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the region as their own. Chapter Four “Thoroughfare: American Order 
and Threat” tracks the collision of the Indigenous view of the Chicago 
Portage as a route of traverse versus the new United States plan of the 
area as a claimed and controlled space under the thumb of the U.S. and 
change the focus of the portage from mobility to control. Chapter Five 
“Floodgates: Rendering Indigenous Space into an American Place” 
identifies how the United States imposed upon the Portage and the sur-
rounding area its own networks of mobility, transportation and com-
merce that excluded the Indigenous inhabitants, who would be forced 
to cede the lands and flee north or be removed west. In this chapter the 
author makes the claim that the U.S took control of the region not by 
conquest but by consent. This confusing proposition is unsupported by 
the facts, as treaty making was most often anything but consensual. The 
Epilogue moves to present-day Chicago and the uncertainty of its fu-
ture given contemporary concerns about climate change, etc. 

I think that the book suffers from several problems. Over reliance 
on the archive privileges settler colonial perspectives. In addition, and 
awkwardly, the author conflates the Potawatomi with the Ojibwe and 
Odawa. The Potawatomi are not Anishinaabe as the author insists on 
labeling us (we are Nishnabe) and Chicago is not Anishinaabewaki 
(land of the Ojibwe/Odawa). Unfortunately, it all makes for a confusing 
narrative that detracts from the book. 

A Prairie Faith: The Religious Life of Laura Ingalls Wilder, by John J. Fry. 
Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing Company, 2024. xvii, 
217 pp. Map, notes, index. $24.95 paperback. 

Reviewer Sarah S. Uthoff is a reference librarian at Kirkwood Community 
College. An expert on Laura Ingalls Wilder, she leads Trundlebed Tales, 
fighting to bring the history, mystery, magic, and imagination of Laura 
Ingalls Wilder and other greats of children’s literature to a new generation. 

The image of the pioneer in American culture is a girl in braids and a 
calico dress playing on the prairie. She is Laura Ingalls Wilder, and her 
“Little House” books have molded what Americans think is the past. 
That makes her life worth reading about for both scholars and fans. In 
fact, Pioneer Girl, Wilder’s memoir, has sold more copies as an individ-
ual title than every other book the South Dakota Historical Society Press 
has ever published added together. 

Some of Wilder’s fans are active Christians so an examination of 
Wilder’s religious beliefs makes sense. Stephen Hines and Dan White, 
known for republishing Wilder’s work, have published books with that 
same focus. They each individually pulled some of Wilder’s writing 
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with a spiritual-ish theme together and added commentary for two 
books. A Prairie Faith examines the religious faith of pioneer and author 
Laura Ingalls Wilder much more rigorously. 

What I found intriguing was how Fry took a new lens to familiar 
work. For instance, Fry looked at several of Wilder’s trip diaries/col-
lected letters home and points out that while the Wilders tend to rest on 
Sundays instead of travel, finding churches to attend services isn’t men-
tioned, which never occurred to me. He analyzes the “Little House” 
books and suggests that some of the most religious parts were added or 
taken out by Rose Wilder Lane, Laura’s daughter who secretly edited 
the series, and he postulates what that would change about their read-
ing. Fry identifies which press interview was Wilder’s last and wonders 
if Laura felt not telling people about Rose’s role in the books was lying. 
Adding some new facts to Wilder’s story as a whole, Fry was even able 
to track down the list of Bible verses, now sold at most Wilder muse-
ums, to an article in the Saturday Evening Post rather to Laura’s own 
practice. 

A Prairie Faith should interest scholars of the social history of the 
Midwest. It’s a deep dive about how churches worked in small mid-
western towns from the 1860s to the 1950s. Fry traces how current day 
church practices don’t match how churches functioned then. For in-
stance, churches shared ministers and had Sundays without sermons. 
His work reflects the stronger role that denominations played; even 
towns the size of Mansfield, Missouri, De Smet, Dakota Territory, or 
Walnut Grove, Minnesota (all places where Wilder lived) divided up 
into smaller churches that couldn’t afford full-time ministers. Fry put 
an incredible amount of time and effort into the history of churches in 
Mansfield, Missouri where Wilder spent 63 years. He’s made good use 
of the run of complete local newspapers for Mansfield to track down 
what churches existed when, who was sharing a minister, and created 
a complete listing of the ministers of the Mansfield Methodist church. 

I think people who picked up the book based on the title might 
think it’s a scholarly examination of the nature of Wilder’s own religious 
faith. That’s not really true. When I first heard that Fry was working on 
this book I was surprised because I know that Wilder doesn’t often talk 
much about her faith. It would be a great find if something turned up 
where Laura said “I believe this,” but it doesn’t exist. Fry points out this 
shortcoming in his work frequently and asks people not to make as-
sumptions because Laura was private about her personal religious be-
liefs. Still he is able to nail down broad outlines of her faith and practice 
well. I’m pleased he references Little Lodges on the Prairie: Freemasonry & 
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Laura Ingalls Wilder by Teresa Lynn because Masonic Lodges played a 
big role with the Ingalls/Wilders. 

Woodland Cemetery in Des Moines: A History, by Mary Christopher and 
Mike Rowley. Charleston, SC: The History Press, 2024. 190 pp. Photo-
graphs, illustrations, maps, legend, bibliography. $24.99 paperback. 

Reviewer Kate Levasseur is the archivist and tour manager at the World 
Food Prize Foundation in Des Moines. She enjoys lecturing on Iowa history 
to community groups in her free time. 

This book is an expanded guidebook-style collection of stories about the 
life and times of some of Des Moines’ historic inhabitants now at rest in 
the city’s historic Woodland Cemetery. 

Established on donated land at what was then the edge of the city, 
it was an example of the new “garden cemetery,” a departure from the 
traditional church burial grounds, which had become overcrowded and 
problematic in the longer-inhabited cities of the Eastern United States. 
These garden cemeteries would become more than just resting places 
for the dead; the living began coming for strolls and picnics and, even-
tually, to learn about those buried there. Many of the surnames in the 
book are recognizable from street signs, buildings, and businesses so 
that even those unfamiliar with Des Moines history will find them-
selves easily making connections. 

The book pays tribute to longtime cemetery historians Gerald 
LaBlanc (1930–2019) and Archie Cook, whose tours are offered through 
the City of Des Moines’ Parks and Recreation Department. 

Beyond the “Archie Cook Tour,” which serves as an interesting and 
respectable primer, are five self-guided tours. Each of these tours begins 
with a map labeled with the initials of the deceased and where their 
graves are located. These self-guided tours expand on the Cook tour, 
which runs an impressive two and a half hours, and introduce readers 
to several new people, particularly women and people of color who 
might otherwise have continued to rest in obscurity. There is a clear pas-
sion for the research and storytelling, and the inclusion of potentially 
controversial figures like Ku Klux Klan member Caleb Scott and Con-
federate veteran Colonel Edmund Goode show a desire to move be-
yond Union soldiers and Des Moines founders to tell a more nuanced 
story of Des Moines and its residents. There is also a thread of progres-
sivism winding through each tour, highlighting individuals from all dif-
ferent backgrounds who worked to make Des Moines a better place. 
Whether discussing abolitionists like Delia Webster and John Teesdale 
or early women’s suffrage leaders like Annie Savery and Mary Jane 
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