
There are eighTy photographs 
in this book, and that is far fewer than is 
either necessary or desirable to tell the 
story of the PlainSky, Nebraskans. in fact, 
the hunger of story cannot be satiated by 
any number of images, nor text, nor song. 
Legends such as Willa Cather, Mari San-
doz, Solomon Butcher, William Kloefkorn, 
and Ted Koozer have endeavored to do so, 
yet the land that is the center of the great 
Plains consistently proves itself too large, 
too complex, and too intoxicating, defying 
any effort to reveal completely the myster-
ies of its heart. But it is a magnetic pursuit 
for the artist, the writer, the historian, to 
delve deeply into the spirit of the land and 
its people.

appropriately, this is not a book about 
a single town, nor a single type of Nebras-
kan, but rather, the interrelationship of the 
people, places, and landscapes of the west-

ern edge of the state.  in the far corner, pine-
speckled buttes interrupt the meandering 
current of hills and gullies, whispering hints 
of hidden ranches and isolated homesteads, 
while the great Ogalala grassland stretches 
its wide embrace toward South Dakota and 
the Black hills. elsewhere, in the storied 
Sandhills, live a people who are shaped by 
the sea of grasses cradling the volatile sands 
beneath it, stifling its need to move, to shift, 
to change; these hearty folk exist not in a 
land of nothingness, but of beauty in its 
most raw form, where the land itself tames 
the pioneer, unwilling to succumb to the 
fury of the american West. 

But this book is also a story of an iso-
lated town. in 1888, harrison celebrated its 
inauguration as a town, perched on its soli-
tary wide platt in a seemingly endless ex-
panse of treeless, rolling hills. The Kinkaid 
act of 1904, which granted 640 of non-irri-
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gatable Nebraska land to homesteaders who 
spent five years on the property, resulted in a 
new influx of pioneers in the Sandhills, Pine 
ridge, and high plains regions of the state. 
Still, the new village of harrison, not yet 
twenty years old, grew slowly, and by 1940, 
it had reached its peak population of 500. 
Since that time, harrison has battled for its 
survival.

it is the only town in Sioux County,  
and thus is the county seat, and the only 
school for nearly thirty miles in any direc-
tion. it serves as the sole center of com-
merce, and of community, for a group of 
about 1,500 people living in county of more 
than 2,000 square miles, and only three 
paved highways.

isolation serves as identity and pride 
for the people of Sioux County, for they ex-
ude a sense of family all but extinct in this 

modern world. They meet the inevitable 
tribulations of plains life collectively and 
courageously, an act repeated innumerable 
times during more than a century of ranch-
ing. and they have endured.

The PlainSky, Nebraskans can be 
found in the landscape itself, on the quiet 
sidewalks and in secluded coffee shops and 
slumbering bars of small villages, and at 
friends’ and community members’ homes 
in times of others’ need. The plains bear the 
scars of Nebraskans’ toil to tame it, with 
their roads, power lines, and settling rem-
nants. Towns like harrison, most tiny and 
weatherbeaten, sit slumbering in the vast 
open spaces, while their sidewalks, shops 
and restaurants that still survive bear wit-
ness to the beauty of residential solidarity. 
This is a book that celebrates that complex-
ity, even as it threatens to disappear.

harriSON BuSiNeSSMeN, C. 1915
SiOux COuNTy



NeBraSKaNS

We come and go, but the land is al-
ways here. and the people who love it and 
understand it are the people who own it—
for a little while. 

Willa Cather

SuTherLaND rODeO
LiNCOLN COuNTy
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i have hearD rodeos called the cir-
cuses of the West.

The rodeo is sterile, though, as i came 
to believe during the extended time i spent 
with real cowboys and cowgirls, watching 
them uncaged, free, as they basked in the 
high Plains sun and its sprawling, textured 
panoramas cradled beneath the baby-blue 
Nebraska sky, content to pursue wealth 
measured in sunrises and summers more 
than money and materials. They are much 
the same as most west Nebraskans, for like 
tigers, they are best left untamed.

The drama and spectacle of rodeos are 
not without merit, gathering communities 
for a long weekend of afternoons and eve-
nings in the heavy, dry dust of the Sandhills 
and high Plains spent lauding the perfor-
maces of men and women bent on recus-
sitating the West of legend. These moments 
are the breath of the past, taken in quick 

gulps between mouthfuls of Coors and pink 
cotton candy. Where the branding is a mo-
ment of family, the holiday of the spring 
for the West, the rodeo is much the same 
for the community, infusing myriad small 
towns’ veins with the fearlessness and pas-
sion of youth and vitality.

The Sunday night lights grow dim, the 
taillights of double-cab Fords, Chevys, and 
Dodges merge into rivers of red on the nar-
row streets of dwindling towns, but the Ne-
braskans remain. Tomorrow, they will rise 
to meet the sun, dreaming of time in the 
saddle. For them, the rodeo is distraction 
with distinction, a caricature of an existence 
they lead in perpetuity. 

Their lives transcend the rodeo.
and the West Nebraskans return to a 

joyous loneliness as the land firmly coaxes 
them to raise a collar against the bluster of 
the Plains wind.

MOviNg CaTTLe TO SPriNg PaSTureS
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TONiTa WhiTeaKer
harriSON, SiOux COuNTy

The WeST ONCe knew no alternative 
to Joe and Tonita Whiteaker’s philosophy 
of business: trust. My father taught me that 
was the only way it should be done, Joe said.

along with that philosophy, little has 
changed inside the store since 1938, evi-
denced by photographs’ testimony to the 
shelves and hat cabinets chock full of the 
dry goods still indispensable to those living 
the ranching life. Walk in, and the warm 
smell of leather and dry wood envelop the 
nose, the narrow aisles with their stacks of 
utilitarian needs and novel nick nacks peek-
ing out, subtly begging for attention.

Joe was once a banker, and Tonita, a 
school teacher, but both are Sioux Coun-
ty natives. Joe’s father and the founder of 
Whiteaker’s, e. e. Whiteaker, an immigrant 
to Nebraska from Missouri who  landed 
in harrison when he began working for 
The golden rule dry goods store in 1931. 
When that store closed in 1938, e. e. pur-
chased its inventory, and eventually enlisted 

the help of his son and Tonita in managing 
the business. in 1980, after growing disil-
lusioned with the impersonal and cutthroat 
banking practices of the time, Joe left the 
financial world and assumed ownership of 
Whiteaker’s.

as the West diminishes, stores like 
Whiteaker’s have become endangered; as a 
result, the store is the only location to buy 
Stetson hats, true Wrangler jeans, and good 
boots for miles in any direction. it has kept 
the store alive in an accidental monopoly.

Joe and Tonita extend no-questions-
asked credit to many a cowhand, freely 
distribute Tootsie rolls to local youth, and 
remain pillars of a community struggling to 
survive, but both are in their seventies. as 
Joe notes, they cannot run the store forever, 
and no one is likely to keep it open.

Whiteaker’s will then vanish, a mem-
ory of what the West once was, a place 
where trust was the currency for trade, and 
far more than simple nostalgia.

–20– –21–



i had followed Leif Meidell as he towed Claire, one of the family dogs, behind the ga-
rage nearest the ranch house to further his torment of her. The day was overcast, and as sunset 
neared, i had all but given up hope of making an image for the day, but i began shooting as Leif 
struggled with his quarry, intent on making her stand up and wave from her hind legs. and then, 
the sun dropped below the clouds to the west, the light warmed, and Leif looked to the south for 
his father approaching on the horizon, and the elements coalesced into the image on the right.

LeiF MeiDeLL aND CLaire
CONverSe COuNTy, WyOMiNg
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aBBy MeiDeLL WaTChiNg riDerS Leave FOr rOuNDuP
CONverSe COuNTy, WyOMiNg
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