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“Here is the thing about Ántonia.  Do you still want to read it?  I finished it last night.  I didn’t take time to arrange it; I simply wrote down pretty much all that her name recalls to me.  I don’t suppose it has any form.  It hasn’t any title, either.”  He went into the next room, sat down at my desk and wrote across the face of the portfolio the word “Ántonia.”  He frowned at this a moment, then prefixed another word, making it “My Ántonia.”  That seemed to satisfy him (Willa Cather, My Ántonia (London: Virago, 1980), introduction).

The girls began to wonder among themselves.  Why had the Spaniards come so far?  What must this country have been like, then?  Why had Coronado never gone back to Spain, to his riches and his castles and his king?  I couldn’t tell them.  I only knew the schoolbooks said he “died in the wilderness, of a broken heart.”

“More than him has done that,” said Ántonia sadly, and the girls murmured assent.

We sat looking off across the country, watching the sun go down.  The curly grass about us was on fire now.  The bark of the oaks turned red as copper.  There was a shimmer of gold on the brown river.  Out in the stream the sandbars glittered like glass, and the light trembled in the willow thickets as if little flames were leaping among them.  The breeze sank to stillness.  In the ravine a ringdove mourned plaintively, and somewhere off in the bushes an owl hooted.  The girls sat listless, leaning against each other.  The long fingers of the sun touched their foreheads.

Presently we saw a curious thing: There were no clouds, the sun was going down in a limpid, gold-washed sky.  Just as the lower edge of the red disk rested on the high fields against the horizon, a great black figure suddenly appeared on the face of the sun.  We sprang to our feet, straining our eyes toward it.  In a moment we realized what it was.  On some upland farm, a plough had been left standing in the field.  The sun was sinking just behind it.  Magnified across the distance by the horizontal light, it stood out against the sun, was exactly contained within the circle of the disk; the handles, the tongue, the share – black against the molten red.  There it was, heroic in size, a picture writing on the sun.

Even while we whispered about it, our vision disappeared; the ball dropped and dropped until the red tip went beneath the earth.  The fields below us were dark, the sky was growing pale, and that forgotten plough had sunk back to its own littleness somewhere on the prairie (pp.244-5).

I tried to go to sleep, but the jolting made me bite my tongue, and I soon began to ache all over.  When the straw settled down, I had a hard bed.  Cautiously I slipped from under the buffalo hide, got up on my knees and peered over the side of the wagon.  There seemed to be nothing to see; no fences, no creeks or trees, no hills or fields.  If there was a road, I could not make it out in the faint starlight.  There was nothing but land: not a country at all, but the material out of which countries are made.  No, there was nothing but land – slightly undulating, I knew, because often our wheels ground against the brake as we went down into a hollow and lurched up again on the other side.  I had the feeling that the world was left behind, that we had got over the edge of it, and were outside man’s jurisdiction.  I had never before looked up at the sky when there was not a familiar mountain ridge against it.  But this was the complete dome of heaven, all there was of it.  I did not believe that my dead father and mother were watching me from up there; they would still be looking for me at the sheep-fold down by the creek, or along the white road that led to the mountain pastures.  I had left even their spirits behind me.  The wagon jolted on, carrying me I knew not whither.  I don’t think I was homesick.  If we never arrived anywhere, it did not matter.  Between that earth and sky I felt erased, blotted out.  I did not say my prayers that night: here, I felt, what would be would be (pp.7-8).

I sat down in the middle of the garden, where snakes could scarcely approach unseen, and leaned my back against a warm yellow pumpkin.  There were some ground-cherry bushes growing along the furrows, full of fruit.  I turned back the papery triangular sheaths that protected the berries and ate a few.  All about me giant grasshoppers, twice as big as any I had ever seen, were doing acrobatic feats among the dried vines.  The gophers scurried up and down the ploughed ground.  There in the sheltered draw-bottom the wind did not blow very hard, but I could hear its humming tune up on the level, and I could see the tall grasses wave,  the earth was warm under me, and warm as I crumbled it through my finger.  Queer little red bugs came out and moved in slow squadrons around me.  There backs were polished vermilion, with black spots.  I kept as still as I could.  Nothing happened.  I did not expect anything to happen.  I was something that lay under the sun and felt it, like the pumpkins, and I did not want to be anything more.  I was entirely happy.  Perhaps we feel like that when we die and become a part of something entire, whether it is sun and air, or goodness and knowledge.  At any rate, that is happiness; to be dissolved into something complete and great.  When it comes to one, it comes as naturally as sleep (pp.17-8).

All the years that have passed have not dimmed my memory of that first glorious autumn.  The new country lay open before me: there were no fences in those days, and I could choose my own way over the grass uplands, trusting the pony to get me home again.  Sometimes I followed the sunflower-bordered roads.  Fuchs told me that the sunflowers were introduced into that country by the Mormons; that at the time of the persecution, when they left Missouri and struck out into the wilderness to find a place where they could worship God in their own way, the members of the first exploring party, crossing the plains to Utah, scattered sunflower seed as they went.  The next summer, when the long trains of wagons came through with all the women and children, they had the sunflower trail to follow.  I believe that botanists do not confirm Fuchs’s story, but insist that the sunflower was native to those plains.  Nevertheless, that legend has stuck in my mind, and sunflower-bordered roads always seem to me the roads to freedom (pp.28-9).

“My papa sad for the old country.  He not look good.  He never make music any more.  At home he play violin all the time; for weddings and for dance.  Here never.  When I beg him for play, he shake his head no.  Some days he take his violin out of his box and make with his fingers on the strings, like this, but never he make the music.  He don’t like this kawn-tree.”

“People who don’t like this country ought to stay at home,” I said severely.  “We don’t make them come here.”

“He not want to come, nev-er!” she burst out.  “My mamenka make him come.  All the time she say: ‘America big country; much money, much land for my boys, much husband for my girls’….”

“Your mama,” I said angrily, “wants other people’s things” (pp.89-90).

The postmaster, going home, stopped to say that grandfather would bring the coroner back with him to spend the night.  The officers of the Norwegian church, he told us, had held a meeting and decided that the Norwegian graveyard could not extend its hospitality to Mr. Shimerda.

Grandmother was indignant.  “If these foreigners are so clannish, Mr. Bushy, we’ll have to have an American graveyard that will be more liberal-minded.  I’ll get right after Josiah to start one in the spring.  If anything was to happen to me, I don’t want the Norwegians holding inquisitions over me to see whether I’m good enough to be laid amongst ’em” (p.112).

This was the road over which Ántonia and I came on that night when we got off the train at Black Hawk and were bedded down in the straw, wondering children, being taken we knew not whither….I had the sense of coming home to myself, and of having found out what a little circle man’s experience is.  For Ántonia and for me, this had been the road of Destiny; had taken us to those early accidents of fortune which predetermined for us all that we can ever be.  Now I understood that the same road was to bring us together again.  Whatever we had missed, we possessed together the precious, the incommunicable past” (pp.371-2).

I told Ántonia that I would come back, but life intervened, and it was twenty years before I kept my promise….Perhaps it was cowardice that kept me away so long.  My business took me West several times a year, and it was always in the back of my mind that I would stop in Nebraska some day and go to see Ántonia.  But I kept putting it off until the next trip.  I did not want to find her aged and broken; I really dreaded it.  In the course of twenty crowded years one parts with many illusions.  I did not wish to lose the early ones.  Some memories are realities, and are better than anything that can ever happen to one again (pp.327-8).

