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BOOK REVIEWS 197

Time’s Shadow: Remembering a Family Farm in 
Kansas. By Arnold J. Bauer. Lawrence: Univer-
sity Press of Kansas, 2012. xviii + 156 pp. Photo-
graphs, notes, bibliography. $24.95.

In Time’s Shadow, Arnold J. Bauer has chronicled 
his family’s small farm in Goshen Township, 
Clay County, Kansas. Like many farm memoirs 
chronicling the middle years of the twentieth cen-
tury, its value and interest lie in its capturing a 
place and way of life far removed from our experi-
ences in the twenty-first century.

Bauer effectively highlights the issue of dis-
tance and its significance to his childhood. His 
family’s farm in eastern Kansas was fifteen miles 
from Clay Center, a distance that seems laugh-
ably small from today’s perspective. In the years 
before World War II, however, that was a long 
expanse, not one that rural people traveled casu-
ally. Chores and bad roads kept people closer to 
home. Country schools kept farm children in 
rural neighborhoods. When Bauer began high 
school in Clay Center, he felt as if he belonged 
to a culture completely different from that of his 
town-raised peers. His clothes, his pastimes, and 
the demands on his time were different. He never 
felt at home with them. The homogenization of 
culture accompanying the introduction of televi-
sion and the Internet along with the spread of 
school consolidation in the last half-century has 
largely closed this particular country-town gulf.

So many elements of Bauer’s book either re-
mind or newly inform readers of a world that has 
vanished. Farming was unromantic, hard work, 
done by everyone living on the farm, children in-
cluded. The family home had no indoor plumb-
ing, and only received electricity when Bauer’s 
father eventually wired it. The only phone was 
a party line. Families slaughtered and preserved 
their pork, chicken, and beef at home. It’s no 
wonder they had very little time to spend in town, 
in unproductive leisure. When people died, they 
largely did so at home. Some of those who died 
were children, victims of farm accidents. Bauer 
and his cousins and friends, who came of age dur-
ing World War II and the Korean War, led the 
parade away from the nation’s farms toward the 
cities.

awakening in the Southwest sometimes find her 
a much less sympathetic character in the second 
half of the novel. Her artistic success appears to 
be gained at the price of her humanity. Cather 
herself came to sense a tension in the novel, not-
ing in her later 1937 revised edition that Thea’s 
personal life becomes paler as her imaginative life 
becomes richer, but that unfortunately the novel 
suffered as a result. Greenslet himself pointed to 
the conflict between a closely documented real-
ism in the first part and the romantic impulse 
that takes over in later sections. Ann Moseley’s 
scholarly edition offers a fascinating glimpse of 
the correspondence between Greenslet and Cath-
er and the subsequent shaping of the published 
version based upon their conversations. (Readers 
will be particularly intrigued by many of the revi-
sions of Doctor Archie.) Readers are also offered 
a fresh look at the sources for many of the charac-
ters in Song of the Lark.

As Ann Moseley addresses in her historical es-
say, the novel also contains a tension between its 
romanticism and the naturalism of such writers 
as Frank Norris and Stephen Crane. Other influ-
ences, among them Balzac, Bergson, and Wagner, 
provide important links between the romantic 
and modernist impulses in the novel.

Cather fans will be captivated by the story 
Moseley unravels behind the work’s composition, 
as well as the intellectual and geographical influ-
ences underpinning it. Music lovers will find the 
prototypes for many of the musicians fascinating, 
as well as Moseley’s portrayal of the music and 
art scenes in Lincoln, Pittsburgh, Germany, and 
New York.

Lest one feel slightly faint of heart at open-
ing this 925-page edition because of its bulk, let 
me reassure readers that I was captivated by Ann 
Moseley’s essays, as well as by Kari Ronning’s su-
perb editing.

DEBRA CUMBERLAND

Department of English
Winona State University
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strangers seated together on an airplane, the nar-
rator reports never fretting over whether to come 
out as gay. The eyebrow raiser is this: “I’m origi-
nally from North Dakota.”

KATHLEEN DIXON

Department of English
University of North Dakota

Island of Bones: Essays. By Joy Castro. Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2012. 132 pp. 
Notes, bibliography. $16.95 paper.

With the lyric vision of a poet, the dramatic 
tension of a novelist, and the meditative com-
mentary of an essayist, Joy Castro has crafted 
a remarkable book of linked essays about the 
multiple border crossings of identity. In the 
book’s title essay, “Island of Bones,” the narra-
tor ruptures the myths of the mainstream Cuban 
American narrative (her family immigrated not 
to Miami after Fidel Castro’s revolution but to 
Key West in the 1870s; worshiped not in Catho-
lic cathedrals but in the Kingdom Halls of the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses; earned money not through 
investments but as “cleaners of other people’s 
houses, grocery checkers, cops”) and resists the 
exotic “performance” of a gendered ethnic iden-
tity often expected of Latinas. After growing up 
as the adoptive Latina baby to Cuban American 
parents and doing graduate work in U.S. Latina 
literature, Castro’s own identity is ruptured: at 
age twenty-six she discovers that she isn’t Latina 
at all. Her birth mother, a midwesterner, is Irish, 
French, and Swedish. With this revelation, Cas-
tro’s identity is “severed.” The essays that follow 
reveal how a writer’s cultural identity shaped by 
family, place, trauma, education, and class aware-
ness evokes a literary identity, one that resists ste-
reotypes, that stays true to the “jagged, smashed 
places of edges and fragments . . . of feeling lost, 
of perilous freedom.”

It is from these jagged, smashed places that 
the book’s beauty and insight emerge. In “Farm 
Use,” the narrator tells the story of a brutal stepfa-
ther who sees both mother and daughter as sexu-
al prey, who beats the mother, daughter, and son 

With its short chapters and lively prose, the 
book is largely meant to entertain, but it has great 
educational value. Bauer leaves his readers with 
no doubts that the past is a foreign country, even 
when it took place right in one’s own backyard.

PAMELA RINEY-KEHRBERG

Department of History
Iowa State University

Prairie Silence: A Memoir. By Melanie Hoffert. 
Boston: Beacon Press, 2013. 238 pp. $24.95.

Melanie Hoffert’s memoir on growing up gay in 
rural North Dakota is refreshingly devoid of the 
clichéd finger-wagging that marks much discourse 
on the subject. The denizens of Dakota are not 
depicted as abject bigots or people in need of 
diversity training. Hoffert’s reluctance to “come 
out” to family, friends, and former neighbors of 
her small town is something she ultimately pins 
on herself, or on something she calls “prairie 
silence.” At times this phenomenon seems salu-
tary, part of the “natural” relation of people to 
profoundly open spaces; at times “prairie silence” 
seems to be an affliction depriving people of en-
try into their “deepest feelings.” Anyone who has 
lived here for any length of time will recognize 
this emotional remoteness. Anyone who has been 
gay here has had to make some kind of peace with 
it. Or leave.

This memoir, however, is sweet and lyrical. 
Among its gifts are hyperbolic figures of speech 
(e.g., “Wait, wait. What? I shook my head like a 
cartoon character flattened by falling off of a cliff, 
who now needed to inflate my body, starting with 
my head”). There’s also a real prairie pleasure in 
the author’s ability to poke fun at herself, and 
at the urban culture to which she has fled. The 
cadences of speech seem about right, too. Seeing 
that her farmer father is intent on demolishing 
a century-old but nonfunctional barn, the narra-
tor can only abjectly point out that “Pottery Barn 
would kill for the wood.” Ripostes Dad: “They 
can come and get it then.” Hoffert is likewise ca-
pable of effective linguistic economy. Recalling 
the sometimes awkward conversations between 
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