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Introduction

“Maybe I’m old-fashioned, but I think viewers are hungry for shows in which people say something meaningful.”
—Michael Landon

IN OUR TIME OF MODERN TECHNOLOGY, science, and medicine, it’s difficult to imagine growing up as a pioneer in the 1870s. No computers, no cars, no electricity, and definitely no cell phones. Where’s the Wi-Fi?!! These luxuries, which are right at our fingertips every single day, have become our entertainment, our pastime, and in some cases, our obsession. Television programs have progressed over time from moving silhouette images to basic black and white news broadcasts, to split-screen presidential candidate debates, to war coverage, to family shows (in color), to sit-coms, to cablevision, and now to reality TV and Netflix.

The family dramas and sit-coms of the 1970s and 1980s provided audiences with relatable tales of parents’ and children’s experiences navigating everyday life. One of these shows was unique in that its story was set one hundred years earlier. Little House on the Prairie took us back to a much simpler time: the 1870s and 1880s. Horse-drawn wagons? Lanterns? OUTHOUSES??? The horror! We watched as the Ingalls endured every personal, social, and economic hardship possible. Yet the family we grew to know and love managed to find blessings and joy again and again because of their outlook on life; a simple life of hard work and gratitude, good morals and great faith.

I grew up watching Little House on the Prairie when it aired on NBC during prime time (Monday nights at 8:00!) and have been watching it in syndication since it went off the air.

My children are now growing up seeing the show and learning from it the same lessons I did.

Granted, they giggle way more often than I did (at the calico-infused clothing and hick lingo), but “I reckon” it’s because they prefer their own ripped jeans and GIFs. They’ve also gotten so comfortable with their “prairie friends” that they now refer to “Charles” as “Chaz.” Good grief.

As many times as I’ve seen every episode, I remain in constant awe of Michael Landon’s genius. He was a brilliant writer with a creativity that was beyond superior. Writing and directing a show that dealt with serious issues such as racism, poverty, child abuse, alcoholism, prejudice, inequality, and drug abuse, Michael Landon was way ahead of his time. These issues still exist, and the show is being watched by so many today, because its themes resonate with audiences everywhere. That is why I decided to write this book. It’s needed in our world right now, during these very uncertain times; we are currently making history as we live through the nightmares of a global pandemic. Little House on the Prairie’s messages are timeless, so they’ll continue to be meaningful, even after our world has found “normal” again.

Many members of the Little House cast agree and have offered their sentiments and memories within these pages! “The show’s values are a reflection of our leader, Michael Landon,” Melissa Gilbert has said. Reflecting on the impact of Little House on her own life, she commented, “I absorbed really important life lessons about family, community, and tolerance.”

As we approach the thirtieth anniversary of Michael Landon’s passing, I wanted to honor his memory with this book. Little House on the Prairie instilled many lasting values in me as a child; and now, as an adult, I’m gaining useful knowledge of positive parenting by once again watching “Ma” and “Pa” raise their family. In our time of “give kids lots of choices” and “put them in Time Out when they’re naughty” (insert eye roll), I have admired the respect that parents were able to command in earlier generations. Journey with me back to Walnut Grove, and discover the amazing lessons of the prairie!


Chapter 1

Admitting Our Mistakes

“Home Is the Nicest Word There Is.”

THE FIRST EPISODE OF LITTLE HOUSE ON THE PRAIRIE, called “A Harvest of Friends,” introduces us fully to the warmth of the Ingalls family and the love they share. After Pa builds their house on the banks of Plum Creek, both the parents and children are happy and grateful for the simplest things. “Wood floors . . . real glass in the windows?” says “Caroline” (Ma). “Laura” and “Mary” are thrilled to have their own room, even though it’s a tiny loft with one bed and just enough space to move around. Laura is ecstatic about having her “own window!”

How many times have we heard our kids complain that they don’t have the newest iPhone or the biggest house, or the most expensive sneakers, or an in-ground pool “like everyone else has?” It can be so hard to thrust upon them how important it is to find joy in what they do have, even the little things. How funny is it when they say, “I’m the only one of my friends who doesn’t have one,” and then you talk to eight other moms whose children also don’t have that desired thing? The Ingalls are refreshing to watch, because their hard life – their poor life – on the prairie really reminds us that we enjoy so many luxuries today.

When “Charles” (Pa) climbs into the loft during episode one to see how his girls like their new room, Laura says, “I’ve decided something. Home is the nicest word there is.”

One of the greatest lessons I’ve learned from this first episode and many others is the willingness of the parents (in this case, Charles) to admit their mistakes. Now hold on! Don’t slam the book shut. I don’t mean that parents should assume the responsibility of every family problem or bow down to their children whenever an issue arises. I’m saying that it’s a good example for our children when we can look at a situation and admit that we could have handled it in a better way. Charles does this in “A Harvest of Friends.” In order to have enough money to buy the plow he needs to plant his crop, he agrees to take two jobs in town in addition to working his farm. He estimates that it should only take him two weeks to earn the money he owes.

As the days drag on, Charles becomes more and more exhausted. When Caroline brings to his attention the fact that he has snapped at his girls several times telling them to be quiet, he goes to his daughters and says he’d like to tell them a bedtime story. His tale is about a “grumpy farmer” who gets up early every morning to stomp off to work and sometimes forgets to say goodbye to his wife and “three pretty little girls.” Laura and Mary can relate to this story and are thrilled when Charles promises to take them on “the biggest, bestest picnic of all time.” Charles knows he has been taking his exhaustion out on his family, and he admits it.

When parents can admit they’ve been wrong and apologize to their kids, it shows children the right thing to do when they make a mistake. It also makes parents human . . . which we are.

*****

The Ingalls’ crop is destroyed by a tornado in the episode “Going Home” (season two). Charles, who, despite working long, hard days, is always worried about money. He decides that he’s tired and tells the family it’s time to sell the farm and move back to their old home in Wisconsin. Laura begs him not to give up – to keep trying – but Charles tells her he can’t. He fixes up the house and barn for a couple who comes to buy the farm, but the night before the sale, he begins to have second thoughts about leaving Walnut Grove. After all, his family is happy there. They have friends there. They love the town.

“What happened to me?” Charles asks Caroline. “I just quit on this place. Now I’ve sold it, and it’s too late. You know, I just realized something. I made the decision to sell this place all by myself. I never even asked you. So concerned about myself. I didn’t even ask you . . . We’d been through a lot. We had. And I never even asked you. I just gave up. My own little girl told me that, and I wouldn’t listen to her.” Charles admits to his family that he has been selfish and hasty in making the choice to leave their home. Recognizing and acknowledging fault is such a powerful show of character; one we can share with our children.

*****

Another example of this can be found in the episode “The Cheaters” (season five), where “Jonathan and Alice Garvey” are concerned about their son “Andy’s” grades. He failing, and since Alice is Walnut Grove’s teacher, she’s feeling embarrassed by her son’s lack of success in school. She decides to set up tutoring sessions with “Nellie Oleson,” the meanest, most hated girl in school (but one of the best students). Nellie agrees to help Andy; she has ulterior motives, however (a pattern that weaves itself through each and every episode involving Nellie!). She cheats her way through school and tells Andy to spy on his mother at home so he can get ahold of the upcoming test questions for her. GASP! She threatens to tell on him for cheating if he doesn’t deliver. DOUBLE GASP!

Feeling trapped, Andy continues to cheat and provide Nellie with test material. When Laura finds out and tells Charles, he decides to take Andy fishing so they can talk. I absolutely love this scene, because Charles talks to Andy about the situation without lecturing him or really even saying that he knows Andy’s secret. “Listen to those frogs …When I was your age, there was nothin’ I liked better than going night froggin.’ I used to sneak out at night so I could do it. I remember one time I stayed out the whole night. Snuck back into the house, my folks were still asleep; they didn’t even know I was gone. I just climbed right into bed, and they never knew a thing about it. That’s not the only time I cheated as a kid. I guess all kids do. I remember I used to play hooky from school once in a while. I learned how to copy my ma’s handwriting, so I’d write notes about how I was sick. The thing is, I never felt very good about it. Guilty conscience, I guess. Then one day, I just got my courage up and went and told my ma and pa. ‘Tell ya, my pa gave me a whippin’ I’ll never forget. Ya know, I never enjoyed anything as much as that. Cleared my conscience I guess.”

Andy, uncomfortable, decides that he’s caught enough fish and “best be goin.’ “ As he turns to leave, he says, “Mr. Ingalls? . . . Thanks.”

Charles’ subtle, non-accusing way of helping Andy realize on his own that he should come clean really works. Great parenting technique! The boy finally cracks and tells his mother the truth in front of the entire class. Of course, she is devastated, but kudos to Andy for his bravery!

After his confession, Andy awaits his punishment at home. I think his parents’ reactions surprise him a bit. They admit that they, too, have made mistakes: expecting too much of Andy and pairing him up with Nellie. Amen to that! Disaster comes from any encounter with Nellie, let alone daily tutoring sessions with her.

They praise Andy for having the courage to finally tell the truth, and though they “can’t abide” stealing the tests and cheating, Alice and Jonathan admit that they also had a part in this whole thing.

“Are you ashamed of me now?” Andy asks.

“We didn’t expect you to grow up without making a few mistakes,” Jonathan tells him. “Everyone makes mistakes . . . We love you.”

I’ve always loved that line: “We didn’t expect you to grow up without making a few mistakes.” SO important for both kids and parents to remember.

When children can be honest with their parents without fear, they feel safe and loved. These feelings can truly make home “the nicest word there is.”

During a conversation I had with Hersha Parady (Alice), she told me, “I encouraged my son to show my grandchildren “The Cheaters.” It’s definitely filled with lessons for both children and parents!

“People would do themselves a great favor if they would take the blame for things that go wrong, and say to themselves, “I’ve got to do something about this . . . You can’t do anything if you always blame your problems on someone else.”

—Michael Landon


Chapter 2

Staying Positive and Instilling Courage in Our Kids

“Laughing and Loving Each Other … That’s What Life’s All About.”

THE IDEA OF BEING COURAGEOUS and staying positive resonates throughout so many Little House episodes. Instilling optimism and bravery in our children can really empower them. Our kids constantly look to us for direction and guidance. The way we approach life will influence how they navigate the world.

In “Child of Pain” (season one), the Ingalls try to help an alcoholic single father to overcome his addiction. Charles stays with the man at his home while Caroline and the girls invite his son, “Graham,” to live with them during his father’s recovery. This is a difficult time for everyone.

“How do you think your father would feel if he knew you weren’t eating supper?” Caroline asks Graham.

“He wouldn’t know,” Graham answers matter-of-factly. “He’s always drunk by suppertime.” Heartbreaking.

Caroline allows Graham to decide when he’s ready to join the family at the table, which he soon does. She shows great sensitivity to Graham’s feelings, not pushing him when he’s feeling angry or sad. She is also understanding when he wants to walk to school by himself (he doesn’t want others to know he’s staying with the Ingalls). Later, when Graham begs to go visit his pa, Caroline hugs him and says, “I’m sorry, Graham. It won’t be much longer . . . You know, you and I have the same problem. You miss your pa, and I miss my husband.” Caroline empathizes with the boy, letting him know that she understands the pain he’s feeling. Her sense of compassion is infused into her own children’s personalities as well, which is a fine example of how our children watch us and often model our behavior. Mary teaches Graham about chickens and roosters, even giving him one of her own chickens to keep. Caroline encourages his idea to build a cage for the bird. Graham really feels safe with the Ingalls as a result of the love and optimism they show to him. Children really do learn what they live!

*****

The first episode of season two is called “The Richest Man in Walnut Grove.” When Hanson’s Mill is forced to close because a major customer declares bankruptcy, Charles doesn’t receive his paycheck and is left with a ton of debt. The family must find a way to pay bills, and their infamous courage kicks in. Charles works two jobs, Caroline plows the field, Mary drops out of school temporarily to work for a seamstress in town, and Laura and Carrie do all of the chores at home. Meanwhile, my kids are put out just by being asked to empty the dishwater. Good Lord! Raise your hand if you can relate.

Nellie and Willie Oleson tease Laura, saying that her pa can’t get a decent job, smells bad, and is only good for cleaning up after the animals. When Charles finds Laura in the barn loft crying because of those hurtful words, he tells her, “Well, they’re right about two of the three. I do clean the stables, and when I get home from working all day, I don’t exactly smell like a bottle of Lemon Verbena, now do I? Now as for the decent job, that’s somethin’ else. Any job a man can do to make his way in this world is a decent job, as long as he works hard at it and does his best. Ya know, God didn’t put sweat in a man’s body for no reason. He put it there so he could work hard, cleanse himself, and feel proud. Don’t you ever forget that. Hard-workin’ folks only smell bad to other folks who have nothing else to do but stick their noses in the air.”

Charles takes a bad situation and turns it on its head. He encourages his daughter to remember never to quit or be weakened by the cruelty of others. What a sweet lesson. On her way down the ladder from the loft, Laura stops and says, “Pa? I just love you so much.”

The whole family works together until they have enough money to pay their bill at the mercantile and stock up on necessities. As they pack their purchases into the wagon, town merchant “Nels Oleson” says to Charles, “That’s quite a family you’ve got. I’d like to think that my young ones would all pull together if things got bad . . . Believe it or not, Charles, I think you’re the richest man in Walnut Grove.”

This episode is a great example of how love and positivity prevail. I think it’s important to let our kids know that there will always be someone richer, faster, maybe even wiser . . . but they can’t quit. They have to keep going. Fighting. Trying. Working for what they want. A family working together seems like the best work there could possibly be. These lessons from Michael Landon are so valuable.

I am constantly trying to emphasize to my children that families help each other and stick together. Both my dad and my father-in-law have substantial health issues, so my mom and mother-in-law need help with certain things. It’s important to me that my kids lend a hand. I have said to them repeatedly, “This is what families do.” I hope that idea will stay with them as they grow up . . . Meanwhile, I’m sure they wish the dishwasher would just learn to empty itself.

*****

The idea of determination and perseverance is repeated in “I’ll Be Waving as You Drive Away” (season four), the famous episode where Mary loses her eyesight. She is so afraid and so angry. It would be easy for Charles and Caroline to keep her at home, where they could safely coddle her. That’s what Mary wants; to sit in a chair and be angry.

Instead, her parents choose to send her away to a school for the blind, where she can be helped and taught independence. Caroline’s angst while telling Mary is painful to watch.

“Mary, your pa and I have been to see Dr. Baker. He knows about a school. He thinks maybe it would be a good idea if you went there. Just for a while.”

“What could I do at a school?”

“It’s a school for the blind. They can teach you a lot of things there.”

“Can they make me a teacher? Can they teach me to see?”

“Mary, it won’t be for long. Just try it.”

“I’ve never heard of one of those schools around here,” Mary says suspiciously. “It’s not around here,” Ma says gently. “It’s in Iowa.”

“Oh . . . Yeah, I understand now. You just wanna get me out from under foot.”

“Mary, that’s not true, and you know it.”

Mary bursts into tears. “Then don’t send me away. Please don’t send me away. Let me stay here. Please. I don’t want people looking at me, feeling sorry for me. Please let me stay. Please let me stay!”

“Mary, I don’t want to send you away . . . But if they can help you . . . You can’t spend the rest of your life sitting in that chair.”

“WHY NOT?!” Mary screams. “Why not? Why can’t I just sit here? There’s nothing for me to see. It’s dark. No matter where I go, all there is is darkness . . . You’ve already decided to send me there.”

“Yes, we have,” says Ma. She is both loving and firm at the same time.

Caroline and Charles are doing what they know is best for their daughter, which isn’t always the easiest choice. Because of their courage, Mary learns to be brave. She learns to make the most of her situation and never give up. Sometimes, as parents, we just have to follow our gut. Staying positive and making lemons into lemonade can really pay off. Things tend to find a way of working out.

“With a houseful of kids, you give each other strength.”

—Michael Landon


Chapter 3

Addressing Racism and Prejudice

“Black and White are Just Two Colors.”

WITH THE STORY OF LITTLE HOUSE taking place about twenty years following the end of the Civil War in our country, there are plenty of meaningful episodes that deal with racism and prejudice. With all that is going on in the United States today, these shows have invaluable messages!

When I was growing up in the 1970s and 80s, it was clear to me that many people in my parents’ generation were still racist. I never understood why. In my mind, we were / are all created by the same maker, so we must all be equal. I heard a variety of ideas from others, both my elders and my peers, but I chose to form and keep my own opinion on this subject.

Now, as a mom, I see even more confusion in my own children, who are appalled when they hear that people mistreat each other because of a difference in skin color.

“Why does that matter to anyone?” my 11-year-old son recently said to me. “I don’t care what color my friend’s skin is. All that matters is that he’s a nice person.” Amen. And my daughter refers to her black friend as “my curly-haired friend.” No mention or care about skin color. This makes me happy – and hopeful – knowing that perhaps the existence and tolerance of racism may come to an end with their generation.

“The Wisdom of Solomon” (season three) is a Little House episode with very eye-opening messages about racism. Actor Todd Bridges was absolutely phenomenal as “Solomon Henry,” the son of former slaves, who is tired of working on the plantation. He wants to go to school. “Who the heck would want to go to school if they didn’t have to?” most kids would probably say. This is because they’re focused on long days of school work followed by hours of homework, rather than on the fortune they are inheriting as they learn. “The Wisdom of Solomon” addresses this beautifully. It begins with the young boy running toward his mother and brother in the field as he is being chased by an angry man driving a wagon. Solomon has stolen a book from the steps of the nearby school. His mother begs the man not to punish Solomon and then reprimands her son.

Solomon decides that he doesn’t want to end up like his family and leaves home. Making his way to Walnut Grove, he winds up at the Ingalls’ house, where he is welcomed. They decide to let Solomon stay with them so that he can go to school, and he is thrilled! The scene where Charles takes the children to school for Solomon’s first day is funny. “Harriet Oleson,” the town’s rich bitch (and the original Beverly Goldberg) questions the boy’s residency. Charles tells her, “Oh, you see, Solomon is my son from a former marriage. I know you understand, but a lot of people in this town wouldn’t.” Of course, the racist Harriet is appalled. Her reaction is hilarious!

What happens inside the schoolhouse isn’t so hilarious. “Miss Beadle” (a.k.a. WORLD’S SWEETEST TEACHER!) asks the class to think of things they dislike. The children give answers like cleaning the chicken coop, homework, chores . . .

When Solomon is asked what he dislikes, he answers, “Bein’ a n-----.”

A sad silence takes over the room. When this episode is aired now, this comment is muted, and the scene with Mrs. Oleson’s funny reaction to Charles is cut out completely. Though very real and powerful, they’re neither politically correct nor acceptable today.

Charles talks to Solomon at bedtime about his remark at school. “Why’d you say it?”

“Because it’s the truth. If I was white, my pa would still be alive. Being a n----- killed my pa. You’d hate somethin’ that killed your papa . . . You answer me something, Sir. Would you like to live to be a hundred?”

Charles smiles. “Sure I would . . . “

“Would you rather be black and live to be a hundred, or white and live to be fifty?”

Charles is speechless. And so am I, every time I watch this scene. Just so awful that anyone – child or adult – should have to feel that way about the color of his skin. It’s beautiful that Little House continues to educate us about the pain inflicted by racism, and it’s wonderful that the Ingalls family loves this special little boy like he’s one of their family. I wish this episode could serve as a worldwide example of acceptance.

When I asked Todd Bridges about his thoughts and memories of playing Solomon in this episode, he answered very passionately. “One thing I loved about doing Little House on the Prairie was the values that Mr. Ingalls had. He wasn’t racist, he was a good father, and they had a good mother for the girls. The girls were wonderful children who brought Solomon Henry, my character, onto their property to live with them. I was the one who had told them that I didn’t have a family. And then my brother came to see me and said, ‘Mama’s missing you. You gotta go back home.’ So then I realized that I could no longer lie to myself, to think that I could learn how to read and write. For a minority person in that particular time frame, it wasn’t allowed. So I realized that I had to go home, and see my mom, and work the farm.”

“The family values were just wonderful in that show,” Todd continued. “Being able to be taken in right away was unusual for then – especially me being a black, and the others being white – but it was amazing how we all gelled together. To bring this character into the light, to make him so endearing . . . You really got attached to Solomon. He
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