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Hiss trials does this admirably, arguing the Republican rejected both the 
racism of anticommunist Southern Democrats and the eastern estab-
lishment’s scorn of “the sensibilities of Main Street” (142), while Paul 
Higbee’s parallels between senators Francis Case and Lyndon Johnson 
strain comparison to wrap Case’s “paternalism” toward Native Ameri-
cans into support for the 1957 Civil Rights Act (159, 163–64). Rehashings 
of great men, though, obscure a rich tapestry in the state’s reservations, 
union halls, women’s clubs, and cities—yes, urban areas exist in South 
Dakota, as in Iowa. As South Dakota revises its educational standards 
and the purpose of state history remains up for public and scholarly 
debate, students of South Dakota and the Midwest deserve a more crit-
ical look at the state’s political culture that avoids triumphalism and 
casts a broader net. 

Dancing With Welk: Music, Memory, and Prairie Troubadours, by Christo-
pher Vondracek. Pierre, SD: South Dakota Historical Society Press, 2022. 
xii, 243 pp. Illustrations, further reading. $24.95 paperback.  

Reviewer Anna Thompson Hajdik is a senior lecturer in the English Depart-
ment and Film Studies Program at the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater. 
She is the author of the article, “The Surf Ballroom: Rock & Roll, 1950s Nos-
talgia, and Cultural Memory in Clear Lake” (Annals of Iowa, 2019). 

Part memoir, part biography, Dancing With Welk by Christopher 
Vondracek celebrates the perennial PBS mainstay, bandleader Lawrence 
Welk, chronicles his own musical career, and showcases the highways 
and byways of the Dakota landscape. Vondracek crafts a highly reada-
ble and engaging narrative that showcases elements of midwestern his-
tory while also incorporating personal details from his life that are at 
once funny, sentimental, and poignant. In this way, Dancing With Welk is 
reminiscent of Chuck Klosterman’s Fargo Rock City, and the two books 
share many similarities with regards to narrative structure, geographic 
orientation, and the role music plays with these respective authors’ lives.  

The book is organized by Vondracek’s various destinations that act 
as meaningful guideposts to both the author and to Welk’s life stories. 
These include very small towns like Strasborg, North Dakota, Welk’s 
birthplace, and regional centers like Fargo, Aberdeen, and Brookings 
where both Welk and Vondracek performed with their respective 
bands. Along the way, Vondracek consistently references Welk’s trio of 
autobiographies, Mister Music Maker (1958), Wunnerful, Wunnerful 
(1971), and Ah One and Ah Two (1974) as he offers parallels between his 
life as a musician on the road with that of Welk’s, who clearly was 
driven by fierce ambition and a burning desire to eventually leave the 
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dance halls of the Dakotas behind and make his way west to the per-
petually sunny skies of southern California. Welk eventually realized 
his dream of hosting his own big band themed television program 
which aired on network television to consistent ratings, was unceremo-
niously cancelled by CBS against a backdrop of shifting cultural values 
in the early 1970s, and then found a permanent afterlife in syndication 
on public broadcasting. 

Along the way, Vondracek threads in his own family history and 
his ups and downs as a regional touring musician as he balances his 
own ambitions as a writer with those of his fellow band members. The 
book’s greatest strength is the historical framework Vondracek provides 
as he considers the unique challenges Lawrence Welk faced as the son 
of taciturn German immigrants out on the western prairie with parents 
who supported their son’s dreams of musicianship but failed to under-
stand just how driven he was to escape the stifling cultural emptiness 
of the Great Plains in the early twentieth century.  

The author also captures the physical beauty of the region at several 
points throughout the book, recalling the literary style of writers like 
Willa Cather or Laura Ingalls Wilder. Still, he’s careful to not overly ro-
manticize the Great Plains as somehow untouched by the realities of 
modern life. A typical excerpt notes the following of the vast, austere 
landscape: “That night, Wyoming swallowing up the sun and returning 
a moon silver high above the granite peaks of the southern Hills, we 
drove into the foothills, dappled every once in a while with a pine tree, 
or an ATV, or piano, or faded ‘MAGA’ flags, or one of those accordions 
collecting dust” (65). 

Such is the tension inherent in this unique place-based memoir. It 
simultaneously reclaims Lawrence Welk’s significance as a key contrib-
utor to middlebrow popular culture while also offering a profoundly 
personal work of creative nonfiction that stands as a useful model for 
aspiring creative writers. Consequently, Dancing With Welk could be an 
especially useful text for a wide range of Creative Writing students as 
well as courses that focus on midwestern identity. Furthermore, for in-
structors of place-based creative writing or cultural geography courses, 
Vondracek’s memoir is a useful template to keep in mind because it 
very effectively elevates a vision of the Middle West that remains alive 
in the cultural memory and mythical imagination of the region.  


