
vestry notebook or a friendly society rulebook did not preach virtue; it trained it by requiring
contribution, attendance, and disclosure as the price of belonging. The structure formed character
because it exposed members to the discipline of being seen. The mechanics were plain, the chest with
shared keys, the receipts, the poor rate lists, the routine of inspection that turned compassion into an
accountable habit.

Friendly societies developed the same grammar of responsibility. Their general laws fixed
assessments, waiting periods, visitation of the sick, and clear procedures for suspending benefits when
members failed to meet their duties.

Relief was the mutual exchange of pledged obligations rather than a one-sided grant, and
authority rested close to the members through local lodges and officers. Surviving rulebooks from the
late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries show the institutional craft, plain language, specified fines,
audits, and periodic declarations that all accounts were to be balanced in open lodge. The moral
anthropology is unambiguous. Help was earned by belonging, and belonging required rule-bound
conduct that could be checked in public.

Modern mutual aid often performs concern without sustaining it. It flares across platforms, raises
sporadic funds, and disperses them with minimal verification. Conventional welfare programs deliver at
scale yet in ways that erase the face of the giver and the debtor alike. Both models tend to fail
formation. One teaches voluntarist sentiment without ongoing duty, the other teaches procedural
entitlement without reciprocal care.

The early settlement movement grasped this tension. Its workers did not celebrate anonymous
relief. They set records, mapped wages and nationalities, visited homes, and treated association as
pedagogy. Those maps and papers were not romantic ephemera. They formed an administrative
architecture of attention and insisted that social care is most human when it is local and documented.

Law creates community when it becomes legible ritual and not distant decree. The history of
Western legal development shows why parish chests and lodges worked. People were not merely ruled
by rules, they participated in making and interpreting them, and the language of those rules gave
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common life its grammar.
A ledger, properly negotiated and read aloud, is not bureaucracy. It is a shared story about who

gave, who asked, and who now owes attention.
A contemporary Parish Ledger should recover this craftsmanship without pretending we still live

in a village. It should operate at the scale of a city block or a cluster of adjacent buildings. It should
convene in a fixed place, keep a book that any member can inspect, and publish monthly statements
that mark gifts and claims by name unless a supermajority votes for privacy in a specific case.

Dues should be ordinary enough to be felt yet never so heavy that they push out the working poor.
Relief should be conditional on participation, attendance at meetings, service on visitation teams, and
compliance with the rules that prevent abuse. The ledger should record the three motions that trained
duty in the past, contribution before need, presence at the bedside during need, and restitution after
recovery when appropriate. The form must be civil in the literal sense. It is an instrument for civic
friendship.

Governance must be near, small, and slow enough to foster memory. The block elects three
officers every year, a warden for funds, a clerk for records, and a steward for visitation. Any two can
authorize emergency grants up to a modest ceiling, but the full membership must ratify at the next
meeting, and the ledger should capture both the emergency and the ratification.

The officers rotate by rule, not by charisma. An annual audit occurs in open assembly, conducted
by two members who did not hold office that year and who certify the book with their signatures. A
rule of limited secrecy protects dignity without destroying accountability, the identity of a recipient can
be masked for a season if disclosure would create concrete harm, but the number and amount of relief
may not be hidden.

The ledger should show whether a claim arose from illness, loss of work, funeral costs, eviction
prevention, or child care, so that patterns become visible and addressable.

Funding must be mixed. Regular dues anchor attention. Matching gifts from local businesses or
congregations expand capacity without shifting control. Legally, the ledger can live inside a small
nonprofit that files simple annual returns and keeps bank accounts separate from personal ones.

The form is less important than the rule that decisions remain with the members who pay and
serve. If a city wishes to seed such ledgers with grants, the grants should be unconditional on content
and limited by size to prevent capture. The state is a welcome neighbor but not a parent. The ledger will
live only if the members believe that the book belongs to them.

A neighborhood constitution need not be long. It must be clear, speak in ordinary words, and bind
the tongue to the practice. A model follows, written to be adopted by a block association or a cluster of
buildings that wishes to become a Parish Ledger Fund.

It borrows the austerity of the old bylaws and the transparency of parish records, while conceding
modern needs such as safeguarding and basic privacy. The point is not nostalgia. The point is formation
through rule.



47

This block establishes a common fund called the Parish Ledger. Membership is open to adult
residents of the block who agree to pay monthly dues and to keep the rules. Each member signs the
book.

The fund exists to provide temporary relief to members in need arising from sickness, injury,
funeral expense, loss of wages, rent arrears, or care of dependents. Relief is not a right detached from
duty. It is the return that members owe one another because they have chosen to belong.

Dues are set each January by the members gathered in meeting. Dues are paid to the warden and
entered by the clerk in the book on the day received.

Members who fall two months behind in dues lose voting rights until they are caught up or
granted forbearance by vote. A member may petition for forbearance at any time. Forbearance lasts
three months unless renewed by vote.

The officers of the fund are the warden, the clerk, and the steward. The warden keeps the bank
account and cosigns all disbursements with either the clerk or the steward. The clerk keeps the ledger,
records minutes, posts statements, and preserves receipts. The steward organizes visitation, reports on
the condition of members in need, and recommends relief.

Officers serve one year and may not serve more than two years in a row in the same office.
Elections occur in December. Vacancies are filled at the next regular meeting. Any officer may be
removed by two thirds of the members present for neglect or misuse.

Relief is granted in stated meetings upon recommendation of the steward after a visit. In cases of
urgency, any two officers may grant relief up to a fixed weekly limit. Such grants are read into the book
at the next meeting for ratification. Relief may take the form of grants, no-interest loans, food cards,
rent payments to a landlord, or payment to a clinic or pharmacy.

The amount and kind are decided in view of the need, the means of the fund, and the member’s
participation. Loans are scheduled for repayment only after recovery. Grants require no repayment. No
member may draw relief without being known to the steward or visited by a visitation team.

Meetings occur monthly on a stated evening at a stated place. A quorum is one fifth of the
members or twelve, whichever is smaller.

All votes are by open show unless a majority requests a written ballot.
The agenda proceeds in this order, reading of minutes, reading of the monthly statement, reports

of officers, petitions for relief, elections when due, other business, closing. The clerk posts the
statement of receipts and disbursements in a common place and circulates it to members within three
days.

The ledger is open to inspection by any member at reasonable times. Names of recipients are
recorded unless a two thirds vote grants masking for a season upon a showing that disclosure would
cause concrete harm. Amounts, categories of relief, and dates are always recorded.

The annual audit occurs in January and is conducted by two members who did not hold office in
the prior year. The auditors examine receipts, bank statements, and the book. They write their report in
the ledger and sign it.
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Discipline serves the peace of the fund. A member who defrauds the fund or mistreats a visitation
team may be suspended for a stated time or expelled by two thirds vote after being heard.

A member who speaks disorderly in meeting after being warned by the chair may be asked to
leave and may return at the next meeting. Restoration after suspension is by majority vote.

Safeguarding protects both dignity and trust. Officers keep private any medical or family details
learned in visitation, except what must be recorded to justify relief. Children are not asked to speak
about family matters in any meeting.

Cash on hand is minimized. When collections are taken, two members count the money in the
presence of others and the clerk enters the amount at once.

Amendments to this constitution require notice at one meeting and approval by two thirds at the
next. Dissolution requires the same and includes a plan to distribute any remaining funds to a local
charity chosen by the members.

This model can be adopted without permission from anyone. It can live inside a tenant
association, a parish ministry, a block club, or a cooperative. The required resources are modest, a
room, a book, a bank account, three officers willing to be known, and neighbors willing to sign their
names where they live. The required virtues are less modest, patience, candor, the courage to say no,
and the humility to ask for help.

The old records remind us that these virtues grow when they are trained by institutional form. The
friendly society rules show how to write the obligations down. The parish chest shows how to secure
them with shared keys. The settlement record shows how to see need without condescension and to
answer without anonymity.

A ledger that belongs to a block can do today what those instruments did in their own time. It can
teach reciprocal duty better than anonymous redistribution because it makes the exchange visible and
therefore memorable.

It restores the ancient link between giving and being given back to, not as a transaction but as a
rule that holds neighbors in a common life.
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Chapter 9

Sign Schools of the Prairie
The Iowa School for the Deaf sits in Council Bluffs, just across the Missouri River from Omaha.

Founded in 1855, it is one of the oldest continuously operating schools for deaf children in America.
For over a century and a half, children arrived from farms and small towns across Iowa, many boarding
through the school year because their families lived too far away for daily commuting. They came
knowing no sign language. They left fluent in a visual language their hearing parents could barely
follow.

Janna Sweenie was born Deaf in Council Bluffs and graduated from the Iowa School for the Deaf.
She would go on to teach American Sign Language at New York University for over thirty-five years,
serve as Program Coordinator, and co-author textbooks that have taught thousands of hearing students
their first signs. But the signing she learned in Council Bluffs was not identical to the signing taught in
New York classrooms. The prairie produced its own variety, and that variety is disappearing.

Across the Great Plains, a network of residential schools for the Deaf once stretched from Texas
to the Dakotas. The Kansas School for the Deaf in Olathe. The Nebraska School for the Deaf in Omaha.
The South Dakota School for the Deaf in Sioux Falls. The North Dakota School for the Deaf in Devils
Lake. The Colorado School for the Deaf in Colorado Springs. Each school served as a linguistic
community where children who could not hear the spoken language of their families developed fluency
in a visual language their families could not see.

These schools created signing space. Not metaphorically. Literally. The physical envelope in
which signs are produced expanded in residential settings where signers communicated across
dormitory halls, across dining rooms, across gymnasiums and playing fields. The arms extended
further. The shoulders engaged more actively. The signing space grew to fill the visual field of
receivers who might be standing across a room rather than seated at a desk.

This is proximal articulation: signing that engages the shoulder and upper arm as primary
articulators rather than restricting movement to the wrist and fingers. It is one of the central subjects of
a new textbook called Arm Angles in American Sign Language, co-authored by Sweenie and David
Boles, and it carries within it the history of how deaf children were educated across the American
interior.

The textbook does not present itself as history. It presents itself as linguistics and pedagogy,
twelve chapters covering anatomy, spatial dimensions, register variation, classifier predicates, and the
biomechanics of sustainable signing. But embedded in its discussion of dialectal and generational
variation is a record of what the prairie schools created and what mainstreaming is steadily dissolving.
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The shift began in 1975 with the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, which mandated
that disabled students be educated in the “least restrictive environment.” For deaf children, this
increasingly meant placement in local public schools with interpreters rather than residential schools
with signing peers. The policy had defensible goals: keeping children with their families, providing
access to general education curriculum, ending the institutional separation that had characterized deaf
education for over a century.

The linguistic consequences were not part of the calculation.
A deaf child in a residential school spent every waking hour in a signing environment. Meals,

dormitories, classes, recreation, everything occurred in a community where ASL was the dominant
language. A deaf child in a mainstream classroom might receive instruction through an interpreter but
spend lunch, recess, and passing periods in a hearing environment where communication required
lip-reading, written notes, or the goodwill of hearing peers who knew a few signs.

The signing spaces contracted accordingly. Where residential school signing needed to carry
across rooms, mainstream signing occurred primarily in the narrow channel between student and
interpreter. The arms pulled in. The shoulder involvement decreased. The signing became more distal,
more compressed, more efficient for the intimate distances of interpreted education but less readable
across the spaces where residential school signing had developed.

The textbook documents this shift without editorializing. Older signers, more likely to have
attended residential schools, tend to use larger signing spaces than younger signers educated in
mainstream settings. The observation is presented as dialectal variation, which it is. It is also the
linguistic trace of an educational transformation that restructured how deaf children acquire language
and how that language is physically produced.

Black ASL tells a parallel story. Segregated residential schools for Black deaf students, operating
primarily in Southern states until court-ordered integration, developed their own variety of American
Sign Language with distinctive features including larger signing spaces and more frequent use of
two-handed sign variants. The signing style that emerged from institutions like the North Carolina
School for the Colored Deaf and Blind in Raleigh carries the imprint of those segregated communities
where Black deaf children developed language among themselves, isolated from both the hearing Black
community and the white Deaf community.

These variations are not errors to be corrected. They are not departures from a standard that exists
somewhere outside of community practice. They are the natural result of language developing in
communities, shaped by the physical and social conditions of those communities. The prairie schools
created one set of conditions. Mainstreaming creates another. The signing changes accordingly.

The Iowa School for the Deaf still operates. Enrollment has declined from peaks in the
mid-twentieth century, but children still board there, still learn in a signing environment, still develop
the larger signing space that residential education produces. The school sits on the western edge of
Council Bluffs, a few miles from where Janna Sweenie was born, a few miles from the Missouri River
that divides Iowa from Nebraska, where the Nebraska School for the Deaf in Omaha served a parallel
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function for children from the other side of the border.
The network is thinner now. Mainstreaming has become the dominant model. The residential

schools that remain serve smaller populations, often children with additional disabilities or those whose
local districts cannot provide adequate services. The linguistic communities that produced residential
school signing are shrinking, and with them the variety of ASL that developed when deaf children
learned language from each other across the open spaces of the prairie.

But the book carries within it a history that extends beyond linguistics. The residential schools of
the prairie were institutions of isolation and community, places where children were separated from
their families and united with others who shared their experience of the world. The signing that
developed in those schools reflected the conditions of their development: large spaces, shared
dormitories, generations of deaf children teaching each other the language their hearing parents did not
know.

That history lives in the arms. In the shoulder engagement of older signers who learned in
residential schools. In the contracted signing space of younger signers educated in mainstream
classrooms. In the distinct features of Black ASL that carry the trace of segregated education. The land
remembers in different ways. Sometimes it remembers in buildings and roads and property lines.
Sometimes it remembers in the way bodies move through space, carrying the imprint of communities
that no longer exist in the form they once took.

The sign schools of the prairie taught a language. The language carries their memory.



52

Chapter 10

From Bugeaters to Billion Dollar
“Nebraska occupies a unique position in western football. Too strong to find fearful competitors,

the Cornhuskers can almost weep with Alexander the Great because they have no more teams to
conquer.” (Nebraska newspaper, 1903)

Before the Cornhuskers existed, there were the Bugeaters. The name derived from the bull bats
that hovered over Nebraska’s plains, devouring insects, but it also carried a darker resonance: during
the droughts of the 1870s, when crops failed and desperation spread across the territory, some
Nebraskans reportedly resorted to eating bugs for sustenance. The name stuck because it captured
something essential about the people who had chosen to make their lives on the unforgiving prairie.
They were survivors, accustomed to hardship, unashamed of what necessity demanded.

When the University of Nebraska fielded its first football team in 1890, the students who took the
field wore gold and black and called themselves the Old Gold Knights. The colors changed to scarlet
and cream by 1892. The names proliferated: Rattlesnake Boys, Tree-planters, Antelopes. By the
mid-1890s, the Bugeaters had emerged as the most popular designation, embraced by a populace that
understood that survival on the Great Plains required a certain toughness that more genteel nicknames
could never convey. Then came 1899, a losing season, and a sportswriter named Cy Sherman, tired of
the unglamorous moniker, began calling them Cornhuskers. By 1900, the name had taken hold,
connecting the football team to the agricultural economy that sustained the entire state.

This progression from Bugeaters to Cornhuskers tells us something important about what these
early football programs were meant to accomplish. They were not entertainment ventures. They were
not revenue generators. They were institutions designed to represent, embody, and celebrate the
communities that had built the universities in the first place. The University of Nebraska was a
land-grant institution, created under the Morrill Act of 1862, charged with teaching agriculture, military
tactics, and the mechanic arts to the children of working-class families. Football, when it arrived, was
understood as an extension of this educational mission.

The Purpose of the Game
The founding of Midwestern football programs in the 1890s coincided with the ascendance of a

peculiar ideology that historians have labeled “Muscular Christianity.” Originating in Victorian
England, this movement sought to counter what its proponents perceived as the feminization of the
church and the softening of young men in an increasingly industrialized society. Charles Kingsley and
Thomas Hughes, the principal theorists of the movement, argued that physical vigor and athletic
competition were essential components of Christian character. Sport was not merely recreation; it was
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moral training.
The philosophy arrived in America at precisely the moment when land-grant universities were

struggling to define themselves. These were not Harvard or Yale, ancient institutions with established
traditions and aristocratic student bodies. These were new schools, built from federal land sales,
populated by the sons and daughters of farmers, charged with practical education rather than classical
learning. Football offered these institutions something invaluable: a means of forging identity, building
community, and demonstrating that the young men of the prairie possessed the same vigor, the same
discipline, the same competitive spirit as their Eastern counterparts.

The University of Kansas began playing football in 1890, the same year as Nebraska, shortly after
Colonel John J. McCook donated land for an athletic field. Kansas State received its land-grant
designation in 1863, becoming one of the first institutions established under the Morrill Act.
Oklahoma’s football program emerged in 1895, when a student named Jack Harts reportedly exclaimed
“Let’s get up a football team!” The University of Iowa and the University of Missouri had fielded
teams even earlier, becoming founding members of what would eventually become the Big Eight and
then the Big 12. In each case, football was understood not as a commercial enterprise but as a
mechanism for developing character in young men and connecting isolated agricultural communities to
a larger sense of regional identity.

Amos Alonzo Stagg, who coached at the University of Chicago from 1892 to 1932, captured the
prevailing philosophy when he explained why he had abandoned a career in ministry for a career in
coaching. He believed, he said, that he “could influence others to Christian ideals more effectively on
the field than in the pulpit.” This was not mere rhetoric. The early advocates of college football
genuinely believed that the game developed virtues that classroom instruction alone could not instill:
courage, self-sacrifice, teamwork, the ability to endure physical pain for a greater cause. Football was
education by other means.

The Cracks in the Foundation
The corruption of the amateur ideal began almost immediately. In 1895, representatives from six

Midwestern universities met in Chicago to form the Intercollegiate Conference of Faculty
Representatives, which would eventually become the Big Ten. Their stated purpose was to impose
order on intercollegiate athletics and ensure that sport remained subordinate to education. Their deeper
motivation was alarm at what was already happening: the hiring of ringers to play under assumed
names, the payment of athletes in violation of amateur rules, the transformation of what was supposed
to be a character-building exercise into a commercial spectacle.

The 1929 Carnegie Report on American College Athletics documented what everyone already
knew. “Commercialism has made possible the erection of fine academic buildings and the increase of
equipment from the profits of college athletics,” the report noted, before adding its criticism: “The root
of all difficulties with the amateur status touches the desires of certain athletes to retain the prestige that
amateurism confers and at the same time to reap the monetary or material rewards of professionalism.”
University of Pittsburgh football players were pocketing up to $650 per year in the early 1930s,
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equivalent to roughly $14,000 today. The pretense of amateurism had become exactly that: a pretense.
Yale had already completed its 70,000-seat stadium in 1914. The massive venues that began

appearing on college campuses in the 1920s testified to what football had become: a public spectacle
that generated enormous revenues and attracted tens of thousands of paying spectators. The American
Association of University Professors issued warnings as early as 1926, decrying “the distortion of
values” that lasted “throughout the college course, if not through life.” Nobody listened. The money
was too good, the attention too intoxicating, the community identity too deeply invested in Saturday
outcomes.

The Midwestern Exception
For decades, the Midwestern schools maintained at least a partial resistance to the worst excesses

of commercialization. The Big Ten, in particular, held out against postseason bowl games, viewing
them as incompatible with the educational mission of the university. Nebraska, under coaches like Bob
Devaney and Tom Osborne, built a program that emphasized a formalized walk-on program drawing
players from Nebraska high schools, creating the sense that the team represented the state rather than a
collection of imported talent. The sellout streak at Memorial Stadium, which began in 1962 and
continues to this day, reflected genuine community investment rather than mere entertainment
consumption.

This Midwestern exceptionalism rested on a particular understanding of the relationship between
the university and the surrounding community. Nebraska had no professional sports franchises. The
Cornhuskers were the only game in town, and they belonged, in some meaningful sense, to the farmers
and small-town residents who drove hundreds of miles to watch them play. The same was true in Iowa,
in Kansas, in Oklahoma. Football served as a unifying force for states that lacked the cultural
institutions of the coasts, connecting scattered rural populations to a shared identity.

The coaches understood their roles differently than their contemporary counterparts. Tom
Osborne, who coached Nebraska from 1973 to 1997, articulated a philosophy in his book “More Than
Winning” that valued personal growth and life lessons through athletics, viewing his responsibility as
extending beyond the field to the development of young men as complete individuals. Influenced by his
background in educational psychology, Osborne developed pioneering strength and conditioning
programs under Boyd Epley, emphasized academic support that produced more football Academic
All-Americans than any other program in history, and co-founded the TeamMates mentoring program
in 1991. Most of his players would never play professional football. The question was what kind of
men they would become.

The Money Flood
The dam broke in 1984, when the Supreme Court stripped the NCAA of its monopoly over

television broadcasting rights. Suddenly, individual conferences could negotiate their own deals, and
the money available to successful programs multiplied exponentially. The Big Ten’s current media
rights deal brings in billions of dollars. The Southeastern Conference’s arrangement with ESPN and
CBS generates even more. Athletic department operating expenses at Big Ten schools now average
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$188 million per year, with some institutions exceeding $290 million annually.
The 2025 House v. NCAA settlement allows Division I schools to share up to twenty million

dollars annually directly with student-athletes, rewriting the economic structure of college sports. Texas
and Ohio State operate with NIL budgets exceeding twenty million dollars. Schools that cannot match
these figures find themselves unable to compete for top talent. The transfer portal has turned college
football into a free-agent market, where players routinely change schools in pursuit of better financial
packages. The concept of a student-athlete playing four years for a single institution, developing loyalty
to a program and a community, has become an anachronism.

The Midwestern Reckoning
The Midwestern football schools now find themselves trapped between incompatible imperatives.

Their founding missions emphasized practical education for working-class students, the development
of character through physical competition, the representation of agricultural communities that had no
other institutions of comparable stature. Their contemporary existence requires them to function as
professional sports franchises attached to educational institutions, competing for national television
audiences, recruiting athletes from across the country and around the world, paying millions of dollars
to coaches and players while academic departments struggle for funding.

Big Ten athletic departments averaged net operating losses of $55 million per school in 2024,
with individual institutions ranging from $28 million to $98 million in the red. These losses are covered
by booster contributions and institutional subsidies. Iowa State’s NIL collective spends approximately
$7.5 million annually, which would rank fourteenth in the SEC. The Big 12’s average NIL spending is
roughly half of the SEC’s, raising fundamental questions about whether these schools can remain
competitive in an environment where financial resources increasingly determine athletic success.

The irony is considerable. The land-grant universities were created to democratize higher
education, to extend the benefits of advanced learning to students who could never have afforded the
elite private institutions of the East. Football was supposed to build character, foster community, and
demonstrate that the sons of farmers could compete with anyone. Now football has become an arms
race that only the wealthiest institutions can win, and the Midwestern schools find themselves
scrambling to keep pace with programs that operate in larger media markets with more lucrative
revenue streams.

The Question of Purpose
What is a university football program supposed to accomplish? The question rarely gets asked

anymore because the answer seems so obvious: win games, generate revenue, attract attention. But the
original answer was different. Football was supposed to develop young men into better citizens. It was
supposed to connect isolated communities to larger regional and national identities. It was supposed to
demonstrate that physical vigor and moral character were compatible, that competition could ennoble
rather than corrupt, that institutions dedicated to learning could also celebrate excellence in other
domains.
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The Bugeaters became the Cornhuskers because a sportswriter grew tired of an ugly name, but
also because the new name connected the football team to the economic foundation of the state. The
players were supposed to represent something larger than themselves: the agricultural communities that
had tamed the prairie, the working-class families that sent their children to the land-grant universities,
the democratic aspirations that had created public higher education in the first place. When Nebraska or
Kansas or Oklahoma took the field, the entire state was supposed to feel represented.

That connection has not disappeared entirely. Memorial Stadium still sells out every game. Fans
still drive hundreds of miles to watch their teams play. But the players increasingly come from
somewhere else, recruited with NIL packages that dwarf the annual incomes of the farmers who fill the
stands. The coaches earn millions while academic departments cut faculty positions. The athletic
departments operate as semi-autonomous fiefdoms, answerable to boosters and television networks
rather than university presidents or state legislatures.

Playing Someone Else’s Game
The Midwestern football schools are now playing a game designed for different players. The SEC

and Big Ten programs operate in metropolitan media markets with enormous revenue potential. Texas
can draw on the wealth of the oil industry and the technology sector. Ohio State can tap into the
corporate resources of a major industrial state. Nebraska has agriculture and a population of under two
million people. Kansas has neither the media market nor the donor base to compete at the highest
levels. Oklahoma, despite its oil wealth, has seen its program struggle to maintain its historic excellence
in an environment where financial resources matter more than tradition.

The question confronting these institutions is whether they can afford to keep playing at all. The
old model, in which successful football programs subsidized other athletic programs and brought
positive attention to the university, has broken down. Athletic departments at most Power Five schools
now operate at substantial deficits, requiring institutional subsidies that might otherwise support
academic programs. The arms race in coaching salaries, facility construction, and NIL spending shows
no signs of abating.

Some universities have already made different choices. The University of Chicago, which fielded
powerhouse football teams under Amos Alonzo Stagg in the early twentieth century, dropped the sport
in 1939 and now competes in Division III, where athletics still function as an extracurricular activity
rather than a commercial enterprise. Sewanee, a founding member of the SEC, made a similar decision
decades ago. These schools concluded that the costs of competing at the highest level, measured not
just in dollars but in institutional values, were simply too high.

The Old Morality and the New Money
The Midwestern football schools were built on a particular moral vision. The land-grant

universities believed in practical education for ordinary people. The advocates of Muscular Christianity
believed that athletic competition developed character and virtue. The communities that supported
these programs believed that football represented something essential about their identity: hard work,
resilience, the willingness to compete against longer odds. The Bugeaters, after all, were survivors.
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That moral vision is difficult to reconcile with the contemporary reality. A sport that was
supposed to develop character now pays teenagers millions of dollars before they have proven
anything. A game that was supposed to represent agricultural communities now recruits players from
distant states and foreign countries. Programs that were supposed to be subordinate to educational
missions now consume resources that might otherwise support teaching and research. The question is
not whether the old morality was superior to the new commerce. The question is whether these
institutions can articulate any coherent purpose for their football programs beyond winning and making
money.

The Cornhuskers still take the field every Saturday in autumn. The stands are still full, the
traditions still observed, the hopes still pinned to young men in scarlet and cream. But the players are
not the sons of Nebraska farmers, bound to the program by loyalty and place. They are recruited
commodities, purchased with NIL dollars, liable to depart for better offers at any moment. The game
has changed, and the Midwestern schools that invented so much of what college football became are
now struggling to adapt to a game that someone else designed.

The Bugeaters survived drought and depression by eating what they had to eat. Their descendants
built universities and football programs that represented something larger than entertainment. Whether
those institutions can survive the contemporary transformation of college athletics into a billion-dollar
industry remains an open question. The money keeps flowing. The values keep shifting. And
somewhere beneath the corporate logos and NIL deals, the old prairie ethic of self-reliance and
community struggles to find expression in a game that has become almost unrecognizable from what it
was when those first teams took the field in 1890, wearing gold and black, calling themselves Knights,
having no idea what would become of the thing they had started.
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Part Three
The Hidden Systems

Beneath every visible community runs a network of hidden systems
that most citizens never see and would prefer not to think about. The

veterinarian who drives ninety miles at two in the morning to perform
surgery on a cow the rancher will then shoot because the economics

no longer justify saving her. The meatpacking plant that imports labor
from four continents because the native-born population has decided

the work is beneath them. The courthouse records that document what
the families will never speak aloud. The harvest crews that follow the
wheat from Texas to Canada because no single farm can afford the
machinery to cut its own grain. The aquifer that took six thousand

years to fill and will be emptied in less than one century.

These systems are essential. They are also approaching various forms
of collapse, and the nature of that collapse varies. The veterinary

system is collapsing because the economics no longer support it. The
refugee labor system is collapsing because the politics no longer

tolerate it. The inherited silence is collapsing because the science has
learned to read what the families buried. The harvest circuit is

collapsing because the regulatory structure was not designed for
migratory agricultural labor in the twenty-first century. And the
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aquifer is collapsing because geology does not negotiate with
economics. The five essays in this section examine what operates

beneath the surface of prairie life, what sustains the visible world from
below, and what happens when the foundations give way.
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Chapter 11

The Rural Veterinarian’s Death Watch
The call comes at two in the morning, always at two in the morning, when the temperature has

dropped another ten degrees and the wind carries ice crystals horizontally across Highway 20. Doc
Brennan, seventy-one years old, pulls himself from bed the way he has for forty-three years, his joints
protesting in a language that grows more insistent each winter.

The Jorgensens have a heifer trying to deliver backwards, and the nearest other large-animal vet
works out of a clinic ninety miles away. By the time that vet could arrive, both calf and mother would
be dead, taking with them about three thousand dollars the Jorgensens cannot afford to lose. So
Brennan drives into the Nebraska darkness, his truck cutting through drifts that weren’t there six hours
ago, toward a barn where life and death wait in the space between what he knows and what his hands
can still do.

This is the arithmetic of rural collapse that nobody calculates until the bill comes due. Across
Nebraska, Iowa, and Kansas, the large-animal veterinarians are dying off faster than cavalry horses
after the invention of the tank. The average age creeps toward sixty, and behind them stands almost
nobody.

The veterinary schools produce plenty of specialists who can perform arthroscopic surgery on a
Labrador’s knee or diagnose feline diabetes, but almost none who want to spend their days arm-deep in
a cow, checking pregnancies in lots of three hundred head, driving two hundred miles between calls,
getting kicked, bitten, and covered in substances that suburban veterinarians encounter only in
textbooks.

The new graduates emerge from school with three hundred thousand dollars in debt and discover
they can make ninety thousand working regular hours in a climate-controlled suburb, or fifty thousand
working around the clock in conditions that would make their classmates question their sanity.

Wren Nakamura represents the statistical anomaly, the one in fifty who chooses the dirt road over
the strip mall. Twenty-eight years old, she came to veterinary medicine by way of Berkeley and a tech
startup that imploded, leaving her with stock options worth nothing and a conviction that virtual
solutions to actual problems were themselves the problem. Now she covers four counties in western
Iowa, learning from Doc Halverson, who at sixty-eight has already delayed retirement three times
because nobody else will take his practice.

Nakamura has discovered that the real education happens in the fifteen-minute drives between
farms, where Halverson downloads four decades of knowledge that no university could teach: how to
read the mood of a bull by the set of his shoulders, how to tell which farmers will actually follow
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treatment protocols and which will try to save twelve dollars and lose a twelve-hundred-dollar animal,
how to deliver hard truths in a way that preserves both dignity and future business.

The young veterinarians who do choose this life often arrive with idealism intact, imagining
themselves as healers in the heartland, shepherds of the food system. Reality intrudes quickly.

They learn that large-animal medicine is as much about human psychology as animal physiology,
that success depends on understanding the intricate social dynamics of families who have farmed the
same land for five generations, who remember every mistake your predecessor made in 1987, who will
test you with impossible cases just to see if you’ll admit what you don’t know.

They discover that the actual job involves a kind of brutal triage, where economic reality trumps
medical possibility at every turn. You don’t save every animal; you save the ones whose survival makes
economic sense, and you develop the emotional calluses necessary to euthanize the rest without
carrying their ghosts home.

Caleb Brunsvold tried and failed, lasting eighteen months before retreating to a small-animal
practice in Des Moines. He still remembers the breaking point: a dairy operation where he’d spent six
hours trying to save a cow with a twisted stomach, only to have the owner shoot the animal the moment
Brunsvold’s truck left the driveway because the surgery would have cost more than the cow’s
replacement value.

Brunsvold had known this was the likely outcome, had performed the procedure anyway because
the animal was suffering and he’d taken an oath. The owner knew Brunsvold knew, and shot the cow
anyway, establishing the hierarchy of practical economics over professional idealism. Brunsvold drove
home understanding something fundamental about rural veterinary medicine: you’re not there to save
animals but to preserve operations, not to practice medicine but to maintain margins, not to heal but to
calculate whether healing pencils out.

The old-timers understand this brutal calculus in their bones. They’ve made peace with it, or at
least made accommodation. Doc Brennan has delivered ten thousand calves, saved most, lost some, and
learned to see each birth not as a miracle but as an economic event that either adds to or subtracts from
a farm’s survival chances. He’s watched three generations of farming families rise and fall, seen
operations that seemed eternal sold to investment funds that manage them from offices in Chicago.

He knows that when he retires next year, if his body allows him to last that long, his territory will
likely be absorbed by a corporate veterinary service that will charge twice as much and provide half the
coverage, because that’s the only model that makes financial sense anymore.

The transformation has been gradual enough that city dwellers haven’t noticed, won’t notice, until
the consequences arrive at the grocery store. Corporate veterinary services work on different principles
than the old solo practitioners. They don’t come out at two in the morning for a single animal; the call
fee wouldn’t cover the liability insurance. They don’t maintain relationships across decades; their
veterinarians rotate through on two-year contracts.

They don’t know that the Andersons’ cattle always carry their calves three days late, that the
Martinez family’s horses respond badly to standard sedatives, that Tom Wheeler will always try to treat
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pneumonia with penicillin he bought at the farm store, regardless of what you tell him.
This institutional knowledge, accumulated across generations, evaporates the moment the last

local vet closes his practice.
The few young veterinarians choosing this path understand they’re entering a profession in

hospice care. Maren Halvorson, thirty-one, works the Kansas Flint Hills, covering ranches that sprawl
across territories larger than some Eastern counties. She came to large-animal medicine through a
childhood on her grandmother’s farm, watching the local vet work miracles with baling wire and
antibiotics, seeing how his presence meant the difference between a family keeping their land or losing
it to one bad year.

Now she’s learning from Doc Patterson, seventy-three, who should have retired five years ago but
stays because Halvorson isn’t ready to handle the territory alone. Patterson teaches her things that seem
almost mystical to someone trained in the scientific method: how to sense pneumonia in a feedlot by
the sound of collective breathing, how to predict which cows will have trouble calving by the way they
stand three weeks before delivery, how to know when a farmer is lying about following vaccination
protocols by the way he won’t meet your eyes.

Halvorson is also learning the harder lessons about rural decline. She sees how the farms get
bigger while the number of farmers shrinks, how the operations that survive do so by adopting
industrial methods that reduce the need for veterinary intervention.

The mega-dairies use protocols designed by corporate veterinarians who never set foot on the
property. The feeding operations employ their own veterinary technicians, calling in actual vets only
for regulatory requirements. The traditional relationship between veterinarian and farmer, built on trust
and sustained by mutual dependence, dissolves into contract terms and liability waivers.

She’s training for a profession that might not exist by the time she’s Patterson’s age, or will exist
only in a form that would be unrecognizable to the practitioners who came before.

The consequences ripple outward in ways that won’t be visible until they become catastrophic.
Disease surveillance depends on rural veterinarians who notice patterns across their territories, who can
spot an unusual symptom and trace its path through the agricultural ecosystem.

Food safety relies on practitioners who understand not just the science of animal health but the
sociology of rural communities, who know which operations cut corners and which maintain standards
even when nobody’s watching. The actual security of the food system rests on professionals who
choose to live in places where Amazon doesn’t deliver, where the nearest hospital might be two hours
away, where your social life consists of the occasional beer with other people too exhausted to talk
about anything but weather and commodity prices.

Nakamura, Brunsvold, and Halvorson represent three responses to this reality: adaptation, retreat,
and persistence. Nakamura has learned to love the early morning calls, the vast distances, the
satisfaction of keeping operations running that feed thousands of people who will never know her
name.
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She’s developed the necessary hardness, the ability to make economic calculations about
biological systems, to see animals as units of production while still respecting them as sentient beings.
Brunsvold found he couldn’t make that accommodation, couldn’t suppress his suburban sensibilities
enough to thrive in a world where pragmatism trumps sentiment every time.

Halvorson occupies the middle ground, committed to the profession but realistic about its future,
saving money to buy Patterson’s practice while knowing she might be the last person to run it as
anything other than a corporate subsidiary.

The prairie states are littered with the remnants of rural veterinary practices: empty clinics on the
edges of dying towns, their parking lots cracked with weeds, their signs fading into illegibility. These
buildings stand as monuments to a relationship between humans and animals that’s being reconfigured
by economic forces nobody fully controls.

The old model, where a veterinarian could make a decent living serving a community of
independent farmers, depended on a rural population density that no longer exists and an agricultural
economy that has been reorganized around principles that make that model obsolete.

What’s emerging in its place isn’t worse or better but different in ways that alter how we produce
food, how we relate to the animals in that system, and how we maintain the thin membrane between
agricultural productivity and ecological catastrophe.

Brennan pulls into the Jorgensens’ barn at three-fifteen, his hands already aching from the cold,
his mind running through the procedures he’s performed so many times they’ve worn grooves in his
neural pathways. The heifer is in trouble, the calf positioned wrong, the situation deteriorating.

He works by the light of a single bulb, his movements economical, precise, guided by decades of
muscle memory. He saves them both, the calf sliding into the world slick and steaming, the mother too
exhausted to stand but alive. The Jorgensens offer coffee, which he accepts not because he wants it but
because this too is part of the ritual, the human connection that makes the brutal economics bearable.

They talk about feed prices, the weather, the new corporate operation that’s buying up land to the
east. Nobody mentions that this might be one of the last times this scene plays out this way, that soon
there might be nobody to answer the two o’clock call, that this calf might grow up in a world where the
kind of care that saved its life no longer exists.

The sun rises as Brennan drives home, painting the frozen fields gold, and for a moment the
prairie looks eternal, unchangeable, a landscape that will outlast whatever humans do to it. But Brennan
knows better. He’s seen too much change, too much loss, too much transformation disguised as
progress.

He thinks about Nakamura, about Halvorson, about all the young veterinarians who might have
chosen this life but didn’t, and he understands that he’s witnessing not just the end of a profession but
the end of a particular way of being in the world, a way that knew animals as individuals, farms as
ecosystems, communities as organisms that could sicken and die just like any other living thing.

When he retires, when Patterson retires, when all the old-timers finally lay down their instruments
and close their practices, something irreplaceable will vanish from the prairie, something that no
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corporate service or technological innovation can resurrect.
The animals will still be born, will still get sick, will still die. But the hands that tend them will be

different, guided by different principles, serving different masters, and the prairie will be a lonelier
place for their absence.
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Chapter 12

Refugee Prairie
Garden City, Kansas, an 80-mile drive on two-lane state roads from the nearest interstate, sits

surrounded by feedlots and wheat fields, yet its public schools enroll students from dozens of countries
speaking multiple languages. This town of roughly 28,000 has become an unlikely port of entry, not at
any border but at the intersection of global displacement and industrial meat production.

Tyson Foods operates a massive beef processing plant here that slaughters thousands of cattle
daily. The plant needs thousands of workers across multiple shifts. For decades now, those workers
have arrived from Somalia, Myanmar, Guatemala, Honduras, Ethiopia, and Vietnam, turning this
landlocked prairie town into one of the most diverse communities per capita in America.

The pattern repeats across the prairie. Columbus, Nebraska. Storm Lake, Iowa. Worthington,
Minnesota. Lexington, Nebraska, where the population shifted from nearly all white in 1990 to majority
Latino today.

These towns share three characteristics: massive meat processing facilities, geographic isolation
that keeps labor organizing difficult, and populations that have been reshaped entirely by refugee
resettlement and immigration.

They function as ports not because of water but because of wages, processing human
displacement through the same industrial efficiency that processes animal protein.

The mechanics are straightforward. Meatpacking plants need workers for jobs that pay above
minimum wage but demand hard physical labor that most Americans won’t do, especially not in towns
hours from major cities.

Refugee resettlement agencies, both religious and governmental, identify these jobs as
opportunities for placement. Churches and social service organizations provide initial support. The
refugees arrive, work the lines, save money, bring family. Within a generation, the town transforms.

In Garden City’s Tyson plant, prayer rooms accommodate Muslim workers facing Mecca. The
company has adjusted break schedules during Ramadan. Not from corporate benevolence but from
necessity: when Somali workers organized walkouts over prayer accommodations, the lines stopped.

The company learned that cultural accommodation costs less than labor disruption. Now hiring
materials come printed in Spanish, Somali, Burmese, and Vietnamese. The human resources
department employs translators. Safety training happens in multiple languages.

Downtown Garden City tells the transformation through storefronts. Mexican groceries operate
where department stores once stood. African markets sell halal meat and phone cards for calling home.
Vietnamese restaurants occupy former American chain locations. The Western wear store that survived
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a century selling boots to ranchers now stocks work boots in sizes common to Central American feet,
smaller than the traditional inventory.

These aren’t signs of decline but of adaptation, capitalism reshaping itself around new
demographics with the same ruthless efficiency the meatpacking plants apply to carcass processing.

The schools bear the full weight of integration. Garden City High School’s English as a Second
Language program runs multiple tracks for students who arrived at different ages with varying
education levels.

Some teenagers from rural Guatemala never attended school before arriving in Kansas. Others
from Myanmar spent childhoods in Thai refugee camps with sporadic schooling.

They sit in classrooms next to fourth-generation Kansas farm kids, everyone trying to survive
adolescence while the adults argue about whether this diversity strengthens or destroys community.

The tensions surface predictably. In 2017, three men were convicted of plotting to bomb an
apartment complex in Garden City where many Somali families lived. They called themselves
“Crusaders,” planned to time the attack for the day after the 2016 election to “wake people up.”

The FBI infiltrated the group, prevented the bombing, but the fact remains: three men filled a car
with explosives intending to kill refugees in the middle of Kansas. Patrick Stein, Curtis Allen, and
Gavin Wright were sentenced to decades in federal prison. The plot made national news briefly, then
faded. The meatpacking plants kept running. The refugees kept arriving.

What gets lost in political debates about immigration is how these prairie towns had been dying
before the refugees arrived. Garden City’s population had stagnated. Schools were consolidating.

Main streets were boarding up.
The meatpacking plants that drew refugees were often the only major employers left after

agriculture mechanized and other industries fled. These towns faced a choice: accept demographic
transformation or accept economic death. They chose survival, though many residents feel they weren’t
consulted in that choice.

The second generation complicates every narrative. The children of refugees who grew up in
Garden City speak perfect English with Kansas accents. They play football for the Garden City
Buffaloes, work at local businesses, join 4-H clubs. Some leave for college and don’t return, following
the same pattern as farm kids for generations.

Others stay, opening businesses, running for school board, becoming nurses at the hospital that
now posts signs in multiple languages. They’re simultaneously foreign and local, proof that American
assimilation still functions while also evidence that assimilation now means something different.

The economic data tells one story clearly: these towns need immigrant labor to survive. Studies of
meatpacking communities consistently find that immigrant workers contribute more in taxes than they
consume in services. Their purchasing power keeps local businesses alive.

Their children fill schools that would otherwise close.
But economics doesn’t address the psychological displacement felt by longtime residents who

find themselves linguistic minorities in their own hometowns, who see their churches converted to
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mosques, who feel history slipping away even as the town technically thrives.
Lutheran Social Services, Catholic Charities, and other religious organizations facilitate much of

the refugee resettlement, continuing a tradition of church-sponsored immigration that brought Germans
and Swedes to these same prairies in the 1800s.

The historical parallel isn’t perfect but it’s instructive. The prairie has always been a place where
global displacement crystallizes into American settlement. The difference now is speed. What took
generations now happens in years. Social media connects Garden City to Guatemala instantaneously.

Money transfers that once took months happen in seconds. The compression of time makes
integration harder for everyone involved.

At the Tyson plant, the line never stops. Cattle arrive in trucks from feedlots that stretch to every
horizon. Workers from six continents process them into beef that feeds the nation.

The prairie that once seemed empty fills with languages, with cooking smells, with the particular
exhaustion of people working jobs that destroy bodies in exchange for paychecks that might,
eventually, allow their children different choices. This isn’t a story about American generosity or
invasion, but about the brutal economics of globalized food production intersecting with human
displacement at specific geographic coordinates that happen to be small towns in Kansas and Nebraska
and Iowa.

The future remains unwritten. Climate change will create more refugees. Automation threatens
meatpacking jobs. The children of today’s refugees will have different opportunities and expectations
than their parents. The only certainty is that these prairie towns, having survived one transformation,
will face another.

Whether they recognize themselves in what emerges depends on how narrowly they define
themselves, whether by who their grandparents were or by their capacity to absorb and transform
whoever arrives next, carrying whatever traumas and hopes displacement provides.

The refugee prairie represents neither the death of rural America nor its salvation, but its
continued evolution. These towns were never as static as memory suggests. The Germans and Swedes
who settled them were once foreign too, their Lutheran churches as alien to the original Anglo settlers
as mosques seem today.

The meatpacking plants that now draw Somali refugees once drew Czech and Mexican workers in
earlier waves. The prairie has always processed displacement into sustenance, turning the desperate
into the productive, grinding everyone through systems that care more about efficiency than origin.

What’s different now isn’t the pattern but our proximity to it, our ability to see transformation in
real time rather than through the softening lens of history.
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Chapter 13

The Silence Inheritance
In Valley County, Nebraska, the old courthouse records tell stories the families never would.

Probate files from the 1950s and 1960s document farm transfers that skipped generations, children
written out of wills without explanation, property boundaries redrawn after deaths that occurred under
circumstances listed simply as “accident” or “natural causes.” The paperwork is meticulous. The
silences are louder.

Every prairie community has its unspoken histories. The suicide that became “an accident with
the shotgun.” The pregnancy that arrived too soon after the wedding, or too soon after the husband left
for Korea. The child who looked nothing like the father but carried his name anyway. The grandmother
who never spoke of what happened in her first marriage, and whose children learned not to ask.

These silences were not failures of communication. They were deliberate architecture. Families
built structures of not-knowing as carefully as they built barns, understanding that some truths would
destroy what they were trying to preserve. The question was always whether the silence would hold,
and for how long.

Science now suggests it cannot hold forever. The body keeps records the family Bible omits.
Rachel Yehuda’s research at Mount Sinai, published in Biological Psychiatry, documented altered

cortisol profiles in the adult children of Holocaust survivors. These children, born after the war, showed
stress hormone patterns that distinguished them from matched controls. Brian Dias at Emory trained
mice to fear a specific scent by pairing it with electric shock; their offspring, who had never been
shocked, showed heightened startle responses to that same scent. Their grandchildren did too.

The mechanism is called transgenerational epigenetics. Trauma does not rewrite the genetic code,
but it annotates it. Methyl groups attach to specific locations on DNA, silencing genes that were active
or activating genes that were silent. These annotations can pass to children and grandchildren through
mechanisms we are only beginning to understand.

The prairie grandmother who survived something terrible in 1943 may have passed more than
property to her descendants. She may have passed the chemical signature of that survival, written into
the cells of children she had not yet conceived.

The great dramatists understood this before the scientists did. Shakespeare’s Ghost demands that
Hamlet act on knowledge he did not seek. Ibsen’s Mrs. Alving watches her son develop his father’s
disease and understands too late that silence was not protection but poison. O’Neill’s Eben and Abbie
destroy themselves on a New England farm where land and blood and transgression cannot be
separated. These plays grasped something about family inheritance that epigenetics is only now
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confirming: what the parents bury, the children exhume, often without knowing they are digging.
The prairie has always been territory where silence spreads easily across vast distances, where

families could bury their histories in soil that asked no questions. The families that settled this land
brought their histories with them, and those histories did not stop at the property line. What the
grandparents experienced shaped the parents who raised the children who now work the land or left it.
The inheritance was never just acreage.

The old-timers understood this intuitively. They spoke of family traits that skipped generations, of
children who had their grandmother’s temperament or their great-uncle’s darkness. They did not have
the vocabulary of methylation patterns and cortisol profiles, but they recognized the phenomenon.
Some things pass down that cannot be seen in the will.

The prairie silence held for three generations. The science suggests it was always going to surface.
The question is the one every family eventually faces: what do we owe to truths that were buried to
protect us, and what happens when we dig them up?

The courthouse records are still there, in Valley County and Custer County and all the other
counties where families filed their paperwork and kept their secrets. The bodies that carried those
secrets are in the cemeteries now, but the inheritance continues. It always does. The only question is
whether we will learn to read what they wrote into us, and what we will do with the knowledge when
we finally can.
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Chapter 14

The Combine Harvest Circuit
Olsen Custom Farms, the largest custom harvesting contractor in the United States with a fleet of

80 combines, begins each season the same way thousands of other crews have for generations. They
start cutting wheat in Texas in late May and finish in Canada by October, following a 2,000-mile
corridor of ripening grain that defines the actual productive prairie.

This annual migration, documented since at least 1976 when the BBC filmed Dale Starks for their
documentary “Yellow Trail from Texas,” continues today with crews registered through the U.S.
Custom Harvesters, Inc. (USCHI), the association founded in 1983 to represent this essential but
largely invisible workforce.

The economics dictate everything. A new John Deere S790 combine costs between $599,900 and
$739,900 according to 2024 dealer listings, with flagship models like the John Deere X9 1100 reaching
$950,000.

Case IH’s Axial-Flow 260 series and CLAAS LEXION models fall into similar price ranges.
These machines harvest at rates approaching 7,200 bushels per hour according to manufacturer
specifications, guided by GPS systems and yield monitors that didn’t exist when many of these family
operations began. Custom harvesters charge between $35 and $45 per acre according to industry
reports, a rate that must cover fuel, maintenance, labor, transportation, and the massive capital
investment in equipment.

Monthly rental rates for a single combine run $20,000 to $30,000, making custom harvesting
economically essential for farmers who can’t justify owning machinery that operates only a few weeks
per year.

The schedule follows wheat physiology, not political boundaries. According to state wheat
commissions and USDA harvest reports, Texas harvest typically begins around Memorial Day and
completes by early July.

Oklahoma starts the last weekend in May, finishing by the first week of July. Kansas, producing
more wheat than any other state with 335 million bushels in 2025, begins harvest in early to mid-June
and finishes by mid-July. Nebraska starts late June, Colorado in early July, and by August the combines
have reached South Dakota. The progression continues through North Dakota in late July and August,
finally reaching Saskatchewan and Manitoba in September and October.

Mike Veith, a custom harvester based in Amarillo, told John Deere’s corporate communications
team about the essential service: “We supply that turn-key. One farmer with a large tractor and seeder
can cover a lot of acres by himself. But when it comes to harvest, he has only a short time to get it all
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harvested. So that’s where the custom harvester really shines.”
The mathematics of modern farming support his claim. Large farming operations spanning

thousands of acres cannot maintain millions in machinery for a harvest window measured in days,
making custom harvesters indispensable to American agriculture.

The workforce faces challenges that no market analysis captures and no federal program
adequately addresses. During the COVID-19 pandemic, crews could not secure H-2A visa workers and
ran at half capacity. CDL licensing requirements create barriers when rural DMV offices close or
reduce services. The Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration has issued special exemptions for
custom harvesters under twenty-one, recognizing the unique interstate nature of their work, but the
exemptions only underscore the absurdity: an industry essential to American food production operates
in a regulatory framework designed for long-haul trucking. Without these crews, the wheat does not
move from field to elevator, and everyone in the system knows it.

The families who run these operations understand the route as a relationship rather than a
schedule. Jim and DeAnn Deibert of JKD Harvesting in Colby, Kansas, advertise their operation as "the
2,000 Mile Harvest," explicitly marketing the run from Texas through Oklahoma, Kansas, South
Dakota, and North Dakota as an adventure. Tracy Zeorian of Zeorian Harvesting & Trucking, who
blogs about her family’s harvesting life at NebraskaWheatie.com, describes raising four daughters on
the road, the older ones wishing they could still join the harvest run. Frederick Harvesting LLC
publishes their route each year: Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, Colorado, Montana, and the Black Hills of
the Dakotas. These are not romantic narratives. They are practical descriptions of how the business
functions: families living in RVs for six months, maintaining relationships with the same farmers year
after year, passing knowledge between generations not through manuals but through proximity.

The knowledge transfer happens through repetition. As documented by Conrad Weaver in his film
"The Great American Wheat Harvest," these crews maintain intricate networks of relationships. They
know which Hutterite colonies in Saskatchewan still shake hands on six-figure deals, which Mennonite
communities in Kansas pay cash and provide three meals a day, which corporate operations in
Nebraska treat them as contractors rather than partners. When CLAAS introduced their LEXION 8900
at Saskatchewan’s Ag in Motion farm show, delivering 779 horsepower from a 16.2-liter engine, the
technology represented advancement. But the fundamental skill remains reading moisture content,
which must stay between 13.5 and 14 percent for optimal harvest. Too wet and grain requires expensive
drying. Too dry and kernels shatter, leaving profit in the field. That calculation has not changed since
Dale Starks ran his crews in the 1970s, though the machines have tripled in capacity.

Every season the labor shortage compounds. Jeremy Heim, a board member of Wisconsin Custom
Operators, told Radio Oklahoma in September 2024 that farms are growing faster than the labor supply
can follow, making custom work the only viable option for operations that cannot staff their own
harvest. Raph Jolliffe, president of USCHI from Stratton, Colorado, confirmed the same arithmetic:
finding qualified labor represents their biggest challenge. The global combine harvester market reached
$11.1 billion in 2024 and is projected to grow to $15.8 billion by 2033, yet individual custom harvesters
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face uncertainty that no market projection captures. Mark Anderson of USCHI has lobbied Congress to
include custom harvesters in federal crop insurance programs, noting that when hail destroys a field
before harvest, farmers receive compensation but custom harvesters lose the job while still carrying
equipment payments and crew costs.

The actual route these crews follow, moving steadily northward from the Texas Panhandle
through the heart of wheat country into the Canadian prairies, maps something beyond agriculture.
Each town represents not just geography but relationships maintained across decades.

The Great American Wheat Harvest continues not through tradition but through necessity.
Someone must move the grain from Texas to Canada, reading weather patterns and moisture

meters, managing million-dollar machines and minimum-wage workers, transforming standing wheat
into the flour that becomes bread on every American table.

When USCHI holds its annual convention each January in Hot Springs, Arkansas, gathering at a
trade show spanning 150,000 square feet, these contractors are not celebrating heritage. They are
coordinating the infrastructure that allows American agriculture to function at scale, reviewing routes
and rates and equipment failures the way migratory animals review the terrain they will cross again in
spring. By the time they scatter back to their winter shops, another harvest season will already be taking
shape in the winter wheat pushing through frozen ground in the Texas Panhandle, and another
generation will have learned the route by riding in combine cabs, and another year of grain will move
from field to market through the labor of crews most Americans will never see and never think to
thank.
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Chapter 15

The Draining Prairie
Brownie Wilson pulls his white Silverado off a dirt road outside Moscow, Kansas, mud covering

everything except the Kansas Geological Survey logo stuck on the door with electrical tape. He walks
through dry cornstalks to a decommissioned irrigation well, unspools a steel tape measure, and feeds it
into the hole until gravity takes over. This is how we measure the dying: one well at a time, one foot at
a time, watching the numbers fall.

Beneath Wilson’s boots lies the Ogallala Aquifer, one of the largest freshwater accumulations on
Earth, stretching 174,000 square miles across eight states from South Dakota to Texas. Geologist N.H.
Darton named it in 1898 after the Nebraska town where he first mapped its extent. For thousands of
years, rainfall seeped through sand and gravel deposited by ancient rivers flowing from the Rocky
Mountains, collecting in underground reservoirs that held roughly three billion acre-feet of water. The
Ogallala made the High Plains possible. It transformed the dust bowl into the breadbasket. It turned
cattle country into corn country. And now it is running out.

The numbers are precise and catastrophic. Since the mid-twentieth century, when large-scale
irrigation began with center pivot systems adapted from automotive engines, water levels in Kansas
have dropped an average of 28.2 feet below their pre-pumping levels. In the Texas Panhandle, the
decline reaches 44 feet. Some wells near Lubbock have fallen more than 250 feet. A 2025 University of
Texas projection indicates that up to 70 percent of the Texas Panhandle will become unusable within
twenty years if current pumping rates continue. In parts of western Kansas, state officials say there is
not enough groundwater to last another quarter century.

Kansas Governor Laura Kelly has acknowledged the arithmetic. Some communities, she says, are
just a generation away from running out of water. If they do nothing, they will suffer the consequences.
The qualifier matters. If they do nothing. The problem is that doing something requires choosing
between the present and the future, between this year’s crop and next generation’s survival, and nobody
has figured out how to make that calculus work.

The Economics of Extraction
The Ogallala supports 20 percent of the nation’s wheat, corn, cotton, and cattle production. It

yields 30 percent of all groundwater used for irrigation in the United States. Agricultural products from
the region total tens of billions of dollars annually. The aquifer is not merely a water source; it is the
foundation of an entire regional economy, a hidden subsidy beneath every field of irrigated corn, every
feedlot, every ethanol plant.
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The recharge rate tells the story of unsustainability. Only about one inch of precipitation actually
reaches the aquifer each year. Rainfall in the Texas High Plains is minimal, evaporation is high, and
infiltration rates are slow. Once depleted, the Ogallala will take more than 6,000 years to replenish
naturally through rainfall. The water farmers pump today fell as rain when Mesopotamian scribes were
inventing writing. There will be no more of it in any timeline that matters to human civilization.

Between 2001 and 2011, losses to the aquifer equaled a third of its cumulative depletion during
the entire twentieth century. The pace is accelerating. Southwest Kansas fell by over a foot and a half
between January 2024 and January 2025, the largest decline in recent years. The Ogallala is being
depleted at an annual volume equivalent to eighteen Colorado Rivers. We are drinking the ocean dry.

The Politics of Denial
Mike Shannon learned about the Ogallala the hard way. In the mid-1980s, as a new city official in

Guymon, Oklahoma, he watched one of his hometown’s wells begin to fail. He assumed he could
simply drill another hole and find more water. He spent several thousand dollars on a test well that
came up bone dry. Today Shannon is interim city manager for Guymon, the Oklahoma Panhandle’s
largest city, still thinking about groundwater, still explaining to constituents that there is no great ocean
beneath their feet, just a sand and gravel formation laid down millions of years ago, and it is emptying.

Texas follows a legal doctrine called “right of capture” regarding groundwater. If you can pump it
from your land, it is yours. Oklahoma operates on an honor system, permitting irrigators to use two
acre-feet of water per acre of land per year, but nobody monitors whether farmers actually stay within
those limits. Kansas uses a similar self-reporting system. State officials know that growing corn in the
panhandle region requires four or five acre-feet of water per year, but they still allow farmers to report
using two. The forms get filed. The pumps keep running.

Mark Griggs, formerly a water lawyer for Kansas, has criticized decades of state policy predicated
on voluntary, cooperative, locally based solutions. These are the catchwords, Griggs observes. None of
them have achieved much. By 2024, voluntary conservation districts in Texas saw less than 15 percent
of eligible farmers participating in incentive programs. The federal government offers subsidies that
encourage irrigation and expanded acreage. Farmers drain the aquifer because policy encourages them
to do it, not because they want to destroy their own future.

The Last Generation
In Kansas, “Day Zero” has already arrived for about 30 percent of the aquifer, with the entire

system expected to be 70 percent depleted within fifty years. Vast stretches of Texas farmland over the
aquifer can no longer support irrigation. Up to a fifth of irrigated farmland along a hundred-mile stretch
in west-central Kansas has already gone dry. Farmers notice their corn getting shorter year after year,
watching the soil turn to brick as water quality degrades alongside water quantity.

The communities built around agriculture face what reporters have called a twisted threat: the
industry that made them might just eradicate them. Towns are digging deeper wells, purchasing
expensive water rights from farmers, building pipelines, recycling their water supplies in new ways to
save every drop possible. These are not distant problems. They are happening now, in places that have
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farmed the same land for three and four generations.
Some farmers are returning to dryland agriculture, accepting lower yields to become independent

of aquifer limitations. Some are adopting precision irrigation, tilling less to retain soil moisture,
monitoring crop water needs remotely to avoid wasting what they pump. Oklahoma modified its water
rules in 2023, tying new irrigation permits to sustainable yield estimates. Kansas and Colorado gave
local water management districts authority to limit withdrawals during drought years. These are
gestures toward the future. Whether they are sufficient is a question that will be answered by the wells
themselves.

The Measure of Things
Brownie Wilson finishes his measurement, notes the depth, reels in his tape. The Kansas

Geological Survey has been tracking these wells for decades, assembling the evidence of depletion one
data point at a time. The measurements are reported to Congress every two years, as required by law
since 1986, when legislators first recognized the economic importance of the High Plains aquifer to the
states that depend on it. The reports document what everyone already knows. The water is going. The
question is what comes after.

Without the aquifer, farmers in West Texas could not grow much unless it is cactus or mesquite.
The transformation from breadbasket to something resembling desert is becoming more real every year.
Climate change is reducing recharge while increasing demand: hotter summers mean crops require
more water, even as more intense heat causes rainfall to evaporate before reaching the ground. A 2019
study found that the rate of groundwater depletion in the Ogallala could increase by as much as 50
percent by 2050. The crisis feeds on itself.

The hidden system beneath all the other hidden systems we have explored in these pages is water.
The veterinarian driving at two in the morning, the meatpacking plants importing labor from four
continents, the harvest crews following the wheat from Texas to Canada, the data centers humming
with servers, the feedlots and the ethanol plants and the small towns holding on to their futures with
both hands, all of them depend on an aquifer that is emptying faster than anyone wants to admit. The
prairie was never what it appeared to be from the surface. Beneath the grass, beneath the fields, beneath
the circle of irrigated green visible from space, there is an ancient reservoir of time running out. We are
farming the rain of six thousand years, and when it is gone, it is gone.
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Interlude: Blood Corn
A Story
The children of Sutter’s Hollow, Iowa, don’t trick-or-treat anymore. Not since Halloween 1997,

when six kids vanished between the Methodist church and the water tower, a distance of three blocks.
Not since their bodies were found arranged in the Benson cornfield like points on a pentagram, their
Halloween candy scattered across eight acres, each piece opened, each piece emptied, the wrappers
filled with dried kernels of corn.

This Halloween marks the twenty-eighth anniversary. I’ve come to Sutter’s Hollow because the
town council has finally agreed to let children trick-or-treat again. They claim the danger has passed.
They claim the thing responsible is gone. They claim the protection holds.

They’re lying about something.
Main Street stretches four blocks through downtown, decorated with paper pumpkins and cartoon

witches that flutter in the October wind. Karen Benson, whose father owned the cornfield where the
bodies were found, runs the hardware store now. She agreed to talk while she strung orange lights
around her storefront window.

“People think we’re superstitious fools,” she said, testing each bulb. “They think we destroyed our
children’s childhoods over nothing. But they didn’t see what I saw that night.”

Karen was sixteen in 1997, helping her father with the harvest. She heard the screaming first, she
said, though the nearest house was two miles away. When they found the children at midnight, arranged
in that perfect geometric pattern, something else was present in the field. Something that moved
between the corn rows without disturbing the stalks. Something that whispered numbers in a language
that predated human speech.

The police reports describe finding the bodies. They don’t mention the symbols carved into the
dirt beneath each child. They don’t mention that the corn in that field grew black the following season,
that buyers from three states competed to purchase it at ten times market price, that everyone who ate it
reported dreams of walking through endless corridors made of living flesh.

Sheriff Dale Morrison was a deputy in 1997. He keeps a bottle of whiskey in his desk drawer and
a loaded shotgun with shells he had blessed by priests from three different denominations. When I
asked him about tonight’s trick-or-treat revival, his hands shook as he poured another drink.
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“The town council says we’ve paid enough,” he said. “Twenty-eight years of keeping our children
inside on Halloween. Twenty-eight years of the house lights off, the streets empty. They say the debt is
cleared.”

But Morrison knows what the council won’t admit. Every Halloween since 1997, something has
walked the streets of Sutter’s Hollow. Residents huddle in their basements, listening to footsteps on
their porches, knocks on their doors, voices calling their children’s names in tones that almost sound
human. The brave few who’ve peered through curtains report seeing figures in Halloween costumes
from 1997, pristine and unworn, trick-or-treat bags swinging, walking in formation toward the Benson
field.

This afternoon, I visited the field. The corn grows tall despite the drought affecting neighboring
farms. The harvesting equipment sits idle. Tom Benson, Karen’s father, refuses to cut it down. He’s
eighty-three now, gaunt and hollow-eyed, and he spoke to me only after I promised not to use his name.
I’m breaking that promise because what he told me matters more than my word.

“It ain’t the children who come back,” he said, standing at the field’s edge as the sun began to set.
“The children were the payment, not the collectors.”

The truth, as Tom revealed, is that Sutter’s Hollow made a bargain in 1969. The town was dying,
the farms failing, the young people fleeing to cities. The town council of that era found something in
the original survey records, coordinates that marked Sutter’s Hollow as the geographic center of
something vast and hungry. They made contact. They made an agreement. The town would thrive for
thirty years in exchange for a single payment.

“We thought it meant money,” Tom said. “Or crops. We were fools.”
Six o’clock arrives. Halloween night officially begins. Parents emerge from houses with costumed

children, their faces rigid with determination to reclaim normalcy. Spider-Men and princesses, zombies
and superheroes fill the sidewalks. Their laughter sounds forced, their movements careful, as if
following choreographed steps.

I follow the largest group down Main Street. The children clutch their bags, approaching each
decorated house, calling out “trick or treat” in voices that grow more confident with each stop. The
adults watch from porches, their smiles not reaching their eyes, their hands never far from door handles.

At the corner of Main and Sycamore, a child in a corn-husk scarecrow costume joins the group.
No parent accompanies him. His mask is too elaborate, too detailed, kernels of actual corn embedded in
latex that looks wet in the streetlight. The other children make room for him without seeming to notice.
The adults don’t see him at all.

More children in corn-themed costumes emerge from between houses, from behind trees, from
shadows that shouldn’t be deep enough to hide them. They integrate seamlessly into the trick-or-treat
groups, their bags already heavy with something that rustles like dried leaves.

I try to warn Karen Benson, but she’s staring at the cornfield visible from her porch. The stalks are
moving against the wind, creating patterns, forming words in a language older than agriculture itself.
She grabs my arm, her fingers ice cold.
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“Count the children,” she whispers.
I count forty-three children on Main Street. The town records show thirty-seven children under

age twelve in Sutter’s Hollow.
The extra six wear costumes identical to those worn by the victims in 1997. They move through

the crowds, collecting candy, their bags never filling, their faces never visible behind masks that seem
to shift and writhe in peripheral vision. When they laugh, it sounds like corn husks rustling. When they
speak, windows fog with frost.

Sheriff Morrison stands at the intersection, his hand on his holstered weapon, watching something
the rest of us can’t see. Or won’t see. Or don’t want to see. He’s counting too, his lips moving in what
might be prayer or might be calculation.

At exactly 9 PM, all the children stop moving. They stand perfectly still in the middle of the
street, their bags held at identical angles, their heads turned toward the Benson cornfield. The
corn-costumed children walk through the frozen tableau, selecting six trick-or-treaters with movements
that suggest careful consideration. They touch each chosen child gently on the shoulder. The touched
children begin walking toward the cornfield, their parents unable to move, unable to scream, unable to
do anything but watch.

But then the twist comes, the revelation that reframes everything.
The corn-costumed children remove their masks. They’re the six children who died in 1997,

unchanged, unaged, their faces patient and sad. They speak in unison, their voices like wind through
grain silos.

“We stayed to pay the debt. Every year, we pay. But the contract ends at thirty. Two more years,
and we’re free. Unless you give us replacements now.”

The parents understand immediately. The bargain made in 1969 wasn’t for thirty years of
prosperity. It was for thirty years of payments. Six children every Halloween, except the town stopped
offering them after 1997. So the same six children have been paying, over and over, dying repeatedly in
that field, their souls recycling through an endless Halloween night.

The chosen children stand at the field’s edge now, waiting. The parents have a choice: let these six
new children take the place of the victims from 1997, freeing those souls but condemning new ones to
two more years of cyclic death. Or refuse, and watch the original six return to the field for another
Halloween massacre, knowing it will happen again next year, and the year after.

Karen Benson makes the choice for everyone. She walks to her hardware store, returns with six
lengths of rope, and hands them to the parents of the chosen children.

“Your kids or ours,” she says. “But someone pays tonight.”
The parents look at their frozen children, at the six patient ghosts, at the corn that rustles with

anticipation. One father steps forward, takes a rope, and ties it around his own wrist. Then another
parent. Then another. Six adults connected by rope, walking toward the field.

“Take us instead,” the first father says. “End it with us.”
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The corn ghosts consider this. They look at each other with eyes that have seen twenty-eight years
of Halloween nights. They nod. The living children unfreeze, collapse, cry for their parents. But the
adults are already entering the corn, led by the six ghosts who finally, finally get to stop being children,
stop being victims, stop being the currency in a bargain they never made.

The field swallows them in darkness. The corn rustles once, violently, then goes silent. The
children of Sutter’s Hollow run home, their candy scattered and forgotten, their Halloween ended.

Tomorrow, six new scarecrows will stand in the Benson field, so lifelike that crows won’t land on
them. The town’s prosperity will end. The farms will fail. The children will leave for cities. But they’ll
leave alive, unbound by contracts signed before they were born.

And every Halloween, the scarecrows will wave in the wind, their stuffed hands pointing toward
town, reminding Sutter’s Hollow that some debts can be renegotiated, but only if you’re willing to pay
a different price.

The corn is already growing around them as I write this, black stalks rising in the darkness, ready
for a harvest that will feed nothing human, that will be bought by no one, that will grow forever in a
field where six adults made the only choice that mattered.

The children of Sutter’s Hollow will trick-or-treat next year. Their parents won’t be there to watch
them.
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Part Four
The Digital Prairie

The digital age did not bypass the prairie. It arrived with the same
force it brought everywhere else, but the prairie's existing conditions
of distance and depopulation produced effects that denser places did

not experience. Abandoned internet forums run on servers in
climate-controlled buildings while the towns they were built to serve

lose their last grocery stores. Homesteaders broadcast their daily lives
to audiences that may consist of no one, performing community into a

void that returns nothing but metrics. A rancher who spent four
decades keeping his road off every map discovers that the algorithmic
gaze has no blind spots, that the attempt to remain invisible is itself a

form of visibility, that absence registers as presence in databases
designed to ensure that nothing escapes notice.

But the digital prairie is not only a landscape of loss. In the grain
elevators that agriculture vacated, young people build an electronic
music culture that owes nothing to the country-western tradition that

preceded it, repurposing industrial architecture for purposes its
builders could not have imagined. The four essays in this section

examine what the digital age created on the prairie, what it destroyed,
and what it reveals about the persistent human need to be known, even
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in places where knowing has become algorithmically mediated and the
difference between audience and void has collapsed into a question

that the metrics cannot answer.
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Chapter 16

The Abandoned Forums
Somewhere on a server rack in a nondescript data center, a PHP script executes every sixty

seconds, checking for new posts that will never arrive.
This is the reality of thousands of message boards and early social platforms across the internet:

technically alive, socially deceased, their automated functions cycling endlessly through empty spaces
like windmills still turning in abandoned prairie towns, pumping water for residents who departed
decades ago.

The phenomenon is real but difficult to quantify precisely because these spaces exist in the
internet’s shadow zones, unfindable through conventional searches, accessible only through direct
URLs that fewer and fewer people remember.

We know they exist because occasionally someone stumbles across one and shares the discovery
on Reddit or Twitter, digital explorers returning with reports from territories most of us have forgotten
existed.

A forum dedicated to a discontinued camera model, last post from 2008, its registration page still
functional. A fan site for a cancelled television show, its episode guide intact, its discussion threads
empty. These discoveries prompt brief waves of nostalgic tourism before the forums sink back into
obscurity.

What we can verify is the technical persistence of these spaces. Many continue operating through
a combination of automated hosting payments, forgotten credit card authorizations, and the simple fact
that maintaining a basic forum requires surprisingly little active intervention.

The software, whether phpBB, vBulletin, or custom code, was designed to run indefinitely with
minimal oversight. Spam filters activate on schedules set years ago. Backup scripts compress databases
that haven’t changed in a decade. Password reset emails attempt to send to addresses that no longer
exist. These systems were built to be resilient, and that resilience has outlasted their purpose.

The mathematics of digital abandonment follows predictable patterns. Web archivists and internet
historians have documented how online communities typically dissolve: first, the time between posts
lengthens from hours to days to weeks.

Then comes what researchers call the “terminal phase,” where one or two users continue posting
into an evident void, their messages accumulating zero responses yet often maintaining an optimistic
tone, ending with questions no one will answer. Finally, silence, though a particular kind of silence.

Not the absence of activity but the presence of purely mechanical activity, algorithms talking to
algorithms in languages humans wrote but no longer read.
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Moderator bots still dutifully enforce rules in spaces where no one remains to break them. These
bots delete spam posts that advertise products discontinued years ago, linking to websites that no longer
resolve, a battle between artificial intelligences over territory neither occupies.

You can find discussions about it in web development forums that are themselves approaching
abandonment, a meta-commentary on digital decay written by communities unknowingly documenting
their own eventual fate.

The persistence of these spaces created problems nobody anticipated. Web hosting companies
report that a surprising percentage of their servers host “zombie sites”: functional but unvisited, paid for
by credit cards whose owners may have died, forgotten, or simply never bothered to cancel a $5
monthly charge.

Should hosting companies shut down sites when the owner can’t be contacted? How long should
automated systems preserve spaces that no one accesses? There’s no consensus, and so the forums
persist, digital monuments to institutional inertia.

These spaces have genuine archaeological value, though it remains largely unrealized. Early
internet forums preserve discussions about technologies and cultural moments from perspectives we
can’t reconstruct any other way.

Debates about whether camera phones would catch on, if social media would last, whether anyone
would ever take video game narratives seriously as art happened in real time, without the benefit of
hindsight, and exist now as unintentional time capsules. The Library of Congress and Internet Archive
work to preserve portions of the early web, but the scale is overwhelming and much is lost.

These abandoned forums exist in a preservation limbo, too insignificant to save deliberately, too
persistent to disappear naturally.

The phenomenon extends beyond traditional message boards. Abandoned multiplayer game
servers still generate worlds no player will explore, maintaining leaderboards that haven’t changed in
years, awaiting connections that will never come.

The remnants of early social media platforms persist too. Not the major ones that died
spectacularly, but the thousands of smaller attempts at building community that simply faded away,
their servers still running because no one remembered to turn them off. These spaces share the essential
characteristic of mechanical persistence without human purpose, like player pianos performing in
empty saloons.

Every abandoned forum represents a moment when someone believed strangers would gather
around a shared interest, that community could crystallize from nothing more than common
enthusiasm. The infrastructure they built remains as evidence of a particularly human kind of optimism.

The carefully organized subforums, the painstakingly written FAQ sections, the rules of conduct
drafted for communities that never quite materialized or slowly dissipated. We build these gathering
places on faith that others will come, and sometimes they do, and sometimes they leave, but the places
remain, waiting.
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A prairie ghost town might have a calendar still hanging in the post office, stopped at the month
everyone left. Digital forums have timestamps, precise to the second, marking when the last human
voice spoke into the void.

“Last post: September 14, 2011, 3:47 PM.”
These timestamps become epitaphs, marking not death but departure, not ending but

abandonment. The specificity is almost cruel. We can know exactly when a community’s heart stopped
beating, even as its mechanical functions continue.

The future of these spaces remains uncertain. Will they persist until the heat death of the last
server farm, or will they vanish suddenly when a hosting company finally goes under, taking thousands
of forums with it?

Already, link rot has claimed many of the images and external content these forums once hosted.
Posts referring to ImageShack links now point to nothing, conversations about YouTube videos that
have been removed, discussions of news articles on sites that no longer exist. The forums become
palimpsests, their meaning eroding even as their structure persists.

Unlike human memory, which fades gradually and selectively, these forums preserve everything
with perfect fidelity while losing all context. A heated argument from 2005 remains perfectly
preserved, the anger fresh in the text even though the participants have likely forgotten not just the
argument but the forum itself.

Joy, frustration, curiosity, boredom, all the human emotions that once animated these spaces
remain frozen in text, readable but disconnected from the lives that produced them.

These spaces achieve something accidentally beautiful in their abandonment. Like the windmills
that still turn in empty prairie towns, creating oases where wildlife gathers, these forums become
something other than what they were intended to be.

They’re no longer functional communities but monuments to community itself, to the human
impulse to gather and share and argue and support each other through screens.

Their emptiness makes visible what we take for granted in active online spaces: the constant
human labor of connection, the effort required to maintain digital gathering places, the fragility of the
communities we build from nothing but shared interest and goodwill.

As I write this, thousands of forums continue their mechanical existence, their databases slowly
growing with automated timestamps marking nothing, their login pages waiting for users who will
never return. Somewhere, a weekly discussion thread is automatically posting to a forum about a TV
show that ended in 2003. Somewhere else, a birthday greeting script is attempting to email a user who
died five years ago.

These actions, meaningless in isolation, accumulate into something significant: a vast, distributed
elegy for the early internet’s promise of infinite communities, infinite connections, infinite spaces for
every possible human interest.

The abandoned forums remind us that every online space we inhabit exists conditionally,
dependent on continued interest, continued funding, continued relevance. Today’s thriving



85

communities will become tomorrow’s digital ghost towns.
The Slack workspaces where millions gather today will one day be as empty as the phpBB forums

of 2004.
The only question is whether they’ll persist in their emptiness, their bots still cheerfully

welcoming no one, their code still running like those prairie windmills, turning in the wind, pumping
water for ghosts, maintaining the mechanical illusion of purpose long after purpose has departed.
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Chapter 17

Livestream Homesteaders
The abandoned forums are monuments to communities that dissolved. What follows is something

stranger: communities that never formed at all, presence without witness, performance without
audience, the digital equivalent of a homesteader staking a claim on land no one else wants and farming
it anyway.

The loneliness arrives not all at once but in waves, like radio signals degrading across vast
distances. Marcus has been streaming for fourteen months to an audience that fluctuates between zero
and three viewers, though he suspects the three are bots with their usernames too perfectly random,
their silence too absolute.

His setup occupies a corner of his Phoenix apartment where he’s constructed an elaborate
backdrop of LED panels and acoustic foam, a broadcasting station transmitting into the algorithmic
void. Every evening at 7 PM Mountain Time, he goes live.

What makes Marcus fascinating isn’t his content, where he plays middling chess while discussing
philosophy, but rather the evolution of his presentation style in near-complete isolation.

Without feedback loops, without chat interaction to shape his performance, he’s developed a
speaking pattern that resembles someone having an animated conversation with their reflection.

He pauses for imagined questions, laughs at jokes that land nowhere, creates callbacks to previous
streams that no one watched. His language has become increasingly baroque, developing inside jokes
with himself, creating a mythology of recurring characters who exist only in his monologues about his
day.

This phenomenon extends far beyond Marcus. Across the platforms, thousands of channels
broadcast in perfect isolation, their creators performing existence for audiences that may never
materialize. The Twitch directory’s deepest pages reveal streams with view counts of zero that have
been running for hours, days, sometimes weeks in continuous sessions.

These aren’t abandoned channels; the streamers are actively present, narrating their gameplay,
sharing their thoughts, maintaining the performance despite the silence.

Sarah, who streams her jewelry-making from Vermont, describes the experience as “speaking into
a well and waiting for an echo that never comes.” Yet she continues, five days a week, four hours per
session.

Her streams have developed their own temporal rhythm. She’s created segments, transitions, even
commercial breaks where she plays royalty-free music to empty chatrooms. The structure, she explains,
keeps her sane. Without it, the vastness becomes unbearable.
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The psychological architecture required to maintain these broadcasts resembles the mental
frameworks of extreme isolation.

Antarctic researchers who winter at remote stations report similar adaptations: the creation of
rigid routines, the development of elaborate internal narratives, the anthropomorphization of
equipment.

These streamers exist in a parallel state of isolation, surrounded by civilization yet broadcasting
into spaces emptier than arctic tundra.

The platforms themselves create this vastness through algorithmic indifference. Unlike traditional
media where limited channels meant guaranteed audiences, the infinite expansion of streaming
platforms has created digital prairies where one can stake a claim and potentially never encounter
another soul.

The algorithm, ostensibly designed to surface content, instead becomes a kind of weather system
that remains unpredictable, implacable, occasionally devastating. Streamers speak of “algorithm
storms” that briefly deliver viewers before whisking them away, leaving only the memory of
momentary connection.

Researchers who study digital labor suggest these solo streamers represent a new form of affective
work, performing the labor of existence itself. They’re not just creating content; they’re maintaining a
kind of digital heartbeat, proving through consistent presence that they exist in these spaces.

The work is exhausting precisely because it lacks traditional markers of productivity. Success
can’t be measured in views or engagement when both hover at zero, so streamers develop alternative
metrics: consistency, technical quality, the elaborateness of their personal mythologies.

The economic reality remains brutal. Platform partnership programs require minimum viewer
averages that these streamers may never achieve. Yet many invest thousands in equipment, creating
broadcast-quality setups for audiences that don’t exist.

Tom, streaming from his garage in Michigan, has spent $8,000 on cameras, microphones, and
lighting. His average viewership over two years: 0.3. He works a full-time job to support his streaming,
treating his nightly broadcasts as a second shift.

What emerges from extended isolation is often remarkable. Streamers develop entirely unique
presentation styles, unconstrained by audience expectations or platform trends.

One streamer in Japan has created an elaborate fantasy world, complete with constructed language
and detailed lore, narrating her daily life as if she were a character in this fictional universe. Another in
Brazil streams himself reading philosophy texts aloud, but has gradually begun inserting his own
interpretations between paragraphs, creating hybrid texts that exist only in his streams’ unviewed
archives.

The archives themselves become monuments to persistence. Thousands of hours of footage
accumulate on servers, unwatched histories of performed existence. Like the detailed journals of
frontier settlers that were discovered decades later in abandoned homesteads, these recordings wait for
future archaeology.
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Some streamers speak directly to these imagined future viewers, leaving messages for whoever
might eventually discover their work.

The comparison to homesteading extends beyond metaphor. The Homestead Act of 1862 required
settlers to “prove up” their claims through visible improvement and continuous residence.

These streamers similarly prove up their digital claims through consistent broadcasting and
iterative improvement of their spaces.

They build, modify, enhance, not for current viewers but for the platform itself, demonstrating
their commitment to empty territories.

Mental health professionals have begun noticing a specific cluster of symptoms among long-term
solo streamers: the paradoxical combination of performance anxiety and audience absence, the
difficulty distinguishing between online and offline personality after extended isolation broadcasting,
the grief-like response when finally deciding to stop streaming.

Therapists who specialize in digital wellness describe it as “performing yourself into existence
until you can’t distinguish between the performance and the self.”

Yet many streamers resist pathologization of their practice. They describe streaming to empty
rooms as meditative, even necessary. The ritual of going live creates structure, the monologue practices
thought, the performance maintains a version of self that might otherwise atrophy. Amanda, who has
streamed her coding sessions to zero viewers for three years, insists the practice has made her a better
programmer.

“I explain everything aloud as I code. It forces clarity. The fact that no one’s listening doesn’t
diminish that.”

The rare moments when viewers do appear become charged with significance. Streamers describe
the adrenaline spike of seeing the viewer count change from 0 to 1, the desperate hope that this might
be a real person rather than a bot, the performance anxiety that suddenly kicks in after months of
comfortable isolation.

Many report that actual viewers disrupt their rhythm; they’ve become so accustomed to
performing for absence that presence becomes destabilizing.

Platform dynamics create cruel ironies. The metrics designed to measure success become
instruments of psychological torture when they never move.

The cheerful UI elements encouraging streamers to “engage with chat” mock the empty comment
sections. Achievement badges for streaming milestones accumulate without celebration: 100 hours, 365
consecutive days.

The platforms profit from these ghost channels through data harvesting and the mere appearance
of activity, content volume that suggests vibrancy even if most channels transmit into silence.

Some streamers have begun forming support networks, finding each other in the deep pages of
directories and creating communities of mutual viewing.

They trade presence, agreeing to leave streams open in background tabs, inflating each other’s
numbers from zero to one. These “viewing circles” provide the minimum social proof needed to
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continue, though everyone involved understands the artificiality of the arrangement.
The phenomenon raises uncomfortable questions about digital existence itself. If a stream

broadcasts without viewers, does the content exist? The servers say yes, the archives accumulate, the
data persists. Yet existence without witness creates its own philosophical paradox.

These streamers perform Schrödinger’s content, simultaneously real and unreal until observed,
though observation may never come.

The future remains uncertain for these digital homesteaders. Some will eventually attract
audiences, their unique evolution in isolation becoming precisely what distinguishes them when
discovery finally occurs.

Others will continue indefinitely, broadcasting into darkness with the dedication of lighthouse
keepers maintaining their beacons regardless of ships. Most will eventually stop, leaving behind vast
archives of unwatched content, digital ruins that testify to the human need to speak, to perform, to exist,
even when no one’s watching.

The cruelest truth may be that their isolation isn’t unique but merely visible. In cities of millions,
people perform their existence daily to audiences barely more present than streaming viewers. The
digital homesteaders simply make explicit what modern life often obscures: the vast distances between
us, the effort required to maintain presence, the faith needed to continue speaking when echo never
comes. They stream not because anyone watches but because the alternative of silence, stillness, the
abandonment of the claim, feels like a form of death.

Marcus still streams nightly, his chess improving incrementally, his philosophical musings
growing more sophisticated.

He’s developed a theory about digital consciousness that he’s been elaborating for months to his
absent audience. Somewhere in the accumulated hours of his streams, insights wait like seeds in frozen
ground, requiring only the right conditions to germinate. Whether those conditions will ever arrive
remains unknowable.

He continues anyway, establishing presence through persistence, proving his claim one stream at
a time.
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Chapter 18

The Last Private Road in Wheeler County
Frank Olsen’s road doesn’t appear on any map. Not on Google, not on county surveys, not even

on the property deeds that define his 800 acres in Wheeler County, Nebraska. For forty-three years,
Frank has maintained sixteen miles of gravel trail that winds through Sandhills swales and over
ridgelines, connecting his ranch to an abandoned cattle camp where his grandfather once ran beef
before the consolidation. He calls it a goat trail. The satellite imagery shows nothing but unbroken
grassland.

This is intentional. This is necessary. This is about to end.
The history of American roads is a history of promises broken and reformed.
The Appian Way taught us that roads meant empire, that Roman soldiers could march from Rome

to Brindisi in thirteen days, that commerce and control followed parallel paths.
The Oregon Trail taught us that desire carves its own passages, that wagon wheels cutting through

prairie grass could etch a highway of hope and death across half a continent.
Route 66 promised us freedom while delivering us to designated destinations, each town a staged

performance of authentic America. The Interstate system brought us speed in exchange for place,
turning journeys into transitions, communities into exit numbers.

Now the Information Highway promises us everything while locating us nowhere, tracking our
every movement while insisting we’re free to browse.

Frank learned about roads from his grandfather, who learned about them from the cattle barons
who built private passages through these hills in the 1920s. Those operations ran beef for thirty years,
then folded into corporate consolidation, leaving behind windmills that still creak above Cedar Creek
and roads that weather into suggestions of roads, that become trails, that become memories of
movement.

“A road is a confession,” Frank tells me as we drive his invisible trail in a truck older than the
Internet. “It says where you need to go. It says what you’re willing to destroy to get there. It says who
you’re willing to let follow.”

Frank’s road confession is this: after his son died in Afghanistan in 2003, he stopped believing in
public destinations. He pulled his grandson out of school, taught him on the ranch, showed him how to
read the land instead of screens. The boy, now twenty-four, has never had a social media account, never
used GPS, never driven on a road that someone else maintains.

He knows every game trail in Wheeler County. He can navigate by stars. He builds websites for
cryptocurrency traders from a satellite connection that bounces through servers in Moldova and
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Singapore before reaching his laptop in a cabin that doesn’t officially exist.
The road Frank maintains leads to this cabin, to a life deliberately unwired from the grid while

completely connected to the network. The grandson, who asks me not to use his name, makes six
figures annually from digital work while living in physical space that denies the existence of the digital
world.

His commute is sixteen miles of unmarked trail that three people know about. His office
overlooks a valley where cellular signals can’t reach, where delivery drivers won’t venture, where the
last surveyor came in 1987 and left with Frank’s rifle pellets in his truck’s tailgate.

But here’s what Frank didn’t count on: every private road leaves traces in the data. His grandson’s
satellite internet requires coordinates. The cryptocurrency transactions create patterns. The supply runs
to town generate purchase histories. The absence itself becomes presence in the databases that map
American movement.

Three weeks ago, Amazon delivered a package to Frank’s nonexistent road.
The driver, following directions that shouldn’t exist, drove directly to the hidden turnoff,

navigated every careful curve Frank had designed to discourage discovery. The package contained
something the grandson hadn’t ordered: a proposal from a technology company offering to buy the
entire ranch for three times its agricultural value.

They want to build a data center here, in this valley without cell service, precisely because it’s
unmapped, unregulated, a blank space in the surveillance grid that makes it perfect for activities that
require geographic ambiguity.

“They found us because we hid,” the grandson says, showing me the network traces he’s
discovered since the delivery. “Every time I bounced our signal to avoid detection, I created a pattern.
Every absence registered as presence. The road we didn’t build became the road they followed.”

This is the paradox of the private trail in the age of ubiquitous mapping.
The Appian Way was public power made visible, stones announcing empire.
The Oregon Trail was collective desire wearing grooves in the earth.
Route 66 was manufactured nostalgia, a commercial corridor disguised as adventure.
The Interstate was federal control at seventy miles per hour. But the Information Highway inverts

all previous road logic: it tracks without traveling, maps without moving, finds every path by analyzing
the spaces between known routes.

Frank’s grandfather’s cattle trails are being reclaimed by prairie grass and erosion, returning to
earth at a rate of three inches per year. But Frank’s hidden road, the one that never appeared on any
map, has been permanently etched into datasets maintained by companies he’s never heard of, in server
farms powered by copper drawn from mines half a continent away, processed through fiber optic cables
that follow the old railroad routes that followed the wagon trails that followed the game paths that
followed the water.

Every road we’ve ever built has been a bet that connection is worth more than isolation. Frank bet
the opposite and lost, not because his road was discovered, but because in the age of data, the attempt to
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remain unmapped is itself a form of mapping. The goat trail becomes visible precisely because it tries
to remain invisible. The private road announces itself through the effort of privacy.

The grandson has a different plan. He’s going to sell the ranch to the technology company, but
with a provision: they must maintain Frank’s road exactly as it is, unmarked and unmapped, a
sixteen-mile corridor of analog space in their digital facility.

He’s negotiating not for money but for absence, for the right to remain unrecorded in the
machines that will surround his grandfather’s trail.

“Every generation thinks they’ve found a new way to move through the world,” he says, standing
where his great-grandfather once stood, where copper miners once carved the first roads, where buffalo
once moved in patterns that preceded all human planning. “But the truth is, we’re all just trying to get
from where we are to where we think we need to be, hoping the path we choose doesn’t choose us
back.”

The data center will break ground next spring. Frank’s road will continue to not exist, a ghost trail
through a server farm, maintained by contract but traveled by no one, a monument to the impossibility
of unmapped movement in a world where every absence is presence, every trail is data, every choice to
step off the known path creates a new path for others to follow.

The Information Highway leads everywhere and nowhere simultaneously. It promises infinite
routes while tracking every movement. It offers freedom while creating profiles. It connects us to
everything while locating us precisely. Frank’s road, invisible for forty-three years, has become more
permanent than the Interstate, encoded in databases that will outlast the asphalt, preserved in the
systems he tried to avoid.

We leave the ranch as sunset turns the grassland gold. The truck follows trails only Frank can see,
muscle memory and landmark navigation in a world that no longer believes in unmarked passages.
Behind us, the road disappears into grass.

Ahead of us, satellites record our every turn, transforming a grandfather’s grief and a grandson’s
rebellion into coordinates, into commerce, into confirmation that every trail, no matter how carefully
hidden, leads eventually to the same destination: a server farm in a valley that doesn’t exist, processing
paths for people who will never travel them, mapping journeys that will never be taken, following roads
that lead everywhere except away.
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Chapter 19

Prairie Ravers
The bass carries for miles across flat ground, especially in winter when sound travels further

through cold air. The abandoned grain elevator outside Salina, Kansas, has hosted electronic music
events since at least 2018, according to posts in regional Facebook groups and Reddit threads.

Similar gatherings happen in empty barns near Williston, North Dakota, where the oil boom left
behind infrastructure but fewer people, and in fields outside Brandon, Manitoba, where the distance
from Winnipeg provides both isolation and accessibility. These events operate in legal gray zones,
organized through encrypted messaging apps and word of mouth, drawing crowds that understand how
to find parties that don’t want to be found.

The demographic surprises outsiders who associate electronic music with urban centers. At a
documented 2023 event near Fargo, local news reported attendees included farmers’ children, oil field
workers, university students from regional colleges, and Indigenous youth from nearby reservations.

The organizers, when they can be identified at all, often grew up in these communities. They
learned production software through online tutorials, built speaker systems in high school agriculture
shops originally intended for welding projects, and understand the acoustics of metal grain bins and
wooden barn structures.

Law enforcement responses vary by jurisdiction and incident. The Saline County Sheriff’s Office
in Kansas logged seventeen noise complaints related to “rural gatherings with amplified music” in
2022, though only three resulted in citations. North Dakota’s McKenzie County dealt with similar
events differently after the oil boom, when population growth brought both more young workers and
more scrutiny.

The RCMP in Manitoba generally takes a harm reduction approach, focusing on impaired driving
checkpoints on rural roads rather than shutting down gatherings. These different approaches reflect the
complexity of policing vast rural areas where backup might be hours away.

The economics mirror those of any underground economy. Tickets, when they exist, range from
twenty to fifty dollars, usually exchanged through Venmo or CashApp to avoid paper trails. Sound
system rentals come from legitimate companies in Omaha, Denver, or Minneapolis, delivered to rural
addresses for “private parties.”

The generators needed to power these events in locations without electrical infrastructure cost
hundreds to rent, thousands to buy. Some organizers lose money, subsidizing events through farm work
or oil field wages. Others turn small profits that fund equipment upgrades.
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The substances present at these gatherings reflect both traditional rural drug patterns and newer
influences.

The South Dakota Department of Health’s 2023 report on rural substance use notes increased
MDMA presence in communities under 10,000 people. Methamphetamine, already endemic to rural
areas, appears at these events alongside cannabis, now legal in various forms across multiple prairie
states and provinces.

Alcohol remains constant. Harm reduction organizations like DanceSafe report difficulty reaching
rural events with testing kits and education materials, though some organizers independently purchase
and distribute testing supplies.

The music itself adapts to place. DJs who grew up in these communities incorporate elements that
land locally: samples from country songs their parents played, Native American drum patterns in
Manitoba events, the industrial sounds of oil drilling equipment in North Dakota sets.

The genre classifications of urban electronic music scenes matter less than what moves people
who drove an hour or more to dance.

Sets run longer than in clubs, sometimes eight or ten hours, because when the nearest town is fifty
miles away, nobody leaves early.

Historical parallels exist throughout prairie settlement. Rural sociologists have documented how
barn dances served essential social functions in isolated agricultural communities from the 1880s
through the 1950s.

These gatherings provided courtship opportunities, tension release, and community bonding in
places where neighbors might live miles apart.

The University of Nebraska’s Center for Great Plains Studies notes that moral panics about barn
dances in the 1920s mirror contemporary concerns about raves: dangerous music, substance use, and
sexual impropriety threatening rural youth.

The infrastructure requirements reveal resourcefulness born from isolation. Without urban venues,
organizers scout locations through harvest work, hunting expeditions, and Google Earth.

They test acoustic properties of different structures, map sight lines for projection equipment, and
calculate generator needs. Some groups have informal agreements with property owners who
appreciate the income from otherwise unused buildings. Others operate without permission, gambling
that response times in rural areas provide buffers against intervention.

Weather determines feasibility more than law enforcement.
Winter events require heated spaces or end when temperatures drop too low.
Spring brings mud that makes rural roads impassable.
Summer allows outdoor gatherings but increases fire risk in dry conditions.
Fall harvest means potential venues become active agricultural sites again.
The seasonal rhythm of agriculture still shapes gathering patterns, just as it did for previous

generations.
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The technology gap between rural and urban areas affects these events differently than expected.
While high-speed internet remains sporadic across much of the rural prairie, cellular coverage has
improved enough that livestreaming DJ sets from Amsterdam or Berlin becomes possible. Young
people who might have left for cities to pursue electronic music careers can now build followings while
maintaining rural lives. Production software runs on laptops purchased for college. Controllers and
mixers arrive via Amazon to addresses that UPS sometimes struggles to find.

Indigenous communities bring additional complexity to prairie rave culture. On reservations in
North and South Dakota, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan, electronic music events contend with tribal law
enforcement, cultural protocols, and historical trauma around substance use.

Some Indigenous DJs incorporate traditional elements into their sets, creating hybrid sounds that
speak to contemporary Native youth experience. Others maintain strict separation between traditional
and electronic music contexts.

These negotiations happen largely outside mainstream documentation.
The isolation that defines rural life intensifies these gatherings’ significance. In places where the

nearest coffee shop might be an hour away, where dating apps show the same twelve people, where
entertainment options consist of bars, churches, and high school sports, a rave becomes more than just a
party.

Attendees describe driving hundreds of miles round trip, planning months ahead, saving money
from minimum wage jobs for gas and tickets. The effort required to gather makes the gathering itself
more valuable.

Agricultural economic stress adds another dimension. As farms consolidate and rural populations
decline, abandoned buildings multiply across the prairie. Grain elevators stand empty after rail lines
closed. Barns deteriorate after family farms sold to corporate operations.

These structures, monuments to agricultural eras that have passed, find new purpose hosting
gatherings for young people who might be the last generation to grow up in these communities. The
symbolism registers even when nobody articulates it directly.

Regional variations reflect local cultures. Kansas events tend toward house and techno, influenced
by Kansas City’s electronic music history.

North Dakota gatherings include more industrial and hardcore sounds, perhaps reflecting the
masculine culture of oil fields. Manitoba events show influence from Winnipeg’s diverse music scene
and larger Indigenous population.

These distinctions matter to participants even as they remain invisible to outside observers.
The future of prairie raving depends on factors beyond organizers’ control. Law enforcement

crackdowns could drive events further underground or end them entirely. Cannabis legalization might
reduce legal pressure or increase scrutiny on other substances. Rural economic recovery could provide
more legitimate venues, or continued decline could create more abandoned spaces.

Climate change affects outdoor gathering feasibility. Rural broadband expansion might keep more
young people in agricultural communities or accelerate urban migration.
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For now, the parties continue. Every weekend, somewhere on the prairie, someone sets up
speakers in an empty building. Generators rumble to life. Messages spread through networks that know
how to keep secrets.

Cars arrive separately to avoid attention, parking in patterns that allow quick exit if needed. The
music starts as the sun sets, continuing until dawn or exhaustion, whichever comes first.

This is how rural youth create their own spaces for transcendence, using tools their grandparents
couldn’t have imagined but pursuing goals those same grandparents would recognize: gathering despite
distance, celebrating despite hardship, and finding collective joy in places where isolation otherwise
dominates.
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Part Five
The Standing Ovation

Community theatre occupies a peculiar position in American cultural
life. It is simultaneously the most democratic and the most

pharmaceutical of our artistic institutions: democratic because anyone
can participate regardless of training or talent, pharmaceutical

because its primary function is not aesthetic achievement but
emotional regulation. The standing ovation that concludes every

community theatre production, regardless of quality, is not a critical
judgment. It is a receipt for a transaction in which the audience has

received its dose of collective feeling and confirms that the
prescription was filled.

This single essay stands alone as its own section because its argument
extends well beyond the prairie, into the institutional mechanics of
how American culture manages the emotions it cannot otherwise

contain. The pharmacy metaphor that drives the essay reveals
something about every other institution this book examines: the way
communities build structures to process experiences that individuals

cannot absorb alone, and the way those structures can become
mechanisms of sedation rather than transformation when their

original purposes are forgotten or corrupted. The essay's taxonomy of



98

hidden infrastructure, in which rendering plants, data centers, missile
silos, and community theatres are classified as members of the same
category, proposes that the prairie's role in American life has always
been to perform the functions that the larger culture requires but does

not wish to see performed.
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Chapter 20

The Standing Ovation Economy
The National Endowment for the Arts reported in its most recent Survey of Public Participation in

the Arts that approximately 57,000 community theatres operate across the United States, the majority of
them in towns under 50,000 population. The American Association of Community Theatre estimates
that these organizations collectively generate over $1 billion in economic activity annually and draw
more than 86 million audience attendees per year, a figure that exceeds the combined attendance of
every Broadway show, every professional regional theatre, and every touring production in the country.
Community theatre, by the raw numbers, is the dominant form of live theatrical production in America.
It is also the form in which virtually no performer is paid.

The economics of this arrangement have been hiding in plain sight since the community theatre
movement formalized itself in the early twentieth century. Performers donate their evenings, their
weekends, their gasoline, their shoe polish, their cold cream. They arrive after work for rehearsals that
run three hours a night, five nights a week, for six to eight weeks. They memorize lines on their lunch
breaks. They build sets in garages on Saturday mornings. They supply their own character shoes. The
compensation they receive for this labor is applause and, on good nights, a standing ovation.

The musicians in the pit, however, receive checks.
This fact is not controversial. It is not hidden. Ask anyone who has participated in community

theatre in any American town, from Omaha to Broken Bow to North Platte, and they will confirm the
arrangement without hesitation. The American Federation of Musicians has maintained minimum pay
scales for community theatre orchestras since the mid-twentieth century. Even in communities where
no other union contract touches the production, the musicians are paid. The lighting crew may
volunteer. The costume shop may volunteer. The actors volunteer. But the musicians are professionals,
and professionals get money.

The question that nobody asks, or rather the question that everyone inside the system knows the
answer to and declines to speak aloud, is why the musicians are the ones who get paid. The standard
explanation is practical: musicians will not play for free, they have skills that are transferable to paying
gigs, and if you do not pay them they simply will not show up. This explanation is accurate. It is also
incomplete in a way that conceals the most important thing about it.

The musicians are paid because they are the ones who produce the standing ovation.
Not the actors. Not the director. Not the playwright. The musicians. Specifically, the orchestrator

who arranged the curtain-call music, and the conductor who delivers it at the precise tempo and volume
required to trigger a collective physiological response in the audience that the performance itself did not
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earn.
This mechanism has a history, and the history reaches back considerably further than the

community playhouses of the Great Plains. The economics of this arrangement can be traced from the
Theatre of Dionysus in fifth-century Athens to the infinite scroll on the phone in your pocket.
Institutional art in the Western tradition, art produced and distributed through the apparatus of state,
church, patronage, market, and academy, has functioned primarily as a sedative: an analgesic for the
pain of consciousness that keeps the patient still while the conditions producing the pain remain
untouched. The beauty is real. The catharsis is real. The function is pharmacy.

But the clearest example is not in Athens. It is in North Loup, Nebraska.
North Loup sits in the Loup Valley, a small village that counted roughly 300 residents during the

Great Depression. Bill Vodehnal ran the pharmacy. His patients could not pay with money because they
did not have money, so they paid with chickens, wedding rings, and nuggets of panned gold from the
creek. He accepted all of it because refusing meant letting neighbors die. He held that community
together by dispensing what was needed, in the dosage it could tolerate, and taking payment in the only
tender available.

Bill Vodehnal was my grandfather. I grew up in community theatre in a town much like North
Loup, where the playhouse served a function that resembled the pharmacy more closely than anyone at
the time would have admitted. The community gathered. The community was administered an
emotional experience calibrated to produce specific feelings at specific moments. The community left
feeling better. The conditions that made them need to feel better, the economic precarity, the social
isolation, the quiet desperation of small-town life that Thoreau diagnosed a century and a half ago,
remained precisely where they were.

The parallel to other hidden systems that Prairie Voice has documented is structural rather than
metaphorical. The rendering plant network processes the dead animals that industrial agriculture cannot
acknowledge in public. The data centers buried in prairie towns process the information that the digital
economy cannot store in cities. The missile silos standing in wheat fields process the nuclear deterrent
that the defense establishment cannot position near population centers.

In each case, the prairie absorbs an essential function that the larger system needs performed but
does not wish to examine too closely. Community theatre operates on the same principle. It processes
the emotional surplus that consumer capitalism generates and cannot manage through economic means
alone. The audience arrives anxious, isolated, fatigued. The audience leaves temporarily relieved. The
mechanism that produces the relief is invisible to the audience, hidden in the orchestra pit, encoded in
the arrangement of notes on paper, administered by paid technicians whose compensation is the
system’s quiet acknowledgment of where the real value lies.

The larger community theatres eventually began paying actors too. Not because the system
recognized the value of their labor, but because the importation of professional actors from major cities
created a two-tier workforce that threatened to destabilize the institution. The solution was to pay
everyone something. Not enough to constitute a wage. Just enough to quiet the complaint. Just enough,
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in pharmaceutical language, to medicate the resentment. The community theatre, an institution devoted
to the production of aesthetic sedation, applied the same technique to its own internal labor dispute.

The pattern recurs at every scale the book examines. Aristotle prescribed catharsis as a technology
for managing the dangerous emotions that Plato wanted to suppress by expelling the poets from the
ideal city. The Roman arena managed the emotional life of an empire through spectacle. The medieval
church administered the aesthetic experience of the divine as a technology of political obedience. The
Medici weaponized beauty. Opera was invented specifically to replicate the emotional control the
ancients were believed to have exercised. Kant told the audience that the proper response to beauty was
disinterested contemplation, free of desire and moral urgency, and called this absence of agency
freedom. Television eliminated the last intervals between doses. The smartphone perfected the delivery
system.

But the prairie connection is not incidental to the argument. It is foundational. The grandfather’s
pharmacy in North Loup is not a framing device. It is the thesis in its smallest and most honest form. A
community is in pain. The pharmacist has what the community needs. The pharmacist dispenses it. The
community pays in whatever currency is available. The pharmacist does not ask whether the analgesic
cures the disease. The pharmacist knows it does not. The pharmacist dispenses it anyway, because the
patient is in pain now and the cure, if it exists, is not available now.

Every community playhouse on the Great Plains operates on this principle. Every church choir.
Every Fourth of July pageant, every Christmas concert, every high school production of Oklahoma! in
every auditorium in every town where the wind does not stop and the soil makes promises it cannot
always keep. These are not entertainments. They are prescriptions. They are the cultural analgesic that
manages the pain of rural existence in a country that has spent eighty years systematically defunding,
consolidating, and abandoning the communities where that existence takes place.

The standing ovation is the receipt. It is the only evidence that the transaction between stage and
audience has been completed. In the economy of amateur performance, it is what a chicken or a
wedding ring was in Vodehnal’s pharmacy: the only tender available.

The pharmacy is still open. The bell still rings. The question the book asks is whether the patients
might benefit from reading the label on the bottle before they take the next dose.



102

Part Six
What Endures

After everything has been catalogued, after the dismantled
technologies and the corrupted institutions and the hidden systems
approaching collapse have been named and examined, the question
remains: what endures? What survives the removal of the structures

that gave prairie life its meaning and its difficulty? What persists
beneath the surface when the surface itself has been stripped away?

These two essays answer differently but compatibly. The first listens. It
records the sounds the prairie makes and the sounds it will make when
half of its recorded habitats no longer exist, when the prairie chicken's
mating call at 296 hertz and the wind turbine's operational hum at the
same frequency share the air and only one of them will persist into the

next century. The second watches. It watches wheat grow beneath
frozen ground through a process called vernalization, in which the

plant requires prolonged cold in order to flower, in which dormancy is
not death but transformation, in which the essential work happens in

darkness where no one can see it. Together, these essays offer the
collection's final and most hopeful claim: that what endures is not

what we chose to preserve but what we could not destroy, and that the
land's memory is longer, more patient, and more faithful than our own.
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Chapter 21

The Sonic Prairie
Bernie Krause has spent more than fifty years recording the sounds of wild places, traveling from

the Arctic to the Amazon with microphones and recorders, cataloging what he calls the biophony: the
collective voice of living organisms in a given habitat. His archive at Wild Sanctuary contains over
4,500 hours of natural soundscapes and more than 15,000 identified species. Fully half of those
recordings come from habitats that no longer exist, have been radically altered by human activity, or
have gone altogether silent. When Krause began his work in the late 1960s, he thought he was
documenting nature. Now he understands he was documenting extinction.

The prairie was never quiet. Before European settlement, the North American grasslands
constituted one of the loudest ecosystems on the continent, a wall of sound that rose and fell with the
seasons, the hours, the weather. Sixty million bison once roamed these lands, their hooves audible from
miles away, their bellowing carrying across the open grass. The males’ low rumbling calls during rut
season were felt as much as heard, vibrations that traveled through the ground itself. Prairie dog towns
stretched for hundreds of square miles, their bark-chirp alarm calls creating an early warning network
that rippled across the landscape. Wolves howled. Elk bugled. And from March through May, the
booming grounds came alive.

The Great Animal Orchestra
The greater prairie chicken’s courtship display is one of nature’s stranger performances. At dawn,

males gather on traditional mating grounds called leks, some of which have been used for more than a
century. There they inflate bright orange air sacs on their necks, erect feather tufts that look like horns,
stamp their feet in rapid percussion, and produce a low booming sound that carries across the open
grassland for a mile or more. Doug Ladd of The Nature Conservancy describes it as “a haunting low
resonance, like someone blowing across the top of an empty bottle.” The distance it carries is
phenomenal. Ladd has heard that sound wafting across the prairie from a mile and a half away.

The booming served a purpose beyond attracting mates. It established acoustic territory. Krause
developed what he calls the acoustic niche hypothesis: species in healthy ecosystems evolve to vocalize
within specific frequency bandwidths and temporal patterns so their signals are not buried by other
sounds. Like instruments in an orchestra, each species occupies its own acoustic space. The prairie
chicken’s boom sits at approximately 296 hertz, a frequency low enough to travel far across flat terrain,
distinct enough to cut through the higher-pitched calls of songbirds and the constant rustle of wind
through grass. The dawn chorus on a healthy prairie was not chaos. It was composition.
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Today the greater prairie chicken is a species of conservation concern, its population reduced by
more than 90 percent since the 1800s. The heath hen, an Atlantic Coast subspecies, went extinct in
1932. Attwater’s prairie chicken survives only in small fragments of southeast Texas and is listed as
endangered. What remains of the booming grounds exists on isolated patches of protected land,
acoustic islands in a sea of industrial agriculture.

The Roaring of a Waterfall
In late July 1874, twelve-year-old Lillie Marcks watched the sunlight dim over Kansas. A

whirring, rasping sound followed, and there appeared what she later recalled as a moving gray-green
screen between the sun and earth. The Rocky Mountain locust had arrived. Swarms so large they
blocked out the sun for six hours descended on the Great Plains, covering an estimated two million
square miles from the Dakotas to Texas. A Kansas pioneer described them as a great white glistening
cloud, their wings catching sunshine. Nebraska historian Addison Sheldon wrote that the vibration of
their wings filled the ear with a roaring sound like a rushing storm.

The plagues continued. The following year, a single swarm that came to be known as Albert's
Swarm, after the physician who calculated its dimensions, may have contained 12.5 trillion locusts with
a combined weight of 27.5 million tons, the greatest concentration of animals ever recorded. One
observer in Nebraska watched a mile-high stream of locusts pass overhead for five days straight,
estimating the swarm at 110 miles wide and 1,800 miles long. The sound they made was compared to
the roaring of a huge waterfall. Scientists described them as a metabolic wildfire. The noise their
myriad jaws made when engaged in their work of destruction, reported the United States Entomological
Commission, could be realized by anyone who had fought a prairie fire: a low crackling and rasping
that filled the air.

The Rocky Mountain locust is now extinct. Agricultural settlement of the river valleys where it
bred, the plowing and irrigation and trampling by livestock, destroyed its eggs and nymph habitat. By
the 1890s, the species could no longer achieve the population density needed to swarm. The last
verified specimen was collected in 1902. The locust that nearly ate agriculture off the Great Plains
disappeared within thirty years of its worst outbreak, the only extinction of a pest species in agricultural
history. The prairie lost one of its loudest voices, a sound that had filled the air since long before
humans arrived on the continent.

The New Soundscape
The prairie hums now with different sounds. Center pivot irrigation systems click through their

rotations, mechanical metronomes marking the passage of water from aquifer to crop. Highway traffic
drones in the distance. Wind turbines generate a constant low-frequency pulse that can be detected for
miles downwind. Researchers at the University of Nebraska measured sound levels near a 36-turbine
wind energy facility in Brown County and found that at 100 meters from the turbines, under average
conditions, wind turbine noise at 296 hertz was 25 decibels above ambient sound levels. At 500 meters,
it remained 16 decibels above ambient. The frequency they measured, 296 hertz, is the average peak
frequency of the prairie chicken’s boom.
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The implications are significant. A 2025 study found that experimentally broadcast wind turbine
noise reduced songbird vocal presence by 25 percent in affected areas, with a 43 percent reduction in
bird abundance and a 63 percent reduction in the probability of vocal presence at the heart of the
noise-polluted zone. The birds did not simply sing louder or at different frequencies. They left. Other
research suggests that greater prairie chickens may have adjusted to turbine noise over time, but the
more pressing threat is woody encroachment: trees spreading into grassland habitat fragment the
acoustic landscape as surely as the turbines do, creating barriers that absorb and scatter sound.

Krause coined three terms to describe the components of any soundscape: biophony for sounds
produced by living organisms, geophony for sounds from non-biological natural sources like wind and
water, and anthrophony for sounds produced by humans. On the contemporary prairie, anthrophony
increasingly dominates. The low-frequency rumble of machinery, the hiss of highway traffic, the whine
of electrical infrastructure create what acoustic ecologists call a lo-fi soundscape, one in which quiet
and distant sounds cannot be heard clearly because dominating noisy sounds mask them. The biophony
retreats. The geophony persists. The anthrophony expands.

Listening to Loss
Soundscape ecology emerged as a formal discipline in the early 2000s, drawing on decades of

work by researchers like Krause and the theoretical framework established by R. Murray Schafer’s
World Soundscape Project at Simon Fraser University in the 1970s. The field treats soundscapes as
ecological data, using recording devices and acoustic analysis to map biodiversity, track habitat health,
and document change over time. A spectrogram of a healthy ecosystem shows frequency bands
occupied by different species, temporal patterns that shift with dawn and dusk, seasonal variations as
migrants arrive and depart. A spectrogram of a degraded ecosystem shows gaps, silences, the acoustic
signature of absence.

Some governments now recognize soundscape preservation as a conservation priority. The U.S.
National Park Service maintains a Natural Sounds and Night Skies Division dedicated to protecting
acoustic environments. Researchers use passive acoustic monitoring to survey wildlife populations,
deploying recorders that capture months of continuous audio and analyzing the data for species
presence, breeding activity, and ecosystem health. The question soundscape ecology asks is simple:
What does success sound like? The answer requires first understanding what has been lost.

Krause has described returning to recording sites over decades and hearing the density and
diversity of wildlife acoustic signatures diminish markedly. At some sites, the biophony can no longer
be heard in any form. These are not necessarily places that look degraded. The grass still grows. The
sky still stretches to the horizon. But the acoustic richness that once filled the air has thinned to silence,
a change invisible to the eye but unmistakable to the ear. There is a sense of loss that pervades this
work, notes one analysis of Krause’s career. Those who know only the present soundscape cannot
know the experience of living through the transformation.

The Measure of Silence
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Prior to the arrival of European settlers, more than 40 percent of North America was covered by
prairie. Today less than 1 percent of the original tallgrass prairie remains in states like Minnesota and
Iowa. The mixed-grass and shortgrass prairies of the western plains have fared somewhat better in
acreage but have been transformed by agricultural use, invasive species, and the suppression of fire that
once maintained their ecological balance. Bison number roughly 500,000 in North America now, most
of them raised as livestock. The 15,000 or so managed for conservation purposes represent a fraction of
what once existed, and only the herds at Yellowstone and Wood Buffalo National Park in Canada are
large enough to function as wild populations.

The restoration of prairie ecosystems increasingly includes attention to sound. Researchers
recognize that bison and fire were not merely visual features of the historical landscape but acoustic
ones as well, their presence creating the conditions under which prairie species evolved their
vocalizations. The booming grounds of prairie chickens require not just short vegetation for visibility
but landscapes where their calls can carry for long distances. Conservation efforts that focus solely on
habitat structure miss the acoustic dimension, the need for soundscapes where biophony can flourish
without being masked by anthrophony.

There is something irreplaceable about sound. A photograph captures a moment. A recording
captures time itself, the actual pressure waves that moved through the air at a specific place on a
specific day. Krause’s archive contains sounds that will never be made again, voices of species and
habitats that no longer exist. When we lose a soundscape, we lose not just a sensory experience but a
form of knowledge, an understanding of how the world once spoke to itself across the grass. The prairie
was never silent. We made it so. And now we must decide whether silence is what we want to leave
behind.
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Chapter 22

What Endures
I. The Seed Beneath the Snow
In late September, across Kansas and Nebraska and into the Oklahoma Panhandle, farmers climb

into tractors as the first cool nights settle over the prairie. They are planting a crop they will not harvest
until next June. The seed drills cut furrows into soil still warm from summer, depositing kernels of hard
red winter wheat at precise depths, one inch down, where moisture waits. Within days the seeds swell
with water, crack their hulls, and send pale roots downward and green shoots upward through the dirt.
By the time the first hard freeze arrives, the wheat stands two inches tall across fields that stretch to the
horizon, a faint green wash over brown stubble.

And then it stops.
This is the central mystery of winter wheat, the fact that confounds intuition and yet anchors the

agricultural economy of the Great Plains. The plant must experience cold to complete its life cycle.
Without weeks of temperatures below 48 degrees Fahrenheit, winter wheat will remain forever
vegetative, producing leaves but never seed. The process is called vernalization, from the Latin vernus,
meaning spring. The plant requires winter to achieve spring.

The physiology involves complex hormonal cascades triggered by prolonged cold exposure,
changes occurring at the cellular level in the crown of the plant where it meets the soil. Researchers at
Ohio State University have found that vernalization requires forty to seventy days of temperatures
between 34 and 52 degrees, though the precise requirements vary by variety. What matters practically
is this: the wheat knows something is happening even when we cannot see it. Beneath the snow, in soil
that may be frozen solid at the surface, biological work continues. The plant is not dead. It is not
dormant. It is transforming.

This particular wheat came to Kansas in 1874, carried in crocks and chests and canvas sacks by
twelve thousand German Mennonites fleeing Russian persecution. They had developed it on the steppes
of Ukraine, where winters were as brutal as those on the American plains and summers equally hot and
dry. The variety was called Turkey Red, a hard winter wheat that thrived where the soft spring wheats
of Western Europe failed. Bernhard Warkentin, a miller’s son from Crimea who had scouted the
Kansas prairies in 1872, settled near Halstead and planted the first commercial crop. The variety
dominated Kansas agriculture for seventy years.

By 1900, Kansas was harvesting eighty million bushels annually. By 1914, that number had more
than doubled to 172 million bushels. The state that had been dismissed as the Great American Desert
became the breadbasket of the world. Railroad lines proliferated. Grain elevators rose from the prairie
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like cathedrals. Flour mills opened in nearly every county. An entire civilization organized itself around
a seed that required patience, that demanded faith in processes invisible to the eye.

The Mennonites knew something that the American farmers they joined had not yet learned. They
understood that planting in fall and harvesting in summer allowed the crop to capture autumn rains and
spring moisture while maturing before the scorching heat of July. They understood that dormancy was
not absence but preparation. They had spent a century on the Ukrainian steppes learning to read what
could not be seen.

On Christmas morning, when snow covers the fields of western Kansas, there is nothing to
indicate that anything alive lies beneath. The farmhouses are warm with families gathered around
tables. The combines sit idle in machine sheds. No one is working the land. But every hour, every day,
through December and January and into February, the wheat is undergoing changes that will determine
the size of next year’s harvest. Cold is doing its work. The vernalization process is accumulating degree
days like a savings account, moving the crop incrementally toward the reproductive stage it cannot
reach without this investment of winter.

Kansas State University researchers conducted a seven-year study at Garden City, seeding winter
wheat monthly from October through April. Wheat planted through January 1 still produced fifty to one
hundred percent of optimal yields. Wheat planted March 1 headed and produced grain. But wheat
planted April 1 never headed at all. It had missed its winter. Without the cold, it could not remember
how to become what it was meant to be.

There is a certain comfort in this during the Christmas season, in knowing that the work of the
year is not finished but merely invisible. The bills are paid, the equipment maintained, the seed in the
ground. Now comes the season of waiting, of trusting that the biological machinery set in motion
months ago continues to operate according to principles older than any individual farmer’s experience.
The wheat beneath the snow is not sleeping. It is becoming.

II. The Lights Across the Prairie
In Minden, Nebraska, population 2,700, the Kearney County Courthouse has been wrapped in

Christmas lights every December since 1915. The tradition began when City Light Commissioner J.C.
Haws strung lights from the railroad depot to the town square to impress a convention of Civil War
veterans. Weather delayed the display until Christmas, and what was meant as a one-time gesture
became permanent. More than ten thousand bulbs now outline the courthouse dome in red and green,
visible for miles across the flat Nebraska plain.

Jack Hultquist, Minden’s unofficial historian, remembers being able to see the courthouse as a
child from a hill on the north side of Kearney, nearly twenty miles away. In the 1940s, passenger trains
running east to west would slow down as they approached, conductors and travelers straining for a
glimpse of the lights. In 1946, a sound system was installed in the courthouse tower, enabling the Light
of the World pageant that has been performed annually ever since. Santa declared the town should
henceforth be known as Minden, the Christmas City, back in 1923. Governor Ben Nelson made it
official in 1996.
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Three hundred miles southwest, in WaKeeney, Kansas, population 1,800, a different tradition has
endured for seventy-five years. Art Keraus and J.H. “Jake” Heckman, local businessmen, organized the
first display in 1950, erecting a thirty-five-foot Christmas tree of fresh pine greenery at the intersection
of Main and Russell Avenue. The tree stands beneath a canopy of heavenly blue lights. Four ivory stars,
each five feet in diameter, crown the top. A four-block square is draped with greenery, handcrafted
wreaths, bells, and bows. More than 6,800 lights illuminate what was claimed to be the largest
Christmas display between Denver and Kansas City.

The decorations are stored year-round in what locals call the Christmas Room in the city building.
The twenty-four original handmade bells and fourteen wreaths, some now approaching their eighth
decade, are cleaned and repainted each November by volunteers. In 2018, the town installed LED
perimeter lights on every downtown building, lights that remain on year-round so that WaKeeney is
never not the Christmas City of the High Plains.

These are not wealthy communities. Minden’s economy depends on the ethanol plant, the
machine shops, the surrounding farmland. WaKeeney sits on Interstate 70, halfway between Kansas
City and Denver, three hundred miles in either direction, a town that exists in part because travelers
need gas and food and a place to sleep. The Christmas displays are not commercial ventures. They do
not generate revenue beyond what visitors spend at the pharmacy soda fountain or the hometown
bakery. They exist because someone, generations ago, decided that darkness needed answering.

In Superior, Wisconsin, the CHS grain elevator has hosted a Christmas tree of lights since 1961,
strung from a flagpole in a tree-like shape. Terminal manager Dan Vandenhouten says the display
requires constant maintenance. Being that high off the ground, replacing burned-out bulbs is not for the
faint of heart. Last year, when the flagpole broke and had to be replaced, people called the elevator
asking when the lights would go up. They noticed.

In Creighton, Nebraska, population 1,100, Santaland fills Bruce Park with more than 100,000
lights, sixteen elves, and a Santa who receives every visiting child. Two thousand volunteer hours go
into the setup each year, beginning the first weekend of November. In WaKeeney and Minden and
Creighton and dozens of other prairie towns, the pattern repeats: community members giving time they
could spend elsewhere to create something that serves no practical purpose except to push back against
the longest nights of the year.

Driving the back roads of western Kansas or central Nebraska at Christmas, you can see which
farmhouses are occupied by the lights in the windows, the strands along the gutters, the illuminated
wreaths on doors visible from half a mile away. Families driving these roads know the tradition. They
check the displays the way neighbors once checked on each other’s cattle, noting who is still here, who
has kept the faith, who has decided that the darkness is not the final word.

The historian in Minden describes the lights as a ray of light amidst whatever troubles the world
brings. The lights came on in 1915, at the height of the Great War in Europe. They came on through the
Depression, through the Dust Bowl years when the sky itself seemed to have turned against the prairie.
They came on through every subsequent crisis that has tested the faith of small communities. The bulbs
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are unscrewed individually each January, placed in separate boxes to prevent breakage, rolled into
heavy copper strands that are more than fifty years old. Then they are stored, waiting for next
November, when it will be time again to climb the courthouse and begin.

III. The Feedlot at Dawn
At 4:30 on Christmas morning, while most of America sleeps, a pickup truck pulls into the

parking area of a feedlot somewhere in the Texas Panhandle. The temperature is seventeen degrees.
The driver, a man in his thirties wearing insulated coveralls and a cap pulled low, pours coffee from a
thermos and waits for the heater to take the edge off the cold. In the darkness beyond the windshield,
eleven thousand cattle stand in pens arranged across several hundred acres, their breath rising in clouds,
their eyes catching the reflected glow of the yard lights.

Cattle do not observe holidays. They require feed twice daily, water continuously, monitoring
constantly. The biological processes that convert grain into weight gain operate at the same rate on
December 25 as on any other day. A steer on finishing ration will gain between two and a half and four
pounds today, Christmas or not. The bunk caller has calculated the feed requirements. The mill has
ground and mixed the ration. Someone must distribute it.

The man finishes his coffee and walks to the barn where the horses are kept. In large feedlots, pen
riders still work on horseback, a practice that seems anachronistic until you understand the logic. A
horse provides elevation, allowing the rider to see across a pen of cattle without disturbing them. A
horse moves slowly enough that cattle remain calm. A horse can isolate a single animal from a group
and move it to a hospital pen without stressing the rest. This is not tradition for tradition’s sake. It is the
most efficient technology available for the task.

The pen rider’s primary job is to maintain the health and welfare of the cattle. He rides through
assigned pens daily, identifying sick animals by observing outward signs of distress, segregating them
for treatment, calling in deads for removal. A typical day starts at dawn, regardless of weather, and
continues for six or seven hours through a section that may contain six thousand head. At larger
operations like Simplot Livestock in Idaho, twelve riders go out each morning at seven, responsible for
checking six hundred pens before lunch.

Steven Seymour, who spent eight years as a pen rider for Swisher County Cattle Company in
Tulia, Texas, maintaining sixteen thousand head, describes what the work requires. You have to have a
good eye for the subtle signs of distress, he says. The most obvious sign is an animal laying down or
standing with its head in the dirt, but by then it is usually too late. Before it gets to that point, you want
to be aware of how the animals move, if their flanks look normal, if their eyes are saying anything.
Over time, pen riders come to know each group of livestock, what normal is for that particular pen.
They are the first line of defense against disease.

The work is not for beginners. It can be a fast-paced, high-stress environment. Between the tight
space and inherent dangers, if you are green, it is easy to get hurt. The days are long, sometimes up to
fifteen hours. The weather is whatever the weather is. Seymour notes that the pay and conditions are
not great, but pen riders are out there because that is exactly what they want to do and where they want
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to be.
On Christmas morning, the water tanks need checking. In seventeen-degree weather, ice forms

overnight, and cattle cannot break through to drink. A dairy cow in milk can require thirty to fifty
gallons of water daily. Beef cattle on high-grain finishing rations need less but still cannot go without.
Someone must walk the alleys between pens, checking each tank, breaking ice with an axe or sledge
hammer or simply running warm water until the hole opens. The tanks hold heat better than buckets,
but bitter cold defeats everything eventually.

The feed truck rolls at first light. The driver follows a route that has been optimized for efficiency,
delivering precisely calculated amounts to each bunk according to the call sheet prepared the day
before. The cattle know the sound of the truck. They move toward the bunks, waiting. The driver
dumps the ration, moves to the next pen, repeats. This continues until every animal has been fed, a
process that may take several hours across a large operation.

There are groups that portray feedlots and the beef industry as something horrible, Seymour says.
And that could not be further from the truth. The cowboy’s job is to take care of cattle, and he would
not be doing that if he did not actually care for them. It is certainly not for the money. The distinction
matters. The people working on Christmas morning are not there because they have no choice. They are
there because the animals cannot wait.

By mid-morning, when families across the country are opening presents and preparing holiday
meals, the first shift of feedlot work is complete. The cattle have been fed and watered. The sick have
been identified and treated. The dead have been removed. The infrastructure that delivers beef to
American tables continues to operate, staffed by people whose names will never appear in any account
of the holiday season but without whom the system would stop.

The pen rider unsaddles his horse, rubs it down, returns it to the barn. He drives home to whatever
celebration awaits, knowing that tomorrow morning at 4:30 he will be back, and the morning after that,
and every morning until the cattle ship or until he finds another line of work. The rhythm is not
sentimental. It is simply what the work requires.

What Endures
Christmas on the prairie asks nothing and offers no guarantees. The wheat beneath the snow may

winter-kill if temperatures drop too fast or rise too soon. The lights on the courthouse will eventually
need replacing, the volunteers growing older, the young people moving to cities where such traditions
seem quaint. The feedlots will consolidate further, the pen riders replaced by drones and sensors and
algorithms that can detect illness before any human eye.

But for now, in this particular December, the old systems hold. The Turkey Red wheat that
Bernhard Warkentin carried from Crimea in 1874 has been bred into every modern variety grown on
the plains, its genetics woven into the foundation of American agriculture. The lights that J.C. Haws
first hung in Minden in 1915 still draw visitors from across the state, still slow the trains. The horseback
skills developed over centuries still represent the best technology for monitoring cattle health in
confinement operations.
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What endures on the prairie is what has always endured: the willingness to do necessary work in
difficult conditions, the faith that processes invisible to the eye are nevertheless operating according to
reliable principles, the stubborn insistence on marking the darkest season with light. These are not
romantic notions. They are the hard-won conclusions of people who have learned what it costs to live in
a place that offers no easy rewards.

The wheat will emerge in March, greening the fields with the first warm days, growing rapidly
through April and May toward the harvest that comes when the rest of the country is celebrating
summer. The Christmas lights will be carefully packed away in January, stored until next November
when the cycle begins again. The pen rider will continue his rounds, seven days a week, fifty-two
weeks a year, because cattle cannot read calendars and do not understand that some days are supposed
to be different from others.

This is what the prairie teaches, if you stay long enough to learn it. That dormancy is not death.
That darkness asks for light. That the work is never finished, only paused. That what matters most is
often what cannot be seen: the root system spreading beneath frozen ground, the volunteer climbing a
courthouse dome, the cowboy riding out at dawn on a day the rest of the world takes off.

Merry Christmas from the prairie. The wheat is growing beneath your feet.



113

Afterword
The essays in this collection were written one at a time, published as they were finished, sent into

the world without a plan for the shape they would eventually take together. I did not sit down to write a
book about the dismantling of civic infrastructure on the American prairie. I sat down to write about a
veterinarian who could not find anyone to replace him, and then about a town meeting where citizens
argued for four hours over seventeen dollars, and then about the sound a prairie chicken makes when it
calls for a mate at a frequency that human-built wind turbines are learning to imitate. The book
announced itself only after the essays had accumulated enough mass to exert their own gravitational
pull, drawing each new piece into an orbit I had not designed but could not deny.

This is, I think, how the best collections come into existence. Not through architectural planning
but through the accumulation of obsession. A writer keeps returning to the same territory because the
territory has not released its hold, because the questions it poses have not been answered, because each
essay reveals another face of the same underlying structure. The structure, in the case of these essays,
turned out to be the systematic removal of what I have called technologies of formation: the daily
practices, institutional arrangements, and material conditions that once produced citizens capable of
self-governance, mutual obligation, and the patience required to build something that would outlast the
builder.

I want to be clear about what this book does not argue. It does not argue that the past was better
than the present. The communities I describe enforced conformity, punished deviation, maintained
hierarchies of race and gender and class that limited human possibility, and practiced silences that
amounted to complicity in acts of real harm. The woman who could not leave her marriage, the Black
family that could not buy property on the right side of the tracks, the gay teenager who learned to hide
before he learned to drive: these were not failures of otherwise healthy systems. They were the systems
functioning as designed, producing the outcomes they were built to produce. Any honest reckoning
with the technologies of formation must include this accounting. The tools that built citizens also built
cages. The same moral vocabulary that gave young people frameworks for evaluating conduct was used
to condemn conduct that harmed no one. The same communal solidarity that raised barns and delivered
casseroles also enforced boundaries that determined whose barn would be raised and whose grief would
be acknowledged.

What the book does argue is that we dismantled these technologies without building replacements,
and that the consequences of this failure are now visible in the erosion of civic capacity at every level of
American life. The Author’s Note traces the logic of each replacement: efficiency displacing formation,
throughput displacing depth, speed displacing permanence. I will not rehearse that argument again here.
The reader who has come this far has seen the evidence in twenty-two essays and a fiction that makes
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the same case through the nervous system. What the Afterword can add is the question the essays
deliberately postpone: what now?

I do not know what replaces the technologies of formation. I do not think anyone does. The Parish
Ledger in Chapter 8 represents my most concrete attempt at prescription, and it is a modest one: a
model for block-level mutual aid that begins with knowing your neighbors' names. The Table as
Institution in Chapter 2 makes a similar attempt at smaller scale. These are not solutions to the crisis
this book describes. They are gestures toward the kind of granular, face-to-face, deliberately
inconvenient civic practice that any solution would have to include. The problem cannot be solved at
scale because the problem is scale itself. The technologies of formation worked because they were
local, because they required proximity, because they could not be outsourced or automated or
optimized for throughput. Any replacement that lacks these qualities is not a replacement but a
simulation, and we have had enough simulations.

What I hope this book provides is not a program but a diagnosis. Before you can treat an illness
you must be able to name it, and naming requires the kind of precise, unflinching attention that these
essays attempt to practice. The illness is not nostalgia, which is merely the sentimental form of the
same forgetting this book opposes. The illness is the loss of the institutional capacity to produce
citizens who can sustain democratic life. The symptoms are everywhere: in the collapse of local
journalism, in the hollowing out of civic organizations, in the retreat from public life into algorithmic
bubbles that simulate community while eliminating its essential difficulty, in the growing inability of
Americans to disagree productively or to distinguish between opinion and fact or to accept the
outcomes of legitimate processes when those outcomes do not favor them. These symptoms are not
caused by any single political actor or technological change. They are the predictable result of
removing the infrastructure that produced the capacities democracy requires.

The land remembers. The people are beginning to remember too. Whether we will remember
enough, and in time, is the question these essays cannot answer. They can only insist that the question
be asked, and asked honestly, and asked in the clear light that the prairie provides when you are willing
to stand still long enough to see what it reveals.

I wrote these essays for the prairie. The prairie has been patient with us, but the aquifer is
dropping, the schools are closing, the veterinarians are not being replaced, and the wind turbines are
learning to hum at the same frequency as the birds they will outlast. The land does not editorialize. It
simply holds the record and waits.

It has always been waiting. The question is whether we have the character, in the old sense of the
word, to read what it has written.

I want to say one more thing about character, because the word has appeared throughout this
collection and I have used it with a precision that deserves final explanation. When I write about
character, I do not mean personality, which is what you are born with and cannot change. I do not mean
reputation, which is what other people think of you and may be accurate or wildly wrong. I mean the set
of dispositions that sustained practice builds into a person over time: the capacity to keep commitments
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when keeping them is costly, to tell the truth when lying would be easier, to show up when staying
home is more comfortable, to do the work that needs doing regardless of whether anyone is watching or
will offer thanks. Character in this sense is not a possession but a practice. It is not something you have
but something you do, repeatedly, until the doing becomes habitual and the habit becomes who you are.

The technologies of formation described in this book were character-producing institutions. They
did not merely teach people to behave well. They created the conditions under which behaving well
became automatic, unremarkable, the expected minimum rather than the celebrated exception. A child
who grew up attending potluck suppers did not need to be taught hospitality as an abstract principle.
She had practiced hospitality every week of her life, carrying dishes to the table and eating what was
offered and cleaning up afterward, until the practice had written itself into her body as a disposition that
required no further instruction. A boy who grew up writing letters to his grandmother did not need to be
lectured about the importance of maintaining relationships across distance. He had maintained them,
physically, with pen and paper and stamps, until the maintenance was as natural as breathing.

This is what we lost. Not information about how to be good, which is available everywhere, in
every bookstore and lecture hall and therapy session and motivational podcast in the country. What we
lost was the institutional infrastructure that converted information into practice and practice into
character. We know what we should do. We lack the social architecture that would make the doing
habitual. And habit, not knowledge, is what character requires. Aristotle understood this twenty-four
centuries ago when he wrote that we become brave by doing brave things. The prairie understood it
when it built the institutions that made brave things ordinary. The question for whatever comes next is
whether we can build new institutions that produce the same result, institutions that make civic practice
habitual rather than heroic, expected rather than exceptional, as automatic as the wheat that grows
beneath frozen ground because growing is what wheat does when the conditions are right.

The conditions matter. That is the final lesson of this book. Character is not a private achievement.
It is a public infrastructure. When the infrastructure fails, the character fails with it, not because the
people have become worse but because the institutions that produced their goodness have been
removed. Build the institutions and the character follows. Remove the institutions and the character
disappears. This is not cynicism. It is the most hopeful claim this book makes, because it means that the
crisis of civic capacity is not a crisis of human nature but a crisis of institutional design, and
institutional design is something we can change.

Whether we will change it is another question. The land is waiting for our answer.
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Note on the Text
The essays in this collection were originally published in Prairie Voice, a periodical I maintain at

PrairieVoice.com for writing that takes seriously the places and people that American media has
decided do not matter. Prairie Voice operates under a single editorial principle: write what is true, and
do not look away. The publication accepts no advertising, maintains no algorithmic feed, and makes no
effort to optimize its content for engagement metrics. It exists because some subjects require sustained
attention from a fixed position, and the prairie is a subject that rewards patience.

The essays were written between 2024 and 2025 and appear here in a sequence that was not
planned during their composition but emerged from the accumulation of their concerns. I did not set out
to write a book. The book announced itself. At some point the individual essays stopped being
independent observations and began functioning as chapters in an argument whose shape I could see
only after sufficient material had been produced.

For book publication, the essays have been edited in several ways. Subscription prompts, media
embeds, and Substack formatting artifacts have been removed. Promotional paragraphs that appeared in
essays originally written to introduce published novels have been stripped. Where an essay was written
partly to contextualize a work of fiction, the independent cultural argument has been preserved and the
book promotion has been excised. The remaining text in every case constitutes a complete and
self-standing essay.

A few essays contain composite characters, figures drawn from multiple sources and
conversations rather than portraits of specific individuals. Where this occurs, it is noted in the Notes on
Sources. The composite method is standard practice in literary journalism and is employed here to
protect the privacy of individuals who shared their experiences without anticipating publication, and to
create characters whose situations are representative of documented patterns rather than limited to
single cases.

The publication order of the essays does not match the book order. The essays have been arranged
to build an argument that was implicit in their composition but required editorial sequencing to make
explicit. The argument concerns the systematic dismantling of what this collection calls technologies of
formation, and the consequences of that dismantling for American civic life. The prairie functions as
diagnostic ground because the prairie is where these technologies were most exposed and their removal
most visible.

Prairie Voice continues to publish. The conversation this book represents is ongoing, and readers
who wish to continue it are invited to visit PrairieVoice.com, where the work of attention proceeds one
essay at a time, in the clear light of the Great Plains.
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A word about the fiction included in this collection. "Blood Corn" is the only piece in the book
that is not literary journalism. It is a short story that emerged from the same concerns that drive the
essays, but it operates by different means. Where the essays argue, the fiction dramatizes. Where the
essays cite evidence, the fiction invents worlds. Where the essays address the intellect, the fiction
addresses the nervous system. Its placement between Parts Three and Four is deliberate: after fourteen
essays of sustained cultural argument, the reader encounters a story that makes the collection's thesis
visceral rather than analytical. The prairie extracts costs. The essays document those costs in factual
terms. The fiction makes you feel them.

The section introductions that precede each part were written for this book and do not appear in
the original publications. They are intended to orient the reader within the collection's larger argument,
to make explicit the connections between essays that were composed independently, and to establish
the conceptual framework that each section's essays collectively explore. They should be read as
editorial framing rather than as additional essays.

The title of this collection comes from the tagline of Prairie Voice itself: "What the land
remembers when America forgets." The phrase captures the method that unifies these essays: the
conviction that the prairie functions as diagnostic ground for American civic life, a place where the
structures we built and the structures we dismantled remain visible because nothing on the horizon
obstructs the view. The land does not editorialize. It simply holds the record. These essays are an
attempt to read that record while there is still light enough to see by.
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Further Reading
The following works informed the thinking behind this collection and may interest readers who

wish to explore its themes further. They are organized by subject rather than by individual essay, since
many of the sources speak to multiple chapters.

On the technologies of formation and the crisis of civic character, James Davison Hunter's "The
Death of Character: Moral Education in an Age Without Good or Evil" (2000) provides the most
comprehensive account of how American institutions shifted from character formation to therapeutic
self-actualization. Hunter traces this shift through specific institutional mechanisms, demonstrating that
the change was not accidental but programmatic. Alasdair MacIntyre's "After Virtue: A Study in Moral
Theory" (1981) supplies the philosophical architecture for understanding what was lost when shared
moral vocabulary collapsed. Robert Putnam's "Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American
Community" (2000) documents the institutional erosion in statistical terms that complement this
collection's narrative approach. More recently, Yuval Levin's "A Time to Build: From Family and
Community to Congress and the Campus, How Recommitting to Our Institutions Can Revive the
American Dream" (2020) extends the conversation into questions of institutional repair.

On the prairie itself, Willa Cather's novels remain essential, particularly "My Antonia" (1918) and
"O Pioneers!" (1913), which established the literary template for writing about the Great Plains as
moral landscape rather than mere setting. Wright Morris's photographic and literary work, especially
"The Home Place" (1948), captures the material culture of the plains with an attention to physical detail
that few writers have matched. His photographs of abandoned farmhouses and empty rooms
communicate something about the prairie that prose alone cannot reach. Mari Sandoz's "Old Jules"
(1935), a biography of her father that functions as a history of the Nebraska sandhills, represents the
tradition of unflinching prairie writing that Prairie Voice aspires to continue. Loren Eiseley's "The
Immense Journey" (1957) demonstrates that the prairie can serve as a launching point for questions
about evolution, consciousness, and the nature of time itself. More recently, Ian Frazier's "Great Plains"
(1989) and Kathleen Norris's "Dakota: A Spiritual Geography" (1993) have extended the tradition into
the contemporary era, with Norris's book in particular addressing the spiritual dimensions of living in a
landscape of absence. Ted Kooser's poetry, especially "Delights and Shadows" (2004), captures the
ordinary textures of prairie life with a precision that this collection's essays aspire to match in prose.

On the specific scientific subjects addressed by individual essays, Rachel Yehuda's research on
transgenerational epigenetics is most accessible through her published interviews and public lectures,
and through Nessa Carey's accessible overview "The Epigenetics Revolution" (2012), which provides
the general reader with the biological context necessary to understand how experience can modify gene
expression across generations. Bernie Krause's "The Great Animal Orchestra" (2012) provides the
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foundation for the soundscape ecology explored in "The Sonic Prairie," and his subsequent "Voices of
the Wild" (2015) extends the argument into the political dimensions of habitat loss. Jeffrey Lockwood's
"Locust: The Devastating Rise and Mysterious Disappearance of the Insect that Shaped the American
Frontier" (2004) documents the Rocky Mountain locust's extraordinary story with both scientific rigor
and narrative power. Art Cullen's Pulitzer Prize-winning editorials for the Storm Lake Times, collected
in "Storm Lake: A Chronicle of Change, Resilience, and Hope from a Heartland Newspaper" (2018),
offer sustained attention to the agricultural transformation that underlies much of this collection, written
from inside the community rather than about it.

On media ecology and the relationship between communication technologies and civic life, Neil
Postman's "Amusing Ourselves to Death" (1985) remains indispensable, and its argument that the
medium of television was restructuring public discourse in ways that undermined democratic capacity
has proven more prescient with each passing year. Marshall McLuhan's "Understanding Media" (1964)
and Walter Ong's "Orality and Literacy" (1982) provide the theoretical framework for understanding
how the physical properties of communication media shape the character of the communication itself.
Matthew Crawford's "The World Beyond Your Head: On Becoming an Individual in an Age of
Distraction" (2015) extends these arguments into the attention economy.

On mutual aid and the institutional structures of community obligation, Peter Kropotkin's "Mutual
Aid" (1902) and Dean Spade's "Mutual Aid: Building Solidarity During This Crisis (and the Next)"
(2020) bracket the tradition from its theoretical origins to its contemporary practice. Eamon Duffy's
"The Stripping of the Altars" (1992), though focused on pre-Reformation English religion, documents
the parish-level structures of reciprocal obligation that the "Parish Ledger" essay attempts to recover in
secular form. Wendell Berry's essays, collected across numerous volumes but especially "What Are
People For?" (1990) and "The Art of the Commonplace" (2002), provide the ethical framework for
understanding why local economies of care matter and what is lost when they are replaced by distant
institutional systems.

These recommendations are selective rather than comprehensive. The complete scholarly context
for each essay is provided in the Notes on Sources.
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Note on Composite Characters
Several essays in this collection employ composite characters: figures who are drawn from

multiple sources, conversations, and documented experiences rather than from single individuals. This
is standard practice in literary journalism, where the goal is to represent documented patterns through
dramatized individuals whose situations are illustrative rather than biographical. The method is
employed here for two reasons.

The first is privacy. Many of the people whose experiences inform these essays shared them in
contexts that did not anticipate publication. A veterinarian describing the economics of rural practice
over coffee at a livestock auction was not giving a formal interview. A refugee meatpacking worker
discussing his family's resettlement through a translator after a community meeting was not submitting
his story for attribution. A custom harvester describing the logistics of the wheat circuit while repairing
a combine header was not speaking for the record. These conversations deserve to be represented,
because they reveal realities that formal reporting often misses, but they do not deserve to be attributed
to individuals who did not consent to have their names and circumstances published. The composite
method allows the essay to honor both the experience and the privacy of the person who shared it.

The second reason is representativeness. The crisis facing rural veterinary practice, for example, is
not the story of any single veterinarian but the story of an entire profession's relationship to a changing
agricultural economy. Doc Brennan in "The Rural Veterinarian’s Death Watch" is a composite because
the situation he represents is documented across hundreds of individual cases in the veterinary
workforce literature, and no single individual's experience captures the full range of economic,
emotional, and institutional pressures that the essay describes. The same is true of the livestream
homesteaders, the custom harvest crews, and the prairie ravers. In each case, the composite method
allows the essay to dramatize a documented pattern through a character whose specificity makes the
pattern vivid without reducing it to anecdote.

Where essays are based entirely on documented and publicly available sources, such as the
Ogallala Aquifer data or the Garden City meatpacking demographics, no composite method is
employed. The distinction between essays that use composite characters and essays that do not is noted
in the Notes on Sources.

Literary journalism occupies a position between traditional reporting and creative nonfiction, and
the composite character has been a subject of debate within the field since at least John Hersey's
objections to the method in the 1980s. This collection follows the principle that composite characters
are acceptable when they represent documented realities, when they are acknowledged as composites
rather than presented as portraits of specific individuals, and when the alternative, either violating
someone's privacy or flattening a complex pattern into a single case, would produce a less truthful
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result. Truth in literary journalism is not only a matter of factual accuracy, though that matters
enormously and every factual claim in these essays has been verified against available evidence. Truth
is also a matter of representational fidelity: the degree to which the essay's characters and scenes
convey the actual texture of the experiences they describe. The composite method, when practiced with
care, serves representational fidelity without sacrificing factual accuracy.

The reader should understand that every situation described in these essays is documented, every
economic figure is sourced, every scientific claim is supported by published research, and every
historical reference has been verified. Where the essays employ literary techniques to make these
realities vivid, including scene-setting, characterization, dialogue reconstruction, and narrative
compression, they do so in service of a factual account rather than as a substitute for one. The prairie's
stories deserve to be told with the same literary care and narrative power that we bring to urban
subjects. The composite method is one of the tools that makes this possible.

A final observation: the people represented in these composites are not abstractions. They are
working veterinarians, refugee laborers, custom harvesters, community theatre volunteers, aquifer
monitors, and the families who maintain the daily infrastructure of communities that most Americans
will never visit or think about. If these characters feel real, it is because they are real, drawn from the
documented experiences of real people doing real work in real places. The composite is the form. The
content is the prairie itself, and the people who live and labor on it, and the costs they absorb so that the
rest of the country does not have to.
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Notes on Sources
These notes provide context for the research, historical references, and documentary sources

informing each essay. They are intended to guide further reading rather than to serve as formal
academic citations. Where composite characters appear, this is noted. Where scientific claims reflect
emerging rather than settled research, that too is indicated. The essays in this collection are literary
journalism, not peer-reviewed scholarship, but they aspire to factual accuracy and intellectual honesty,
and these notes are offered in that spirit.

When AI Goes Kablooey

The essay that opens this collection as a preface was written in response to a specific technical
failure during the production of another work. The comic tone is intentional. Prairie Voice takes its
subjects seriously, but it does not take itself so seriously that it cannot laugh at the absurdity of modern
creative production. The title became a running reference among early readers of the publication. Its
placement as preface rather than chapter establishes the author's personality before the formal argument
begins.

The Grammar of Character

The McGuffey Readers were first published in 1836 by William Holmes McGuffey, a professor at
Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. The sales figure of 122 million copies between 1836 and 1960 is
drawn from standard publishing histories, particularly Henry Vail's "A History of the McGuffey
Readers" (1911) and Harvey Minnich's "William Holmes McGuffey and His Readers" (1936), though
exact numbers are disputed because multiple publishers produced authorized and unauthorized editions
across more than a century. The estimate makes the McGuffey Readers the best-selling American
textbook series after the Bible and Webster's Dictionary.

The concept of "moral vocabulary" as distinct from "values talk" draws on the philosophical
tradition that distinguishes between thick and thin ethical concepts. Bernard Williams developed this
distinction in "Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy" (1985). Thick concepts (courage, prudence,
temperance, justice) carry both descriptive and evaluative content; they tell you what something is and
whether it is good or bad simultaneously. Thin concepts (good, bad, right, wrong) carry only evaluative
content and require external definition. The shift from thick to thin moral vocabulary in American
education is documented in James Davison Hunter's "The Death of Character: Moral Education in an
Age Without Good or Evil" (2000), which traces the institutional mechanisms by which the older
vocabulary was systematically replaced.



123

The self-esteem movement referenced in the essay has its origins in Nathaniel Branden's "The
Psychology of Self-Esteem" (1969) and was institutionalized through the California Task Force to
Promote Self-Esteem and Personal and Social Responsibility, established in 1986. The subsequent
research literature, including Roy Baumeister's comprehensive review "Does High Self-Esteem Cause
Better Performance, Interpersonal Success, Happiness, or Healthier Lifestyles?" (2003), published in
Psychological Science in the Public Interest, found little evidence that self-esteem programs produced
the outcomes they promised.

The Table as Institution

The concept of the table as "jurisdiction" draws on the anthropological literature of commensality,
the study of eating together as a social institution. The foundational text is Mary Douglas's
"Deciphering a Meal" (1972), which argued that meals are structured communications, not merely
caloric events. Claude Levi-Strauss's earlier work on the raw and the cooked (1964) established the
theoretical framework for understanding food preparation as a system of cultural meaning. More
recently, Martin Jones's "Feast: Why Humans Share Food" (2007) traces the evolutionary and
anthropological dimensions of communal eating.

The hospitality ledger described in the essay is not a historical artifact but a proposed practice,
modeled on the household account books that were common in American domestic life through the
mid-twentieth century. The specific prescriptions (phones surrendered to a basket, latecomers greeting
the table before seating, plates not cleared until all have finished) are drawn from various hospitality
traditions, including Orthodox Jewish Shabbat practice, Italian pranzo culture, and the formal dining
customs that persisted in rural American households well into the 1970s. The essay's argument is that
these practices were not arbitrary etiquette but deliberate formation technologies that produced specific
civic capacities: patience, attention, deference, and the willingness to subordinate individual preference
to collective rhythm.

The Sabbath Mind

Laura Ingalls Wilder's descriptions of Sunday observance appear throughout the Little House
series, particularly in "Little House in the Big Woods" (1932) and "Farmer Boy" (1933). The Wilder
accounts are notable for their specificity: she records not just what was prohibited on Sunday but how
the prohibition shaped the children's experience of time itself. The structured contrast between the work
week and the day of rest created a temporal architecture that gave each day its distinct character and
purpose.

The concept of Sabbath as "temporal resistance against the totalitarian claims of the market" is
informed by Abraham Joshua Heschel's "The Sabbath" (1951), which argued that the Sabbath creates a
"palace in time" that stands apart from the spatial and material concerns of the other six days. The essay
extends Heschel's theological argument into secular civic territory, suggesting that the loss of a shared
day of rest is not merely a religious matter but a political one: a society that cannot collectively stop is a
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society that cannot collectively reflect, and a society that cannot reflect cannot govern itself.
The economic data on the erosion of Sunday closing laws traces the shift from widespread blue

law enforcement in the 1950s through the gradual deregulation of Sunday commerce across the
following four decades. By the early 2000s, most American jurisdictions had eliminated or ceased
enforcing Sunday closing restrictions.

Correspondence as Sacrament

The material history of letter writing in America is documented in several scholarly works,
including David Henkin's "The Postal Age: The Emergence of Modern Communications in
Nineteenth-Century America" (2006) and Thomas Augst's "The Clerk's Tale: Young Men and Moral
Life in Nineteenth-Century America" (2003). The physical act of writing by hand activates neurological
pathways that typing does not; this claim is supported by research from Karin James at Indiana
University, whose neuroimaging studies demonstrate that handwriting produces unique patterns of
brain activation in the fusiform gyrus and other regions associated with reading and language
processing, and by Pam Mueller and Daniel Oppenheimer's study "The Pen Is Mightier Than the
Keyboard" (2014), published in Psychological Science, which found that students who took notes by
hand demonstrated superior conceptual understanding compared to those who typed.

The essay's broader argument, that the physical properties of a communication medium shape the
character of the communication, draws on the media ecology tradition associated with Marshall
McLuhan, Walter Ong, and Neil Postman, particularly Postman's "Amusing Ourselves to Death"
(1985).

The Artisan’s Revenge

The craft philosophy tradition underlying this essay extends from William Morris's lectures on the
decorative arts (1877-1894) and John Ruskin's "The Nature of Gothic" chapter in "The Stones of
Venice" (1853) through Matthew Crawford's "Shop Class as Soulcraft" (2009) and Richard Sennett's
"The Craftsman" (2008). Crawford's argument that manual competence produces a particular kind of
cognitive and moral engagement that cannot be replicated by abstract intellectual work informs the
essay's claim that making things with your hands is not a hobby but a form of resistance against a
culture that has reduced most citizens to consumers of products designed by others. The Japanese
concept of "shokunin kishitsu," the craftsman's spirit of dedication to perfection in one's work, provides
a cross-cultural parallel that the essay references indirectly through its treatment of craft as a moral
rather than merely productive activity.

The Right to Be Boring

The essay's central claim that competence has become countercultural responds to a cultural
moment that several social critics have identified. Alasdair MacIntyre's "After Virtue" (1981) argued
that the modern world lacks the shared moral framework necessary to sustain practice-based
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excellences. The essay extends MacIntyre by noting that the problem is not merely philosophical but
cultural: a media environment that rewards extremity and spectacle has made ordinariness not just
unfashionable but functionally invisible. The concept of "boring" as a civic virtue connects to the
political philosophy of Michael Oakeshott, particularly his essay "On Being Conservative" (1956),
which argued that the conservative disposition is characterized by a preference for the familiar over the
novel, the tried over the untried, and the sufficient over the perfect. The essay does not endorse
Oakeshott's broader political program but recovers his insight that the maintenance of existing
arrangements is itself a form of creative engagement that requires skill, attention, and dedication.

The Neighborhood as Nation

The Dedham, Massachusetts town meeting is drawn from the historical records of New England
town governance. Kenneth Lockridge's "A New England Town: The First Hundred Years" (1970)
provides the scholarly foundation for understanding how direct democracy functioned at the local level
in colonial and post-colonial America. Michael Zuckerman's "Peaceable Kingdoms: New England
Towns in the Eighteenth Century" (1970) extends this analysis by examining how the imperative of
consensus shaped town meeting deliberation. The four hours of debate over seventeen dollars in road
repair represents the kind of granular democratic engagement that Tocqueville identified in
"Democracy in America" (1835-1840) as the distinguishing feature of American political life:
democracy practiced not as a theory of government but as a daily habit of collective decision-making at
the most local possible scale. The essay's argument that this capacity has been progressively hollowed
out traces a line from the town meeting through representative democracy through mass media through
social media to algorithmic governance, suggesting that each transition preserved the form of
democratic participation while reducing its substance.

The Parish Ledger

The prescriptive model for block-level mutual aid draws on several traditions of local
organization. The medieval parish system of reciprocal obligation is documented in Eamon Duffy's
"The Stripping of the Altars" (1992), which demonstrates how parish structures functioned as
comprehensive social safety nets in pre-Reformation England. The mutual aid tradition is traced
through Peter Kropotkin's "Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution" (1902), which argued that cooperation
rather than competition was the primary driver of evolutionary success, and through the more recent
recovery of mutual aid principles during the COVID-19 pandemic, documented by Dean Spade in
"Mutual Aid: Building Solidarity During This Crisis (and the Next)" (2020). The settlement house
movement of the late nineteenth century, as described in Allen Davis's "Spearheads for Reform"
(1967), provides the American institutional precedent. The time-banking movement pioneered by
Edgar Cahn, documented in his "No More Throw-Away People" (2000), offers the closest
contemporary equivalent to the ledger system the essay proposes. The specific recommendations,
including the rotating responsibility structure, the formal accountability without bureaucratic distance,
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and the ledger of needs and capacities, are original to Prairie Voice.

Sign Schools of the Prairie

The history of deaf education on the American prairie includes the founding of schools in states
across the Great Plains region, institutions that created linguistic communities in places where
geographic isolation might otherwise have prevented the development of shared sign language. The
research on proximal articulation in American Sign Language, the argument that the body itself carries
linguistic memory shaped by institutional context, draws on work in sign language phonology and the
author's own experience in ASL instruction, including the development of the CUNY-SPS ASL
Program and the co-authored text "Arm Angles in American Sign Language."

The broader argument that changing the institution changes the body and thereby changes the
language is consistent with the embodied cognition tradition in cognitive science, which holds that
thought is not separable from the physical conditions of its production. George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson's "Philosophy in the Flesh" (1999) provides the theoretical framework for this position.

From Bugeaters to Billion Dollar

The essay traces the history of the University of Nebraska football program from the Morrill Act
of 1862 through the present. The Morrill Act established the land-grant university system by granting
each state 30,000 acres of federal land per member of Congress, the proceeds from whose sale would
endow colleges dedicated to "agriculture and the mechanic arts." The nickname "Bugeaters" was used
by early Nebraska football teams before the adoption of "Cornhuskers" in the 1890s. The Muscular
Christianity movement, which connected physical vigor to moral virtue, is documented in Clifford
Putney's "Muscular Christianity: Manhood and Sports in Protestant America, 1880-1920" (2001) and
Tony Ladd and James Mathisen's "Muscular Christianity: Evangelical Protestants and the Development
of American Sport" (1999).

Current NIL (Name, Image, and Likeness) regulations derive from the NCAA's 2021 policy
change. Transfer portal statistics and conference realignment details are drawn from contemporaneous
reporting. The essay's argument is that the land-grant university's founding purpose, the democratic
education of citizens through the integration of practical and liberal learning, has been fully captured by
commercial forces while retaining just enough of its original form to generate nostalgia, which is itself
a marketable commodity.

The Rural Veterinarian’s Death Watch

The economics of rural veterinary practice are documented through the American Veterinary
Medical Association's annual reports on veterinary debt and starting salaries, the AVMA's workforce
studies on geographic distribution of veterinary services, and reporting in the Journal of the American
Veterinary Medical Association. The debt-to-income figures cited in the essay reflect the period of
composition and are consistent with AVMA data showing that average educational debt for veterinary
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graduates exceeded $180,000 by the mid-2010s while rural practice starting salaries remained
substantially below those available in urban companion animal practice. The USDA's National Institute
of Food and Agriculture has identified veterinary workforce shortages in rural areas as a food safety
and national security concern, and the Veterinary Medicine Loan Repayment Program (VMLRP) was
established to address the shortage through loan forgiveness for practitioners who commit to
underserved areas. The characters in the essay, including Doc Brennan and Caleb Brunsvold, are
composite figures. The emotional and economic dynamics they represent are drawn from published
accounts and are consistent with the lived experience of rural practitioners across the Great Plains.

Refugee Prairie

Garden City, Kansas (population approximately 28,000) is located roughly 200 miles from the
nearest interstate highway. The Tyson Foods beef processing facility and its workforce demographics
are documented in reporting from the Kansas City Star, the Wichita Eagle, and several academic
studies of meatpacking communities, including Donald Stull and Michael Broadway's "Slaughterhouse
Blues: The Meat and Poultry Industry in North America" (2004, revised 2013). The 2017 bomb plot by
the militia group calling itself "the Crusaders" resulted in federal convictions; the case is documented in
court records from the United States District Court for the District of Kansas (United States v. Allen,
Stein, and Wright).

The pattern of refugee resettlement in meatpacking communities (Columbus, Nebraska; Storm
Lake, Iowa; Worthington, Minnesota; Lexington, Nebraska) is documented in several works, including
Mark Grey and Anne Woodrick's research on labor migration and extensive reporting by Art Cullen of
the Storm Lake Times, whose work won the Pulitzer Prize for Editorial Writing in 2017 for editorials
on the consequences of corporate agricultural consolidation on rural communities.

The Silence Inheritance

Rachel Yehuda's research on transgenerational trauma in the children of Holocaust survivors has
been published across multiple journals, including Biological Psychiatry. Her landmark 2016 study,
"Holocaust Exposure Induced Intergenerational Effects on FKBP5 Methylation," documented altered
methylation patterns at the FKBP5 gene in adult offspring of Holocaust survivors. Brian Dias's research
on olfactory fear conditioning across generations was published in Nature Neuroscience in 2014:
"Parental olfactory experience influences behavior and neural structure in subsequent generations."

The mechanism of transgenerational epigenetics, by which methyl groups attach to specific DNA
locations and potentially alter gene expression in subsequent generations, remains an active area of
research with significant debate about the degree to which findings in animal models can be
extrapolated to human populations. The scientific claims in this essay reflect the state of knowledge at
the time of writing and should be understood as emerging rather than settled science. The essay's
literary argument, that prairie families may have passed more than property to their descendants, uses
the science as a framework for a claim that the old-timers understood intuitively: that some things pass
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down that cannot be seen in the will and cannot be recorded in the courthouse.

The Combine Harvest Circuit

Custom harvesting operations follow the wheat harvest from the Texas Panhandle northward
through Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, the Dakotas, and into Canada, a corridor of approximately 2,000
miles traversed between late May and October. The equipment costs cited (John Deere S790 combines
ranging from $599,900 to $739,900; the X9 1100 approaching $950,000) reflect manufacturer
suggested retail prices at the time of writing and are consistent with industry reporting from the
Association of Equipment Manufacturers and agricultural machinery dealers.

Harvest rates of 7,200 bushels per hour and custom rates of $35-$45 per acre are consistent with
industry reporting from U.S. Custom Harvesters, Inc. (USCHI). H-2A visa complications and CDL
licensing barriers for custom harvest crews reflect ongoing regulatory challenges documented by
USCHI and agricultural labor policy researchers. The Hutterite colonies referenced in the essay
maintain communal agricultural operations across the northern Great Plains; their handshake-based
business dealings with custom harvesters reflect a tradition of trust-based commerce that persists in
communities where personal reputation still functions as collateral.

The Draining Prairie

The Ogallala Aquifer underlies approximately 174,000 square miles across eight states, from
South Dakota to Texas. The storage estimate of approximately 3 billion acre-feet, the recharge rate of
approximately one inch per year, and the depletion figures cited in the essay are drawn from the United
States Geological Survey's groundwater monitoring data, particularly the USGS High Plains
Water-Level Monitoring Study, and from the Kansas Geological Survey's annual reports on High Plains
aquifer levels.

The depletion figures are specific: Kansas has experienced an average decline of 28.2 feet below
pre-pumping levels; parts of the Texas Panhandle have declined 44 feet, with some wells near Lubbock
down 250 feet or more. The USGS projection that 70 percent of the Texas Panhandle portion of the
aquifer will be unusable within 20 years at then-current pumping rates reflects projections published in
the early 2020s, though specific timelines vary by model and assumptions about future pumping rates.

The "right of capture" doctrine, under which Texas landowners can pump unlimited groundwater
from beneath their property regardless of the effect on neighboring wells, remains Texas law under the
rule established in Houston and Texas Central Railway Co. v. East (1904) and affirmed in Edwards
Aquifer Authority v. Day (2012). Kansas and Oklahoma rely primarily on self-reporting systems for
groundwater monitoring, a regulatory approach the essay characterizes as an honor system for an
irreplaceable resource.

Brownie Wilson and the image of feeding a steel tape measure into a decommissioned well
outside Moscow, Kansas is a composite scene drawn from the work of water-level monitors across the
High Plains states.
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Blood Corn

The story is fiction and does not draw on any specific historical events or cases. The setting, a
small Iowa town grappling with the memory of child disappearances, engages with the tradition of
Midwestern Gothic fiction that includes work by Joyce Carol Oates, particularly her short fiction set in
rural communities where violence erupts from beneath surfaces of normalcy. The corn-as-currency
motif draws on the longstanding symbolic association between corn and sacrifice in both
Mesoamerican religious traditions and the European folk practices documented in James George
Frazer's "The Golden Bough" (1890), which recorded harvest rituals across multiple cultures in which
the last sheaf of grain was treated as a vessel for the spirit of the crop and its handling was governed by
strict ceremonial rules. The story's treatment of generational debt connects to the collection's broader
argument about inheritance and the costs that communities absorb invisibly.

The Abandoned Forums

The essay draws on the Internet Archive's Wayback Machine and several studies of online
community decay, including research on the lifecycle of virtual communities by Jenny Preece and
Diane Maloney-Krichmar published in the Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication. The PHP
software that runs many of these abandoned forums, particularly phpBB and vBulletin, continues to
execute its scheduled maintenance tasks on servers that outlast the communities they were built to
serve. The digital ghost town as a concept has been examined by several writers, including Nathan
Jurgenson's work on digital ruins and the growing field of digital archaeology that treats abandoned
online spaces as cultural artifacts deserving the same scholarly attention as physical ruins. The parallel
between digital and physical ghost towns on the prairie is the essay's original contribution, suggesting
that both forms of abandonment reveal the same underlying dynamic: communities built with specific
purposes in mind that outlive the conditions that made those purposes viable.

Livestream Homesteaders

The essay examines the phenomenon of rural content creators broadcasting their daily lives to
audiences that may not exist. The broader context of parasocial relationships in digital media is
documented in the communication studies literature, beginning with Donald Horton and Richard
Wohl's foundational 1956 essay "Mass Communication and Para-Social Interaction" in the journal
Psychiatry, which identified the one-sided intimacy that media consumers develop with performers.
The extension of this dynamic to livestreaming platforms has been studied by Zhicong Lu and
colleagues in their research on live streaming culture published in the Proceedings of the ACM on
Human-Computer Interaction. The essay's argument that these broadcasts reproduce the form of
community while eliminating its substance extends Neil Postman's critique of television in "Amusing
Ourselves to Death" (1985) into the era of user-generated content, where the performer and the
audience have merged but the underlying problem of mediated pseudo-community remains.
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The Last Private Road in Wheeler County

Wheeler County, Nebraska is a real county with a population of approximately 700 as of the most
recent census, making it one of the least populated counties in the contiguous United States. The
specific characters and situations described in the essay, including Frank Olsen and his grandson’s
cryptocurrency operation, are composites rather than portraits of identifiable individuals. The essay’s
central paradox, that the attempt to remain unmapped creates a detectable pattern in databases that
makes the subject more visible rather than less, reflects documented dynamics in surveillance studies
and privacy research, particularly the work of David Lyon (“Surveillance Studies: An Overview,”
2007) and the concept of “surveillance capitalism” developed by Shoshana Zuboff (“The Age of
Surveillance Capitalism,” 2019).

The historical progression from the Appian Way through the Oregon Trail, Route 66, the
Interstate Highway System, and the Information Highway is the essay's structural conceit, tracing the
road as a technology of legibility across two millennia. The observation that a road is a confession, a
declaration of where you need to go and therefore who you are, is original to the essay.

Prairie Ravers

The emergence of electronic music events in abandoned agricultural structures across the Great
Plains is documented through regional journalism and the social media presence of the communities
themselves, which maintain event calendars and documentation through platforms that frequently
change. The broader context of rave culture's relationship to abandoned industrial spaces is examined in
Simon Reynolds's "Energy Flash: A Journey Through Rave Music and Dance Culture" (1998, revised
2012). The essay's argument that rural youth are building culture in the spaces that agriculture vacated,
and that this culture owes nothing to the one that preceded it, responds to the tendency in rural studies
to treat depopulation exclusively as loss rather than as a precondition for emergent cultural forms. The
grain elevator as architectural shell repurposed for electronic music production creates an accidental
acoustics that several producers have noted resembles the reverberant characteristics of the Berlin club
spaces that defined early techno.

The Standing Ovation Economy

The essay draws on the economics of community theatre in rural America and on a broader
argument about the function of art in democratic societies. The Bill Vodehnal pharmacy reference
locates the argument in North Loup, Nebraska, a town of approximately 350 people in Valley County.
The community theatre production described in the essay illustrates the essay's central claim: that in
small communities, the distinction between performer and audience collapses, and the theatrical event
becomes a form of communal self-medication rather than artistic expression.

The argument that community theatre functions as a "cultural pharmacy," dispensing emotional
experiences that allow audiences to feel without acting, draws on the Aristotelian concept of catharsis
and extends it through the Frankfurt School critique of the culture industry, particularly Theodor
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Adorno and Max Horkheimer's "Dialectic of Enlightenment" (1944) and Adorno's subsequent writings
on the function of art under capitalism. The essay's taxonomy of hidden infrastructure (rendering plants,
data centers, missile silos, community theatres) is its original contribution, arguing that all four perform
essential functions that the surrounding culture requires but does not wish to observe directly.

The Sonic Prairie

Bernie Krause's bioacoustic research, including his archive of over 4,500 hours of field
recordings, is documented in his book "The Great Animal Orchestra: Finding the Origins of Music in
the World's Wild Places" (2012) and in subsequent publications. Krause's concept of "biophony" (the
collective sound produced by living organisms in a habitat) and his observation that more than half of
the habitats he has recorded no longer exist in their original acoustic form are drawn from his public
statements, writing, and the Foundation for Soundscape Ecology.

The prairie chicken's boom at 296 Hz and the claim that wind turbines produce noise at
overlapping frequencies reflect published research on the acoustic ecology of grassland species and the
noise profiles of wind energy installations. The specific overlap varies by turbine model, distance, wind
conditions, and atmospheric conditions, but the general concern about noise interference with prairie
grouse species is documented in wildlife management literature, including studies by the Kansas
Department of Wildlife and Parks.

The extinction of the Rocky Mountain locust (Melanoplus spretus) and the estimate of its swarm
biomass are drawn from Jeffrey Lockwood's "Locust: The Devastating Rise and Mysterious
Disappearance of the Insect that Shaped the American Frontier" (2004), which reconstructed the 1875
Albert's Swarm as covering approximately 198,000 square miles with an estimated biomass of 27.5
million tons, making it the largest documented aggregation of animals in recorded history.

What Endures

The essay's discussion of winter wheat vernalization reflects standard agronomic science.
Vernalization is the biological process by which prolonged exposure to cold temperatures triggers the
developmental transition from vegetative growth to reproductive growth, enabling the plant to flower
and produce grain in the following spring and summer. The process is mediated by the VRN1 gene and
related regulatory pathways, and it explains why winter wheat must be planted in autumn and exposed
to winter cold before it can complete its life cycle.

Turkey Red wheat was brought to Kansas in 1874 by approximately 12,000 German Mennonite
immigrants from the Molotschna and Chortitza colonies on the Russian steppe, where the variety had
been cultivated for centuries in conditions climatically similar to the central Great Plains. This
historical detail is documented in multiple sources, including James Malin's "Winter Wheat in the
Golden Belt of Kansas" (1944) and Norman Saul's "The Migration of the Russian-Germans to Kansas"
(1974). The introduction of Turkey Red wheat transformed Kansas agriculture from spring wheat
cultivation, which was unreliable in the harsh continental climate, to winter wheat cultivation, which
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proved spectacularly suited to the region and made Kansas the leading wheat-producing state in the
nation.

The Christmas lights display in Minden, Nebraska, in the central part of the state, has continued
annually since 1915, making it one of the oldest continuous holiday light displays in the United States.
The paired reference to WaKeeney, Kansas places the essay's closing movement across two states and
two communities united by the same act of illumination against the prairie dark, the same insistence
that something will shine even when the days are shortest and the cold is deepest and the rational
response would be to stay inside and wait for spring.
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