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BOOK SUMMARY 
 
Plank Road Winter (Crickhollow Books 2012) is a middle-grade historical novel set in rural Wisconsin in 

the aftermath of the Great Chicago Fire and the Civil War, as young Sophie and Hans deal with issues of 

family, friendship, and the importance of making good choices in difficult times. 

 

In October 1871, 13-year-old Sophie Caswell longs to escape the dullness of life in her small farming 

community. Her grand plan is to find fame far away from Yorkville, Wisconsin. Sophie’s dreams are 

thwarted when the Chicago Fire brings chaos to that city, and leads to the arrival of 12-year-old Hans 

Hoffman and his family at the nearby McEachron farm. 

 

While Sophie stubbornly pursues her dreams, Hans struggles to adapt to a world very different from the 

bustling German neighborhood he once knew. 

 

During a memorable winter, Sophie and Hans learn much about life, loss, and the road home, as their 

families face the challenges of the years following the Civil War. 

 

Plank Road Winter is a sequel to Plank Road Summer, a historical novel set in Yorkville in 1852 when 

two pioneer girls become involved in the Underground Railroad. Winter takes place a generation after 

Summer, when those pioneer girls are grown up and married with children of their own.  

 
Themes 
 
This discussion guide includes questions and activities designed to help students to consider more deeply 

the themes of the book, including the aftermath of the Civil War, human response to the disasters of the 

Chicago and Peshtigo fires, diverse traditions of various ethnic groups, and differences between 

individual responses to loss or change. 
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Values 
 
Key values represented by the main characters in Plank Road Winter include: 

 

fortitude in coping with loss • respect • hard work • ethnic heritage • helping others • selflessness • 

generosity • schoolwork • hospitality • responsibility • friendship • inner strength • family • stewardship • 

honesty • courage • loyalty 

 
Traditions of Work & Recreation 
 
shopkeeping • blacksmithing • farming •  sewing • cooking & baking • nursing • soldiering 

holiday celebrations • recitations • dancing • making music 

 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 

1. Why were the plank roads no longer important transportation routes? 

 

2. What new developments in farm machinery were exhibited at the fair? Why was this important to 

the agricultural industry? 

 

3. During the fire what challenges did Hans, Mama, and Elsa face while leaving Chicago?  How did 

each of them cope with this crisis?  

 

4. How was the public response to the fire in Peshtigo affected by the fire in Chicago? 

 

5. Hans remembered Papa once saying that the “worst part of war for a soldier was when he didn’t 

have orders.”  What did Papa mean by this? How could Hans relate to those words? 

 

6. After the fire Hans noticed a storekeeper raising his prices. What was Hans’ reaction? Give a 

present-day example of when this might happen in a business. 

 

7. At the Union Grove depot when Mama told Mr. Humphrey who she was, she gave her maiden 

name. What does this indicate about the town?  

 

8. When Hans and Uncle Amos went to retrieve the trunk and crate, what sorts of things did they 

see other people in Chicago doing?  

 

9. The Chicago Fire destroyed the city and took many lives. What other disasters (natural and 

otherwise) have happened in our country’s history? 

 

10. What were the Christmas traditions for the Hoffman and Caswell families? What traditions did 

the two families share in their Christmas together? 

 

11. What offer did Mr. Case make to Mr. McCormick? Why did Mr. McCormick turn down this offer?  
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12. What were some of the transportation changes discussed at the Thanksgiving dinner table? What 

changes do American industries face today?  

 

13. In the tollhouse when Mama presented two options of what to do with the money from Papa’s 

shop, what were the advantages of each? 

 

14. After the winter holidays when Sophie traveled to Chicago with Hans, Mama, and Elsa, Hans no 

longer resented Sophie’s presence. What has changed between them? 

 

15. A few of the chapters in Plank Road Winter begin with a primary source, a quotation from a 

historical document.  Explain why the authors might have chosen to include this information. 

 

16. The Civil War was said to be a “rich man’s war, a poor man’s fight.”  How did the paid 

substitutes, like Henry Hoffman, play a part in this definition? 

 

17. According to Mr. Humphrey, “If a good man is in charge, folks will buy from the back of a 

wagon.” What does this mean?  Is this still true in business today? 

 

18. On separate occasions Sophie and Hans give one another gifts.  What are these gifts and why is 

each gift meaningful?  

 

19. Why are Sophie’s parents shocked by her plan to start a dairy farm at the Mather Inn?  Why do 

you think they eventually agree to pursue this plan?  

 

20. The Pullman porter who “loans” Sophie and Hans ticket money says that his action is “Just 

friends helping friends. It’s the way of the road.” What do you think this means? In what other 

scenes is “the way of the road” shown in Plank Road Winter? 

 

 

 

 
CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES 
 
Language Arts 
 
*Using Elsa’s point of view as a narrator, write a description of Hans, Mama, and Elsa fleeing Chicago. 

Keep in mind her age and gender in describing the different things that she would notice or fear.  

 

*Write a series of journal entries from Sophie’s point of view giving an account of events in Yorkville 

after the Chicago and Peshtigo fires. 

 

*What if Sophie and Hans had been able to enter the Soldiers’ Home to see the Grand Duke? Write an 

alternate ending to their adventure in Milwaukee. 

 

*Though Henry Hoffman only appeared in a few scenes in the story, his life and his family’s memories of 

him were significant. Make a list of Henry’s character traits with evidence from the story to support each 

one. 
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Social Studies 
 
*Research German culture, creating a display to showcase customs and traditional foods 

 

*Old Abe was very well known as the mascot of the Eighth Wisconsin regiment. Create a presentation 

about Old Abe and other animal mascots of the Civil War. 

 

*How did the Chicago citizens get the help they needed after the fire? How do people get help after a 

disaster nowadays? Make a pamphlet describing five different organizations that provide aid to those in 

need. 

 

*Find out more about Pullman porters and the railroad industry.  Create a timeline showing important 

events in the history of American railroads.   

 

*Research the fires of Peshtigo, Wisconsin, and Chicago, Illinois. Make a chart comparing the two in 

terms of acres burned, lives lost, and other important information.  

 

Maps and Math 
 
*Using a map of Milwaukee from 1871 as a guide, create your own map of places mentioned in Plank 

Road Winter, including the Milwaukee Female College, the Grand Opera House, the Soldiers’ Home, the 

railroad depot and the German neighborhood. 

 

*Compare and contrast the maps of Chicago before and after the 1871 fire.  

 

*On an outline map of Illinois and Wisconsin, identify Chicago, Union Grove, Racine, Milwaukee, and 

Peshtigo. Estimate the miles between each. 

 

*What financial information did Hans and Sophie need to consider in setting up a business? Create a 

ledger like the one that Sophie shared with her family. What items would be included in a financial 

account?   

 
Food and Herbs 
 
*Make a list of the traditional German and Cornish foods mentioned in Plank Road Winter. Find a recipe 

and try your hand at preparing one.  

 

*Research the homemade herbal remedies mentioned in the story. Make a pamphlet describing the 

ingredients and their uses. 
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Art 
 
*Make a list of different venues in which images of Old Abe have appeared.  Create your own drawing or 

sculpture of Old Abe. 

 

*Using the descriptions from Plank Road Winter and resources from the internet, create a 3D model of 

the Soldiers’ Home. 

 

*Create a representation of the Caswell or McEachron families using the chart from Appendix A as a 

guide. 

 
Science and Industry 
 
*Find pictures or drawings of the different types of farm machinery mentioned in Plank Road Winter. 

Create a display, identifying the features and use of each machine. 

 

*Create a table identifying the five senses and providing examples of sensory experiences described in the  

chapters about fleeing the Chicago fire. 

 

*Research crop rotation. Create a chart showcasing some of the crops commonly farmed together in the 

Midwest. 

 

 
HISTORICAL NOTES about the Chicago and Peshtigo Fires 
 
 On the Sunday night of October 

8, 1871, a fire began in the barn of 

Patrick and Catherine O’Leary on De 

Koven Street in Chicago. By the time 

the rain that began at 11 p.m. on 

October 9 finally quenched the flames, 

more than four square miles and 17,500 

buildings had been destroyed.  Chicago 

had 561 miles of wooden sidewalks, 57 

miles of wood-paved streets, and tens 

of thousands of wood and wood-

trimmed buildings to fuel the flames. 

Only 1 ½  inches of rain had fallen on 

the city in the previous three months, 

making the city a tinderbox ready to ignite. 

The fire left one hundred thousand people homeless. Though the homes of both rich and poor 

burned, the poor were less likely to have any kind of insurance to help them rebuild. Most of the railroad 
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lines were on the west side of the city, untouched by the fire, so that relief supplies from throughout the 

nation poured into the city while the flames were still burning. Fire victims were offered free rail passes 

to leave the city. 

 Meanwhile, in Wisconsin the drought that had stricken the Midwest made the Peshtigo fire 

America’s most disastrous forest fire.  Some 1,200 people died in a single night, and a million acres of 

land, much of it timber, were devastated. Though many more people died in Peshtigo than in Chicago, 

where there were only 300-400 deaths, the Peshtigo fire is not well known outside Wisconsin. 

When news of the tragic fire in northern Wisconsin finally reached Madison on October 10, 

Governor Lucius Fairchild and other state officials were conferring in Chicago to see how they could help 

the relief effort. Though the news from Peshtigo came late at night, Frances Fairchild, the governor's wife, 

commandeered a boxcar of supplies and blankets bound for Chicago and redirected it to Peshtigo. She 

knew, of course, that the whole nation was already rushing aid to the ruined city in Illinois.  

 

HISTORICAL NOTES about the Soldiers’ Home 
 

During the Civil War, Wisconsin 

women formed soldiers’ aid 

societies in their communities to 

supply goods to soldiers at the 

front and to provide for ill or 

disabled soldiers.  Realizing that 

these needs would continue long 

after the war, Milwaukee women 

worked to raise money to build a 

permanent home for Wisconsin 

veterans. The Soldiers’ Home 

Fair in 1865 raised $100,000 to 

purchase 400 acres and begin the 

construction of the home.  

 

With some reluctance, the women of the West Side Soldiers’ Aid Society turned over the assets to the 

National Home for Disabled Volunteer Soldiers so that the Wisconsin site would become the 

Northwestern branch of the NHDVS home. The home served returning veterans for a century, and the 

Clement J. Zablocki VA Medical Center now operates on the grounds. Many of the original buildings, 

including Old Main, still stand in the Historic District of the property. 
 
HISTORICAL NOTES about the Grand Duke Alexis 
 
The Grand Duke Alexis Alexandrovich Romanov of Russia traveled in the United States from November 

1871 to February 1872. After touring cities on the East Coast, he made his way west, stopping to see the 

ruins of Chicago, and visiting the Soldiers’ Home in Milwaukee. The Grand Duke’s best-known 

American adventures are a buffalo hunt with Buffalo Bill Cody and a celebration of Mardi Gras in New 

Orleans. 
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MORE RESOURCES 
 
Books 
 

 The Great Fire by Jim Murphy. Ages  8 and up. 144 pages. 

 Out at the Soldiers’ Home by Elizabeth Corbett, 255 pages. 

 Milwaukee’s Soldiers Home, by Patricia A. Lynch, 128 pages. 

 The Legend of Old Abe: A Civil War Eagle by Kathy-jo Wargin. Ages 6 and up. 40 pages. 

 Old Abe, the War Eagle by Richard H. Zeitlin, 120 pages. 

 

 

 

 
Websites 
 

 http://greatchicagofire.org/ 

 http://www.peshtigofire.info/ 

 http://www.chicagohistory.org/mychicago/index.html 

 http://www.chicagohistory.org/mychicago/pdf/lesson3.pdf  

 http://historicmilwaukeeva.org/ 

 

For more ideas, visit the Plank Road Stories website: 
www.plankroad.wordpress.com 
 
We welcome additional teaching ideas. You can reach us via the Plank Road Stories website or 
the Crickhollow books website, www.CrickhollowBooks.com. 
 
PLANK ROAD WINTER 
by Hilda and Emily Demuth 
Crickhollow Books 
paperback, $13.95 
October 2012 
ISBN 978-1-933 987-18-7 
220 pages • 5.5 x 8.5 
Available from fine bookstores around the corner or online. 
For more info:  www.CrickhollowBooks.com 
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