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Before you Read

Welcome to Links to Literature.  You are going to read a selection from a novel by a classic American author.  O Pioneers! is the story of a brave woman facing the hard life of a settler in the American West.  Her parents, like many others, emigrated from Europe to find a life of hope and opportunity in America.  At this time, from 1863 through the early 1900’s, the U.S. government gave 160 acres (a quarter-section) of free land in the West to anyone who would live there and work the land for five years.  The law that made this possible was the Homestead Act.  The story you are going to read describes the challenges of these “homesteaders” and the wild land they conquered.

About the Excerpt

The excerpt from O Pioneers! used in this unit is from the 1994 paperback edition, published by Penguin Books, ISBN 0-14-01.8775-8.   It begins on page 9, with 


“The farm people were making preparations to start for home.  . . .” and ends on page 17 with 


“‘Don’t let them get discouraged and go off like Uncle Otto.  I want them to keep the land.’


‘We will, father.  We will never lose the land.” 

In addition, the last paragraph of the first section, “The Wild Land,” is also to be read:  on page 47 from, “Alexandra drew her shawl closer about her and stood leaning against the fence of the mill, looking at the stars, . . .” to “Under the long shaggy ridges, she felt the future stirring,”

Directions

Read the excerpt from O Pioneers!  You can read it as many times as you like.  You can look up unfamiliar words in the dictionary.

On the audiocassette/CD is a recording of an English-speaker reading the selection.  You may listen and read along silently or aloud.  You may stop the tape and repeat pronunciation of a difficult word or sentence. 

You can practice pronunciation by using a dual-cassette or a CD/cassette recorder.  Put the program tape or CD in the playback side (the side that doesn’t record).  Put a blank tape in the recording side.  Play a word or sentence from the program tape; pause that side and record yourself on the blank cassette.  Play back your own voice, and compare your pronunciation with that of the native speaker.   (Make sure the machine has a microphone, or plug one in.  It also may be helpful to use headphones.)

There are 13 exercises in this unit.  You need to complete 10 of the 13 exercises to complete the unit.  This means you can skip 3 of the exercises.  Of course, you may do all 13 exercises, if you want to. 

In the back of this booklet is an answer key.  When you complete an exercise, you can check to see if your answers are correct. 

Sometimes you are asked to use your own words to answer questions.  If the answer in the answer key is different from what you wrote, check to see if the idea or information is the same.  If it is, the answer is correct.  You can ask the teacher for help.

This is not a test.

These exercises are to help you learn.  As an adult, you know how you learn best, so use these exercises any way you like for maximum learning.
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Part I:
Comprehension

Exercise 1.

Write the letter of the answer that correctly completes the sentences below.

_____  1.
At the beginning of the story, the farm people were making preparations to 
start for home because

a. they were ready to build a house.

b. they had bought all their supplies and soon it would be cold and dark.

c. they wanted to wear their new clothes.

_____   2.  Carl and Alexandra are

a. brother and sister.

b. father and daughter.

c. friends and neighbors.

_____   3.
Carl feels

a.
sad because his kitten died.

b.
discouraged because the land is so hard to farm.

c. afraid because it’s getting dark and cold.

_____  4.   Alexandra believes her father knows he is dying because

a. he lies in bed and counts the possessions he will leave to his children.

b. he won’t look at the calendars she brings from town.

c. he only talks about his past misfortunes.

_____  5.
The landscape around John Bergsen’s house looks like no people live there because

a. the houses are small and are built in low places, so you can’t see them from a distance.

b. most houses are made of sod, so they look the same as the land.

c. both a and b

d. his crops didn’t grow.

_____  6.   Which misfortune has not happened to John Bergsen?

d. His cattle died in a blizzard.

e. His hogs got sick.

f. His wife died.

g. His crops didn’t grow.

_____  7.  John Bergsen has faith in his daughter, Alexandra, because

a. she is intelligent and is interested in managing the farm.

b. he expects her to marry Carl and have many children.

c. she knows how to raise chickens and sell the eggs.

_____  8.  When John Bergsen looks at his hands, he sees

a. they are young and strong.

b. they are white, with no more ability to work.

c. his fingers strike a match and light the lantern.

_____  9.  When the story begins, it is winter.  When does the end of the story (the 


last paragraph) occur?

a. Six months later, in summer.

b. Three months later, in spring.

c. Nine months later, in autumn.

_____ 10.   In the last paragraph, Alexandra looks at the stars in the sky and feels

a. uncertain.

b. secure.

c. overwhelmed. 

Exercise 2

Give short answers to the following questions.  Use complete sentences.

1.
How did John Bergsen’s father lose his fortune?



2.
What does Carl promise to bring to Alexandra’s father to cheer him up?



3.
How did Carl rescue Emil’s kitten?



4.
Why are Alexandra and Carl silent on the ride home?



5.
What clue do you have that Carl is artistic?



6.
Where is the Bergsen’s homestead located?



7.
How long had John Bergsen lived on his hand?



8.
Where did John’s brother, Otto, go when he left the West?



9.
Before they came west to claim land, what occupations had most homesteaders held?



10.
The title of the novel is O Pioneers!  The word “O” is different from “Oh.”  O is used to express praise and wonder.  Why do you think Willa Cather called her book O Pioneers!?
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Part II:
  Vocabulary

Exercise 3
These words are recorded on the audiocassette.  Listen and practice the pronunciation of each word.

Now choose the correct word from the list in the box and write it next to its definition.  Look back at the story to see if you can find the meaning of the word from the meaning of the sentence.  (The numbers in parentheses ( ) show in which paragraph the word first appears in the story.)

Fill in as many as you can, then use your dictionary for help.








silently;  without speaking




talking easily and smoothly, without 





hesitation




gloomy, depressed




to make famous or important




make stronger




smelled strongly and badly

made by cutting or chopping with an ax

home, especially one passed down to generations of children

thin; looking starved

with uncertainty or doubt

grass and dirt held together by the roots of the grass and other plants

Exercise 4.
In each sentence below, there is a word or a phrase that has the same meaning as the boldfaced word.  Underline that word or phrase.  The boldfaced words are taken from your reading selection.  

The numbers in parentheses ( ) show in which paragraph the word first appears.  It may help you to look back at the story and read the sentences containing these words.

Normally, James was a very industrious (25) person who worked very hard.  He planned for the future, showing great foresight (26) in saving his money and making good business decisions.  When Elizabeth came into his life, however, things changed.  She was a beautiful woman who distracted him, demanding his attention and diverting (25) him away from his sensible life.  He developed an infatuation (26) for her, and could think of nothing else.  She loved to spend money and buy expensive things, and he got them for her, even though his friends said he would regret her extravagance (26).  When she suddenly left him to pursue a new, richer boyfriend, he realized his foolishness and folly (26).  He felt keenly (36) and sharply the pain of losing her and he regretted the time and money he had wasted on her. Fortunately, this experience did not make him an unhappy or bitter (4) man.

These words are also recorded on the audiocassette.  Listen and repeat the pronunciation.

Exercise 5.
Some words have several, entirely different meanings.  In the sentences below, choose the correct meaning of the word for the context.

draw

a.
to drag or pull behind

b.
to make a picture, usually with a pencil

c.
a low place in the land that water flows into or through

_____
1.
I am not artistic;  I can’t draw or paint.

_____
2.
He knew every ridge and draw in the landscape.

_____
3.
The horses will draw the piano up the hill in the wagon.

swell

a.
to become larger

b.
a piece of rising ground, like a round hill or slope

c.
(slang) great;  terrific

_____
1.
If you hit your finger with a hammer, it will turn red and swell.

_____
2.
I like Luke;  he’s a swell guy!

_____
3.
The little town fell out of sight, behind the swell of the prairie.

speculate

a.
to think seriously about something;  to guess about

b.
to buy or sell stocks, land or something else, hoping to make a profit

_____
1.
I don’t like to speculate with my money.  It’s too risky.

_____
2.
It diverted him to speculate as to how much weight each of the 



steers would probably put on by spring. 

genius

a.
the guardian spirit of a place

b.
a special ability or talent

c.
a person with very high intelligence and talents

_____
1.
The land was a wild thing that had its ugly moods.  Its Genius was 



unfriendly to man.

_____
2.
He was a troublemaker since birth;  he had a genius for mischief.

_____
3.
Probably the most famous genius of the 20th century was Albert 



Einstein.

The sentences above are also recorded on the audiocassette.  Listen to each sentence.  Stop the tape and repeat.
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Part III:  Grammar

Exercise 6:

O Pioneers! is written in the past tense.  Past tense verbs are regular or irregular.  

Regular verbs form the past tense by adding –ed to the base form:


Present:
walk

Past:

walked


Present:
listen

Past:

listened

Irregular verbs form the past tense by changing spelling in different ways:


Present:
stand

Past:

stood


Present:
bring

Past:

brought

Below is the last paragraph of the reading selection.  The verbs are boldfaced and numbered.  

1.
Write R for regular verbs and I for irregular verbs beside the number for each verb.  (Remember:  regular verbs end in –ed in the past tense.)  


2.
Rewrite the paragraph, changing the verbs to the present tense.

Alexandra drew (1) her shawl closer about her and stood (2) leaning against the frame of the mill, looking at the stars which glittered (3) so keenly through the frosty autumn air.  She always loved (4) to watch them, to think of their vastness and distance, and of their ordered march.  It fortified (5) her to reflect upon the great operations of nature, and when she thought (6) of the law that lay (7) behind them, she felt (8) a sense of personal security.  Tonight she had (9) a new consciousness of the country, felt (10) almost a new relation to it.  Even her talk with the boys had (11) not taken away the feeling that overwhelmed (12) her when she drove (13) back to the Divide.  She had (14) never known before how much the country meant (15) to her.  The chirping of the insects down in the long grass had (16) been like the sweetest music.  She felt (17) as if her heart was (18) hiding down there, somewhere, with the quail and the plover and all the little wild things that crooned (19) or buzzed (20) in the sun. Under the long shaggy ridges, she felt the future stirring.

(1)




(8)



(15)





(2)




(9)



(16)




(3)




(10)



(17)





(4)




(11)



(18)




(5)




(12)



(19)


(6)




(13)



(20)




(7)




(14)
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Part IV:  Dictation

Exercise  7:
Dictation.

For this exercise, five sentences are recorded on the audiotape.  Listen to each sentence and write what you hear.  Each sentence is repeated 3 times.  You may stop the tape, rewind, and listen as many times as you like.  When you’re finished, check your answers in the answer key.

1.


2.


3.


4.


5.
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 Part V:  The Writer’s Craft

Exercise 8:

Alliteration means using words that repeat the same consonant sound, as in: 

Softly sighing, my beautiful baby sank into a sweet sleep.

Writers use alliteration to bring out the music in the English language, and to add to the effect of their words in a subtle way.  For example, the use of repeated  S- sounds in the sentence above adds a soft quality to the idea of the sentence.  In contrast, repeated hard sounds, like –k- or –t- can add a feeling of force, anger or movement to a sentence:

Don’t talk to me like that.

Contrast that sentence with the next, which carries the same meaning, but uses different words:

Please speak more nicely to me.

What letters of the alphabet do you think sound soft and smooth?


What letters sound hard or sharp?

Willa Cather uses alliteration especially well in parts of O Pioneers!  Read the sentences below, underline any examples of alliteration, and identify which sound is being repeated.  In a long sentence, there may be more than one use of alliteration. The number of the paragraph in which the sentence appears is given in parentheses ( ).

1.
On one of the ridges of that wintry waste stood the low log home in which 

John Bergsen was dying.   (15)


Repeated sound(s):

2.
It was like a horse that no one knows how to break to harness.  (24) 


Repeated sound(s):

3.
Through the day, . . .the father lay and looked up at the roof beams that he 

himself had hewn, or out at the cattle in the corral. (25)


Repeated sound(s):

4
In a few years, his unprincipled wife warped the probity of a lifetime.  (26)


Repeated sound(s):

Write two short sentences below, using alliteration (repeated consonant sounds).





Exercise  9:

Another element of literature is characterization.  This means the ways the writer gives us information about the people in the story.  In O Pioneers! one of the most important characters is the land itself.  Willa Cather uses words that usually describe people to describe the land, giving it emotions and desires. 

At the beginning of the story, Alexandra and Carl are facing big problems and are feeling serious, sad, and discouraged.  The writer uses her description of the winter landscape to add to these emotions.


Read paragraph 4 and paragraph 21 again.  Find the parts of sentences in which Willa Cather writes about the land as if it were a person.  Copy those parts below.
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Part VI:  The Western Frontier

Exercise 10:

For approximately 70 years after 1862, settlers and homesteaders moved to the West and changed the land from wild forests and grasslands to farms and ranches.  This period of U.S. history is a very important one.  It’s important because the nation grew in population and wealth as a result of the hard work and determination of these brave 

people.  It’s important, also, because for many people in this country today, part of the answer to the question, “What does it mean to be an American?” comes from the positive qualities we see in these people, our ancestors.

Read the statements below.  From the information in O Pioneers, decide if the statements are True or False.   Mark T for True and F for False.

__________
1.  Most people who became homesteaders in the West had already lived in America for a long time.

__________
2.  People who moved West already knew how to farm.

__________
3.  The U.S. government would give 160 acres of free land to anyone who would live on it and farm it for five years.

__________
4.  Houses were made of sod because there weren’t many trees on the prairie.

__________
5.  Having “the spirit of the Pioneers” means not giving up when things are difficult.

__________
6.  The pioneers lived a healthy life, and no one died of disease.

_________
7.  Many of the homesteaders were immigrants from Europe who came to America because they had made a lot of money in their home countries.

__________
8.  The “’Old World’ belief that land, in itself, is desirable” means that people in Europe believed that land equals wealth.

__________
9.  Homesteaders who were successful were optimists (people who could look beyond hardship in the present and always see a bright future).

__________
10.  Homesteaders became “Jacks-of-all-Trades,” because they had to do all the jobs on the farm themselves:   carpenters, blacksmiths, farmers, cattlemen and anything else that was needed.

Exercise 11:

Write a brief essay (3-6 sentences) on one of the following topics:

A.
Homesteaders had to make do without many things we take for granted today, such as electricity, telephones, good roads, automobiles, etc.  Write about which of these, or any other thing in modern life, is most important to you.  Then tell how you would live without it.

B.
What is the next frontier?  Some people say the adventure of living on the moon or Mars, or at the bottom of the ocean would be similar to the experience of the Pioneers.  Would you like to have this kind of adventure?  Write about what this life would be like and why it appeals to you.













Exercise 12:

Internet activity.

On a computer with access to the internet, go to the following address:

http://www.thinkquest.org
Click on Library
Type Pioneers in the search box

Choose Oregon Trail  or A Pioneer’s Journey to the Frontier
Click Visit Site

Navigate around the site, and find the answers to the following questions:

A.
Answer these questions if you visited the Oregon Trail site.

1.  What were 5 favorite games played by the Pioneers?




2.  Name 7 animals you might see.





3.  Name 5 kinds of bad weather.  Which was the worst?  Why?






4.    What was their clothing made from?


5.  Besides pants, shirts and dresses, what other important items of clothing did the pioneers use?


6.  How did the pioneers prevent eggs from breaking on the trip?


7.   Who were the “Pioneers” who wrote this website?  



B.
Answer these questions if you visited the “A Pioneer’s Journey to the 


Frontier” site.

1.  What was the frontier in the 1700’s?


2.  How did the pioneers pay for their trip to the frontier?



3.  What does it mean to “prospect” for gold?


4.  Where did the Natchez Trace begin and end?



5.  What was the reason for the “Great Migration” to Oregon?


6.  What tools did the pioneers bring with them?

7.  A schooner is a type of boat.  Why were the Conestoga wagons called “prairie schooners?”



8.  What is a “lean-to?”
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Part VII:   Survey

Exercise 13:

Is the Pioneer spirit still alive?

Read the questions below.  Write 2 more questions of your own.  Answer the questions for yourself.  Find 5 native English-speakers and ask them the questions.  Write down their answers.

Come back to the classroom and make a chart of your findings.

1.
Would you like to start a new life on another planet?

2.
What things would you need to take with you?

3.
What would you miss the most from your old life on Earth?

4.
What would be the biggest challenge you would face?

5.
What would you gain?

6.

7.

Your answers:










Use the chart on the next page to show the results of your interviews.

	Questions


	Names

(You  )
	#1
	#2
	#3
	#4
	#5

	New Life?

Yes/No
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Things Needed


	
	
	
	
	
	

	Miss the Most


	
	
	
	
	
	

	Biggest Challenge


	
	
	
	
	
	

	What Gained


	
	
	
	
	
	

	?


	
	
	
	
	
	

	?


	
	
	
	
	
	


Conclusion:  Is the Pioneer spirit alive today?







 
Congratulations!

You have completed the Links to Literature unit on O Pioneers!

fortify	  (1)			volubility (1)		reeked	 (1)		mutely (4)


sombre (somber) (4)		gaunt	 (4)		dubiously (18)		distinguish  (23)


sod (4)				homestead (4)		hewn (25)








