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/i Retrospect

WHAT’S SO GREAT ABOUT THE GREAT PLAINS?

Andrew R. Graybill

The first review of Walter Prescott Webb’s The Great Plains was damning, and
Webb himself was partly to blame. Upon the book’s release in the summer of
1931, Webb sent a copy to a friend who wrote for multiple Texas newspapers,
hoping that readers in his native Lone Star State would take notice. Instead,
the critic dismissed the book as based on secondary sources and devoid of
fresh observations.! But Webb’s surprise and irritation abated that fall when
the New York Times ran a glowing assessment on the front page of its Sunday
books section, hailing his study as “one of the most original and significant
contributions that has been made at any time to the history of the American
West.” The illustration that accompanied the essay—N.C. Wyeth’s painting
“The Opening of the Prairies,” which depicts a Native American man offer-
ing guidance to a caravan of white pioneers—perfectly captured the central
theme of Webb’s book: the nineteenth-century Anglo-American conquest of
the nation’s midsection.?

The academic community saluted Webb’s achievement, too. Henry Steele
Commager, then emerging as one of the brightest young stars in the history
profession, argued that the book’s regional focus should not obscure its broader
importance, insisting that “both its technique and its conclusions should find
application to the whole field of American history.”®* Webb won second place
in the competition for the 1933 Loubat Prize, awarded by Columbia University
every five years for the best work of North American social science.* In 1939,
the Social Science Research Council chose The Great Plains as the subject of a
conference featuring luminaries from several cognate disciplines, among them
anthropologist Clark Wissler, sociologist Louis Wirth, and historian Arthur
M. Schlesinger, who presided over the event.> As U.S. historians took stock
of their field at mid-century, some identified The Great Plains as one of a small
handful of the most influential works published since 1900.°

But The Great Plains has not aged well within the academy. Today it is one
of those volumes more likely to be cited than read, and not simply because by
now it is rather long in the tooth. After all, its conceptual and methodological
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limitations—evident to some of its early detractors—have received consider-
able scrutiny over the years. More troubling is the book’s undeniable racism,
which is disqualifying for many contemporary readers and may prompt ca-
veats and disclaimers from those who would adopt it for classroom use. Such
deficiencies merit reproach and undoubtedly compromise the book’s legacy.
Nevertheless, Webb's insights remain vital not only to scholars of the West,
but also to Americanists seeking a continental understanding of the nation’s
past. And Webb's approach to the writing of history should be of interest to
all who practice the craft.

Among the distinctive features of The Great Plains is the familiarity of its
origin story, dutifully recounted by the many historians who have written
articles, chapters, and even monographs sizing up Webb’s life and career.”
Webb touches on the episode in the book’s preface, but the fullest version
appears in his autobiography. There, Webb explains that one rainy night in
February 1922 he experienced a “moment of synthesis,” when it dawned on
him that the six-shooter—and not the long rifle, as others had averred—was
the gun that won the West, thanks to the ease and speed of firing a revolver
from horseback. From this realization, Webb extrapolated that the distinctive
environmental conditions of the Great Plains, so different from those in the
East, “have bent and molded Anglo-American life, have destroyed traditions,
and have influenced institutions in a most singular manner” (p. 8). As he
conceded in his memoir, “I had no proof, but I knew I was right. I had to be
... All the investigation remained to be done, but that was nothing.”®

At the time of his epiphany, Webb was in his mid-thirties and a graduate
student in history at the University of Texas at Austin. That fall, at the urg-
ing of his advisor, Webb moved with his wife and young daughter to Illinois,
where he would seek “the accursed Ph.D.” at the University of Chicago.’ But
Webb's brief time in Hyde Park was a debacle. His classmate and friend Av-
ery O. Craven, who became famous as a historian of the Civil War, explained
that Webb “had an independent mind” and “seemed to care little for mental
discipline or differing points of view.”® Webb failed the preliminary exams at
the end of his first year, quit the doctoral program, and decamped for Austin,
permanently embittered by his doomed attempt at “educational outbreed-
ing.”" Decades later, in his presidential address to the American Historical
Association, Webb insisted that he had learned but one lesson in Chicago:
“don’t take an original idea into a graduate school.” He resolved henceforth
to “write history as I saw it from Texas, and not as it appeared in some distant
center of learning.”*?

Ensconced once again at UT—really the only academic home he ever
knew and where he spent nearly a half century as a student and then a pro-
fessor—Webb taught classes and resumed his research on the history of the
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Great Plains. In 1927 he had a chance encounter with an editor from Ginn
and Company, a textbook publisher, who offered him a contract on the spot.
This was a crucial development for Webb, since “it set me free to write as I
pleased. My style was not cramped by having to write in such a way as to
snare a publisher.””® Thus liberated, Webb relied on direct experience as he
mapped out the book in his mind, starting with his parents” move in 1892 from
piney East Texas to the hardscrabble country west of Fort Worth—or “from
the old America into the new,” as he put it—when Webb was four years old.
As he noted in his memoir, “I had seen the things I now studied, the land,
the vegetation, and the animals.”*

In another stroke of good fortune, not long after signing with Ginn and
Company, Webb received a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation that freed
him up to write the book. He took to his work with unbridled intensity,
sometimes toiling twelve to fourteen hours at a time. Afterwards, he would
collapse, utterly spent, but then “wake the next morning to find my subject as
wonderful as ever, and I would return to the task as a man to his mistress.”'®
Fueling Webb was his profound investment in the material. As he stipulated
several years later, he wrote the book “in a state of suppressed emotion,” since
the central actors in his narrative—white settlers—“had long been my people,
and . .. I'sought to explain them to others.”*® He completed the first draft (save
for one chapter) in less than five months, a period he later recalled as “the
happiest half year of my life.” And when he was finished, “my satisfaction
in it could in no way be conditioned by any sort of criticism.”” UT accepted
it as his doctoral dissertation and awarded him the Ph.D. in 1932.

In brief—although at more than 500 pages the book itself is anything
but—The Great Plains is a sweeping history of the region, from geologic time
to the turn of the twentieth century. Webb opens with a description of the
landscape, and then shifts to its human inhabitants, starting with Indigenous
peoples before moving quickly to the Spanish, who made their preliminary
and largely unsuccessful forays onto the Plains in the sixteenth century.
These early chapters, however, serve merely as a warm-up for the headline
act: Anglo-Americans, who first arrived in a trickle in the early 1800s, which
became a steady stream by mid-century, and a flood thereafter. The condi-
tions they encountered on the flat, treeless, and semiarid Plains marked such
a sharp break from whence they had come in the eastern United States that
Webb described the 98th meridian as an institutional fault line; beyond it, these
white newcomers had to adapt through technological innovation.

The six-shooter was but the first, if also perhaps the most dramatic, of these
inventions, according to Webb. There was also barbed wire, an elegant solution
to the problem of fence building in a land devoid of timber, just as the windmill
allowed settlers to reach subsurface water, a necessity given that the Great
Plains average less than twenty inches of annual rainfall, and some portions
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of the territory receive far less than that. Likewise, Webb detected changes in
the law that developed west of the 98th meridian and argued that the region
spawned a homegrown cultural tradition, exemplified by the literature of
the frontier in general and of the cattle kingdom in particular. He concludes
the book with an exploration of the “mysteries of the Great Plains,” among
them its reputation for lawlessness and political radicalism. Throughout, his
tone is one of unmistakable admiration for the persistence and above all the
ingenuity displayed by its Anglo-American conquerors, such that the volume
reads at times like a love letter to his forebears.

While Webb anticipated criticism of The Great Plains, he was unprepared
for the assault launched by historian Fred Shannon in September 1939 at the
conference sponsored by the Social Science Research Council. Held at Skytop
Lodge, a luxury resort in the Pocono Mountains of northeastern Pennsylvania,
this was the third such gathering of the SSRC devoted to reevaluating a single,
highly influential work “after the investigator’s conclusions have been tested
by the researches of others.”" Although much of Shannon’s blistering, pre-
circulated, 109-page (!) critique comes off as intemperate and carping—when,
for example, he indicts Webb for minor errors of fact—Shannon identified
several more substantive shortcomings that have served as a blueprint for
later critics of the book, and which therefore deserve attention.” For his part,
Webb charged that Shannon had missed the point of his work altogether,
and was so outraged by the assessment that he contemplated boycotting the
conference; in the end, the committee persuaded him to attend. In his written
reply to Shannon’s broadside, Webb insisted that “I would not prostitute The
Great Plains by accepting the Shannon manuscript as an appraisal.”*

Shannon was appalled by Webb’s unorthodox methods, among them his
questionable use of sources. After highlighting various places in the book
where Webb failed to document key assertions or neglected to consult read-
ily accessible primary material, Shannon twisted the knife in the next-to-last
paragraph of his report. Expressing concern that readers might believe that
Shannon had found “nothing at all of merit in the book,” he demurred,
explaining that “The Great Plains is an unusually interesting synthesis of a
considerable number of secondary studies.”” In his rebuttal, Webb rejected
Shannon’s charge that the book was derivative but acknowledged that he had
in fact skimped on the scholarly apparatus because “It was not necessary for
my purpose to clutter up the text,” especially in light of what Webb believed
was his deep familiarity with the subject matter.?

Still more objectionable to Shannon were Webb’s sweeping generalizations
based on intuition and personal experience, a practice that Shannon regarded
as an affront to the standards of the discipline. To this, Webb offered a coy re-
joinder, claiming that “I have never asserted that The Great Plains is history . . .
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To me, The Great Plains is a work of art.”# His close friend and UT colleague,
folklorist J. Frank Dobie, put it more pithily: “[Webb] sure doesn’t let the facts
get in the way of the truth.”?* Near the end of his career, inoculated against
reproach by a bevy of professional honors—including two Guggenheim fel-
lowships and a pair of visiting appointments in the United Kingdom—Webb
said unapologetically of The Great Plains that “the book I wrote was but an
extension and explanation of what I had known firsthand in miniature, in
a sense an autobiography with scholarly trimmings.”? While this approach
makes the book a stirring read, it also clearly generates doubt about Webb’s
reliability as a narrator.

In addition to this heretical methodology, Shannon pointed to what historian
Richard White later described as Webb’s “crude environmental determinism,”
reflected in Webb’s central contention that the specific environmental conditions
on the Great Plains were definitive in shaping the Anglo-American society
that took hold there after the Civil War.?* Webb had come by such habits of
mind when, as an undergraduate, he fell under the sway of the brilliant but
eccentric social scientist Lindley Miller Keasbey, whom Webb forever cited as
the single most important influence on his thinking.” From Keasbey, the young
Webb, in his own words, “learned to examine the relationship between envi-
ronment and human culture.”? As he wrote in a college paper for his mentor,
“history can be foretold in broad outline, though not chronologically, from a
knowledge of the topographic, orographic and hydrographic environment.”?

The problems inherent in this position were obvious to Shannon and have
drawn fire from critics ever since.*® In Webb’s telling, there was little room for
culture or contingency in explaining the patterns of human experience on the
Great Plains (or, perhaps, anywhere else). When confronted by Shannon on
this point, Webb struck a defiant tone, stating proudly that “I was the first to
apply the principles Keasbey taught to the Great Plains,” which might have
prompted some at the conference to ask of Webb’s mentor, “who?”% The closest
Webb appears to have come to softening his stance was when he recognized
in an article published not long before his death that “the connection between
what men did and the conditions surrounding them” was not the only query
that historical geographers should posit, but that “it is as good as any other,
better than some, and the best for me.”* Ironically, by the time of the SSRC
conference, Keasbey had long since repudiated his own environmental de-
terminism, lamenting to Webb within months of the publication of The Great
Plains that it was “my error, which I passed on to so many students and now
have no opportunity to recall.”*

As it happens, the stiffest challenge to Webb’s theory of environmentally
driven change was lying in plain sight. Given his relentless emphasis on the
geographical contrast between the eastern and western United States and how
the tools pioneered in the former—Ilike the axe and the boat—were of little help
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in the latter, it would seem to follow that the Great Plains was the birthplace
of the advances that facilitated its eventual conquest by Anglo-Americans.
And yet, not one among the troika of technological innovations identified by
Webb as crucial to that process was actually created in—or even originally for
deployment upon—the Great Plains. For example, although the Texas Rangers
eagerly adopted the six-shooter for use against the Comanches beginning in
the late 1830s, Samuel Colt, a New Englander, had dreamed up his eponymous
revolver nearly a decade earlier . . . while at sea. Similarly, the first American
version of the windmill appeared in antebellum Connecticut, just as barbed
wire was patented in 1873 by an Illinois farmer and businessman who lived
ten degrees east of Webb’s mythic institutional fault line.*

Shannon had much less to say about the matter that may most distress those
who encounter The Great Plains today: its author’s unvarnished racial bigotry,
which he directs primarily at Native people.® At first blush, some readers may
be surprised by Webb’s candid appreciation of Indigenous power, best captured
when he writes that, “For two and a half centuries [the Plains Indians] main-
tained themselves with great fortitude against the Spanish, English, French,
Mexican, Texan, and American invaders” (p. 40).>* Moreover, Webb lionizes
the original inhabitants of the region for their courage, horsemanship, and
resourcefulness, and he is dazzled by the simple sophistication of Plains Sign
Language, the means by which disparate groups made themselves understood
to one another in the vast meeting ground of the Great Plains.” Even so, his
sections on Indigenous peoples are consistently undermined by cringeworthy
sentences such as this one, deplorable both for its hoary stereotyping as well
as its intellectual languor: “The Plains Indians were by nature more ferocious,
implacable, and cruel than the other tribes” (p. 59).

Whatever grudging admiration Webb might have held for peoples like the
Comanche did not extend to other Indigenous groups. In the book’s most
infamous line, Webb, noting the Pueblo Indian origins of the mestizo popula-
tion of the modern Southwest, writes that their blood “when compared with
that of the Plains Indians, was as ditch water” (p. 126). Some who wish to
contextualize hateful snippets like these cite Webb’s upbringing in the South
by parents who had fled Reconstruction-era Mississippi.* But while Webb held
a dim view of African Americans too, his writing was particularly antagonistic
toward people of Mexican descent (like the mestizos of the Southwest), which
a friend once explained this way: “subconsciously he still had the Alamo-Texas
Ranger chauvinistic myth deeply engraved.”* Tellingly, two of Webb’s closest
friends—Dobie and the third member of their celebrated UT triumvirate, the
naturalist Roy Bedichek—were products of much the same Texas milieu but
were viewed with less suspicion and animus by Hispanic colleagues such as
the renowned UT folklorist Américo Paredes.*
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Because the heroes of Webb's story are white men (in another colossal
failure of imagination, women get all of two pages in the entire book), Na-
tive people are mere foils, at best a whetstone for use by Anglo-Americans in
sharpening their emergent—and to Webb obviously superior—culture.* With
the collapse of the bison herds upon which Indigenous groups of the Great
Plains depended, Webb argues that, “The year 1876 marks practically the end
of both” (p. 44). He thus enshrines another racist trope, this time the myth
of the “vanishing Indian,” described by one historian as “the idea that racial
hardwiring doomed savage tribes to disappear when confronted by white
civilization.”* The reservation period that followed, according to Webb, was
“little else than a story of imprisonment” (p. 53), a notion since contested by
scholars who see such places rather as homelands where Native languages
and lifeways persist.*® By the time he died in 1963, Webb conceded the one-
sidedness of his second book, The Texas Rangers: A Century of Frontier Defense
(1935), a deeply racist paean to that famed constabulary; it is unknown if he
harbored any such regrets about The Great Plains. He clearly should have.*

Given the weight of these defects, the ballast required to stabilize the
reputation of The Great Plains piles deep. For those inclined to the work, a
good place to dig in is with a frank acknowledgment of the book’s ambition.
As remembered by John Fischer, who, as editor-in-chief of Harper’s Magazine,
published several pieces by Webb in the 1950s and 1960s: “[Webb] wasn't afraid
to tackle big subjects. Now and then he would talk—with a mixture of sorrow,
amusement and contempt—about fledging historians who would devote years
of labor to some safe, respectable little theme . . . Dr. Webb preferred subjects
that offered plenty of elbow room.”* The story of the Great Plains and their
absorption into the United States proved spacious indeed. Even if the scope
of Webb’s volume led him to generalize, such was the cost of painting on so
large a canvas. Webb prided himself on being a big ideas historian, in sharp
contrast to the nuts-and-bolts approach of scholars like Fred Shannon.*

In order to render the fullest possible portrait of the region’s history, Webb
read widely across multiple disciplines: in the social sciences, of course (chiefly
anthropology and geography), but in the hard sciences, too (including biology
and geology). No less a figure than Fred Shannon commended Webb for mak-
ing legible a dense, authoritative, multivolume study of irrigation and water
rights in the arid lands of the West.”” As one of Webb's biographers has noted,
because of Keasbey’s overwhelming influence upon him, Webb was baffled
by the SSRC’s description of The Great Plains as “interdisciplinary,” however
flattering the intent; to Webb, the book merely reflected a particular “way of
thinking,” one which he had practiced since his days as an undergraduate.*®
Still, Webb’s engagement with—if not necessarily his mastery of—such a di-
verse body of literature stood out then, and is perhaps all the more striking
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now, in light of the academic emphasis on interdisciplinary research, often
prescribed but less frequently undertaken.

One might expect that such a book—lengthy, capacious, erudite—would
be off-putting to the lay reader. But Webb, who never reconciled himself to
the profession after his bruising experience at Chicago, did not write with his
fellow scholars in mind. Rather, as explained by Joe B. Frantz, Webb's student
as well as the inaugural holder of UT’s Walter Prescott Webb Chair of History
and Ideas: “no matter what [Webb] wrote about, he always wrote primarily
for one person—not the specter of a critical book-reviewer, as most historians
do, but an imaginary Bostonian who was not a professional historian, writer,
or critic but a man of wide culture . . . who could be interested in a slice of
non-Bostonian history.”* That Webb hit his mark—confirmed by the glow-
ing reviews of The Great Plains that appeared in the popular press (after that
disappointing initial assessment)—is all the more notable considering that his
publisher was in the textbook and not the trade market.®

Unlike many of his academic peers, Webb thought of himself first as a
writer, a career he had dreamed of since his youth. Almost as well known
as the “a-ha” moment that inspired his work on The Great Plains is the story
of how its author, who grew up in rural poverty, wrote a plaintive letter to a
literary magazine in 1904, when he was sixteen, confessing frustration with
his straitened circumstances and expressing his desire to become a writer.”!
His missive was spotted by a Brooklyn toy manufacturer named William EI-
lery Hinds, who wrote to Webb, offering encouragement as well as additional
reading material. It was Hinds who persuaded Webb to matriculate at UT
in 1909, and who then made his education possible by loaning the younger
man—whom he never met—money for tuition and living expenses.* Although
Webb's disastrous performance in some early college English classes shook his
confidence, eventually he took up the pen again, but this time with nonfiction
his chosen genre.”

Over the course of his career, Webb had much to say about writing, best
captured in a 1955 essay commissioned by American Heritage, a popular
magazine devoted to U.S. history that had been established only a few years
earlier. In the article, Webb lamented the early-twentieth-century appearance
of what he called “scientific history,” out of which “arose the idea that a great
gulf exists between truth and beauty,” such that the “real scholar must choose
truth, and somehow it is better if it is made so ugly that nobody could doubt
its virginity.”> Passages such as these may explain why the editors at American
Heritage spiked the piece. Webb believed that graduate training—like his at
Chicago—was largely to blame for inculcating “timidity and self-repression,”
so that most university-based historians fell into two camps: “those who can’t
write, [and] those who can but don’t.” Webb viewed himself as part of the
much smaller group of “those who do,” characterized by an “urge to create,
the compulsion to write and to consider writing as an art.”®
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Webb's skill as a stylist—characterized by a knack for evocative phrasing—
suffuses The Great Plains. Take, for instance, an oft-quoted passage from the
introduction: “east of the Mississippi civilization stood on three legs—land,
water, and timber; west of the Mississippi not one but two of these legs were
withdrawn,—water and timber,—and civilization was left on one leg—land.
It is small wonder that it toppled over in temporary failure” (p. 9).° Belying
his stiff and taciturn appearance, Webb could also be quite amusing, as in this
snippet from a chapter on the region’s aridity: “In the Scriptures we read that
Jesus went into a ‘desert place” and was followed by a multitude. There was
no food save five loaves and two fishes. The amount was sufficient for the first
few, but it took a miracle to make it go round. So it is with water in the Great
Plains” (p. 323).5” Webb considered history to be a branch of literature, and
The Great Plains established his writerly bona fides. As the celebrated Western
historian Ray Allen Billington once said about Webb’s oeuvre: “Readers of
Webb’s prose can forgive him anything.”*

Notwithstanding the book’s towering ambition and its author’s felicitous
wordsmithing, most of all The Great Plains endures because of its concrete
definition of the region, even though the parameters drawn by Webb were
contested from the start.”” Fred Shannon spent nearly a fifth of his report to
the SSRC poking at the arbitrary nature of Webb’s borders, chiding him par-
ticularly for settling on the 98th meridian as the eastern edge of the expanse;
Shannon argued that conditions in, say, western Iowa were not so different
from those in eastern Nebraska, but only the Cornhusker State, according to
Webb, was part of the region.®* Moreover, Webb never cast his eyes north of
the 49th parallel, despite the fact that the southern portion of Canada’s three
prairie provinces—Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba—clearly belong to
the same bioregion.® Nevertheless, Webb’s focus on aridity as the defining
characteristic of the Great Plains was eventually extrapolated to the wider
American West, offering a novel way to think about that section of the country.

As explained by historian Elliott West, “After reading The Great Plains, any-
one could point to a map and say ‘Here,”” when asked to identify where the
West was.® Such precision stood in marked contrast to the westering process
made famous by Frederick Jackson Turner in his “frontier thesis,” which had
held sway in academia and beyond since Turner famously articulated it in an
address to the American Historical Association in 1893.°* When Webb spoke to
the same body sixty-five years later, he insisted that while he was an ardent
fan of Turner’s work and considered it an honor to be thought of as part of
“the Turner school,” he had developed his ideas about the frontier in isolation
from his predecessor, and that, in any event, “the frontier that [Turner] knew
was east of the Mississippi.”* So vital was Webb's intellectual contribution
that the “process versus place” debate that, starting in the 1980s, roiled the
field of Western history—even as it bored many others to the point of stupefac-
tion—turned in no small degree on the competing visions of these two men.®
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Webb put a finer point on this idea in a highly controversial essay he pub-
lished in Harper’s Magazine in 1957. “The American West: Perpetual Mirage”
drew on his work from The Great Plains in general, and its focus on the region’s
aridity in particular. Webb’s argument was simple: “The heart of the West is a
desert, unqualified and absolute,” such that Western history “is brief and it is
bizarre,” characterized by all manner of deficiency.® While its utility as a tidy
distillation of one of Webb’s major arguments in The Great Plains has led the
article to become a staple on graduate syllabi and reading lists, it was despised
by many readers when it first appeared. The Denver Post ran a full-page edi-
torial condemning the piece, which began: “Listen, Dr. Walter Prescott Webb
... you better take off your glasses and your Ph.D. You've picked a fight.”*
Friends had warned Webb about the inevitable blowback, but he insisted, “I
can’t help it. I'll have to publish it.”® In a letter he penned to a thoughtful
Nevadan who had written him about the essay, Webb patiently explained
that “[m]y purpose was to help [Westerners] understand their country and
themselves,” which is precisely the spirit that animates The Great Plains, for
better and for worse.*”

The Great Plains is a deeply flawed masterpiece. For all its imperfections,
the book inspires reverence among scholars of the West, one of whom recently
explained that the copy he used as a graduate student in the late 1970s bears
“coffee stains, sweat marks, and scribbled notes,” evidence of how he took to it
“with the reverence and zeal of a seminarian studying the Holy Scriptures.””
Likewise, historian Donald Worster, easily the most influential of Webb's in-
tellectual descendants and himself a child of the Great Plains, recalls that, in
weighing Turner against Webb as he wrestled with understanding the West,
he settled definitively on the Texan. “I know in my bones,” Worster writes, “if
not always through my education, that Webb was right. His notion of the West
as the arid region of the country fits completely with my own experience and
understanding.””! And Webb was hugely admired by non-Western historians,
too, including Jacques M. Barzun and William H. McNeill.”? Today, it is not
only budding scholars and college librarians who buy The Great Plains—in the
four decades since the University of Nebraska Press issued its edition, the book
has sold an average of 575 copies per year, a remarkable total for a university
press book that is approaching its hundredth anniversary.”

Although an artifact of a bygone era, The Great Plains speaks unmistakably
to the present. While Webb wrote the book against the backdrop of the 1920s
wheat bonanza on the southern Plains, he understood that, for all its ingenuity,
the American approach to the region spelled trouble, and he predicted that
the conflict “over water and water rights in the arid region has just begun”
(p. 452). If he attributed this dilemma at least as much to the peculiarities of
U.S. jurisprudence as to the hard fact of scarcity, Webb understood that con-
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ditions on the Great Plains imposed limitations upon the best-laid plans of
human schemers. For the intrepid Anglo-American pioneers who took control
of the region in the mid-late-nineteenth century, it was innovation, according to
Webb, that allowed them to flourish. In our own time, however, the problems
swirling about the Great Plains—and across the globe—lie seemingly beyond
the reach of technology. The environment will shape human possibilities in the
Anthropocene in ways likely far beyond Webb's ken, but which are consonant,
all the same, with his penetrating insight into the importance of the natural
world as a historical actor of incontestable importance.

Andrew R. Graybill is professor of history and Director of the William P.
Clements Center for Southwest Studies at Southern Methodist University in
Dallas, Texas.
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5. The proceedings were published in Fred A. Shannon, An Appraisal of Walter Prescott
Webb’s The Great Plains: A Study in Institutions and Environment, Critiques of Research in the
Social Sciences, vol. 3 (1940).



488 REVIEWS IN AMERICAN HISTORY / SEPTEMBER 2021

6. In a survey of 125 American historians conducted in the early 1950s, The Great Plains
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18. Quotation from Shannon, An Appraisal, vii. The first two works taken up by the
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Appraisal of Walter Prescott Webb’s The Great Plains: A Study in Institutions and Environment,
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28. Webb, A Texan’s Story, 122. It is important to note that Keasbey’s determinist think-
ing was reflective of a wider trend among geographers of the time, best captured by Ellen
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general tendency among human geographers, sociologists, and cultural anthropologists to
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and Catholicism . . . [Webb] preferred to remember Keasbey as the exciting teacher of his
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www.texasmonthly.com /articles / americo-paredes-j-frank-dobie/ (accessed March 16, 2021).

41. Webb himself acknowledged this deficiency—even if he did little to rectify it—when
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Frontiers, 1630-1860 (1984); Deborah Fink, Agrarian Women: Wives and Mothers in Rural Ne-
braska, 1880-1940 (1992); Katherine Jellison, Entitled to Power: Farm Women and Technology,
1913-1963 (1993); Anne F. Hyde, Empires, Nations, and Families: A New History of the North
American West, 1800-1860 (2011); and Andrew R. Graybill, The Red and the White: A Family
Saga of the American West (2013).

42. Ari Kelman, “The Myth of the Vanishing Indian,” Times Literary Supplement, July 5,
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