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BOOK SUMMARY

Plank Road Summer (Crickhollow Books, �009) is a middle-grade historical novel, a story of two 
girls’ friendship in the summer of 185� in rural southeastern Wisconsin, with an Underground 
Railroad subplot.

In 185�, a plank road (the Racine & Rock River Plank Road) provides a smooth, mud-free way 
for wagons to transport wheat from Wisconsin’s homesteads to the Racine harbor on Lake Michigan. 
The McEachrons run a tollgate for the plank-road company, at a little tollhouse set at the edge of 
their farm. On a neighboring homestead, just down the road, the Mathers run a country inn.

Katie McEachron is the second youngest of five McEachron children. She is an active, impulsive, 
headstrong girl who yearns to help take tolls at the little tollhouse. Her friend Florence Mather, 
of Cornish heritage, has an eager mind and a love of poetry, but her mother is less interested in 
Florence’s education than in having Florence’s help at the inn. 

One day in May, a stranger arrives at the Mather Inn. The visit launches a string of events that 
will make this a most unforgettable summer for the two girls, as they become involve in the activi-
ties of an Underground Railroad way-station, helping runaways travel safely to the nearby Racine 
harbor, where they can travel by ship to Canada and freedom.

Themes
This discussion guide includes questions and activities designed to help students to consider more 
deeply the themes of the book, including the ways of the Underground Railroad, the meaning of 
the Fugitive Slave Law, historic plank roads in mid–19th century America, and the ways of rural 
pioneer life and immigrant heritage (Cornish).

Values
Key values represented by the main characters in Plank Road Summer include:  
truth • respect • hard work • ethnic heritage • helping others • poetry and books •  
schoolwork • hospitality • freedom • friendship • inner strength • family

Traditions of Work & Recreation
gardening • quilting • sheep shearing • cooking & baking 
horse racing • dancing • making music
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Pa McEachron feels that “Without books a house is not a home” while Ma McEachron says  
that “Without lilacs a house is not a home.”  What do you think each of them means?  
What makes your house feel like a home?

�. How do Big Jim Doane and Old Man Caswell differ in their views on slavery and property?

�. Gran Mather tells Florence that “we are to ease the journey of those who are burdened.”  
How does Florence follow this advice? How could you apply this way of thinking to your life?

4. What is the Midsummer fire?  Why do the Cornish settlers keep the tradition? Why do you  
think Mrs. Mather didn’t want Florence to depict the fire on her quilt square?

5. After the wedding, Katie writes in her journal that womenfolk have ways of holding themselves 
together, and she wonders what holds menfolk together. What seems to hold the men in this 
story together?  What holds men or women together today?

6. Why did Florence and Katie argue? According to Ma McEachron, how is a friendship like  
her chipped bowl?

7. What is the significance of the quilt that Mrs. Mather gives to Johnny?

8. Johnny tells Katie that his Mama says that there is a “time to keep silence and time to speak.” 
Under what circumstances has Katie heard these words before? Have you ever been in a  
situation when you should have followed this advice?

9. How does Katie know where to find the Dutton warehouse even though she has never been 
there?

10. Katie seeks her brother Will’s advice about keeping secrets. What is his advice to her?  
Does she follow it? What would you do?

11. In what scenes do Matilda’s actions show that she has become more interested in David 
Banvard than in Owen Caswell?

1�. At the county fair dance, Old Man Caswell praises Big Jim Doane. Why does he do this?  
Has your opinion changed of Jim Doane? 

14. Pa McEachron tells Katie that “anything is possible between blossoms and harvest.”  
How have Katie and Florence changed by harvest time and the county  fair?   
In what ways have other people noticed these changes?
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

Language Arts
Create a classroom newspaper based on the world of Plank Road Summer. Information might 
include an article promoting the first Racine County Fair, a review of the Mather Inn, a notice 
about an Abolition Society meeting, an editorial about the Fugitive Slave Law, the Caswell-
McEachron wedding announcement, and advertisements for J.I. Case’s thresher, the A. P. Dutton 
warehouse, Mr. Ela’s fanning mills, Mr. Ives’ General Store, and the Caswell smithy.

Imagine you are one of the characters in Plank Road Summer. Keep a journal for the time covered 
by the book. Write at least five short entries about what happened. (Hint: What would your charac-
ter notice and think is most important?)

Social Studies & Local History
The authors learned about the plank-road era find by hearing stories, then researching the local his-
tory of their community. What was your community like in the 1850s (before the Civil War). What 
were the main products? What was transportation like? Students can form groups to create a travel 
brochure promoting Racine County, where Plank Road Summer takes place, or a brochure for their 
own community in 185�. Brochures could include descriptions of landscape, lodging, transporta-
tion options and costs, government, entertainment, important events, and notable people.

Before plank roads (popular from the 1840s–1850s), people traveled on foot or horseback, 
and used dirt roads or paths. After plank roads, railroads began to spread across the country. 
Eventually, horse-and-wagon (or buggy) days turned into the era of the automobile. Research your 
community’s history of transportation. Was there was a plank road nearby? What types of goods 
were transported on roads or railroads? When did the first automobile appear locally? Students 
might work in groups to research and create images or an annotated map of transportation history  
. . . and perhaps might include a vision of how we will travel in the near or distant future.  

Have students research (in books or on the web) facts and stories about the Underground Railroad. 
If you were part of an Underground Railroad network in 185�, what would be main features you 
would need to consider? From which direction would the fugitives come, and where would they 
go next? How many days would it take them to reach freedom in Canada from your community? 
Using a map of the United States, draw and label various routes of the Underground Railroad. 
Calculate the distance fugitives had to travel from various slave states to find freedom in Canada.  

Math
Create story problems with various units of measurement (yards, inches, ounces, pounds, cups, gal-
lons, etc.) and products in Mr. Ives’ General Store.

Start a plank road company, using a real historic route or an imaginary one. Decide how much 
you will charge for tolls. Figure out what it would take a farmer to take a wagon from one end of 
the route to the other. Propose math problems for a given day, based on a certain traffic through a 
toll-gate.
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Foods & Herbs
Research some of the plants and herbs used by Gran Mather and other settlers in pioneer days. 
Remember, Gran Mather learned from the Native American (Potawatomi) women who lived in 
area before the white settlers. Research the Native American peoples that lived in your county and 
discuss what could be learned from them. Create a booklet or pamphlet to explain how each type 
of plant was used.

Art
As a class, create a theme for a patchwork quilt based of many varied squares. Then, have students 
or small group each create a quilt square (using paper and decorative materials) to show some 
aspect of that theme and personal interests. Then, put all the squares together to form a big patch-
work “quilt” on the classroom wall.

HISTORICAL NOTES about Plank Roads

A plank road was a wooden road. The idea was to avoid the mud and ruts of dirt roads. The plank 
roads had a surface of big wooden planks (laid across heavier wooden “stringers” that ran the 
length of the road like the rails of a railroad). Imagine a wooden boardwalk, wide enough for a 
wagon, stretching a hundred miles through the woods and fields.

The plank roads were sometimes called “the farmer’s railroads” as they helped farmers transport 
heavy wagonloads of wheat, corn, hay, and other produce to a big market or port city. In the Great 
Lakes region, the plank roads typically went from inland towns to port towns like Chicago, Racine, 
or Milwaukee.

Toll Roads
The plank roads were commercial toll roads. Like the railroads that came later, they were privately 
built, as investments, with shareholders hoping to make a profit. A company would be created and 
would sell shares of its stock to investors. With the money, the route would be surveyed, grubbed, 
graded, and ditched, and the stringers and planks laid.

To make money, the investors placed toll-houses every � or 5 miles, with toll-gates and a gate-
keeper, and charged farmers a fee (such as “a penny a mile for each animal pulling a wagon”). The 
toll was collected, maybe a nickel at a time, as a farmer drove his wagon through each gate.

Some of the toll roads worked well and made money (for a while). Others were not successful in 
making their shareholders rich. The toll-keepers had to be paid, and the plank roads were expensive 
to maintain and repair.

All in all, hundreds of plank roads were built by private companies, mostly in the eastern half of 
the U.S. (and Canada). Eventually, they were replaced by the railroads.

Today, nearly all traces of the old plank roads have disappeared. Not much is left . . . perhaps old 
maps and stock certificates in historical societies, a plank here and there that somebody saved, and a 
few toll houses put to other uses. Today, the routes of the plank roads are highways, rural roads, city 
streets, or bike trails.
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HISTORICAL NOTES about the Underground Railroad

The Underground Railroad was a network of people, with safe hiding spots to help fugitive slaves 
escape to the North and to eventually to Canada, where they could settle down and live without 
fear of capture. The Underground Railroad included famous participants like Harriet Tubman, 
who made 19 trips into the South and escorted over �00 slaves to freedom, and many others, both 
whites and blacks, who supported local efforts to hide fugitives; to give them food, clothes, and a 
little money; and to help them on to the next way-station. Nationally, thousands of slaves became 
fugitives each year -- according to one estimate,  as many as 100,000 slaves escaped between 1810 
and 1850.

The system used railroad terms: places where fugitives would rest and eat were called “stations” 
and “depots.” They were run by “stationmasters,” while a “conductor” helped moved fugitives from 
one station to the next.

The fugitives would move mostly at night. They might travel 10 to �0 miles to the next station, 
where they would rest and eat, hiding in barns, houses, businesses, and other out-of-the-way places.

The fugitives would also travel by train and boat -- if they were able to get the money for tickets.  
Money was also needed for better clothes for the runaways, to help avoid suspicion. Individuals and 
supporting organizations donated food, lodging and money, and did what they could to help the 
fugitives on their way to freedom.

Historical Account of a Local Uprising against the Fugitive Slave Law
A bit more than 155 years ago, fugitive slave Joshua Glover was captured in Racine, Wisconsin, 
where he had been living for some time, working at a sawmill. On the night of March 11, 1854, 
Glover’s former master and two United States marshals surprised Glover at his home. 

Fearful of the strong anti-slavery sentiment in Racine, the captors rushed their prisoner to 
Milwaukee to await transportation to Missouri.

As news of the capture spread, angry Racinians boarded ship for Milwaukee. Sherman M. Booth, 
editor of the Milwaukee Free Democrat, called for a mass meeting at the courthouse square, where St. 
John’s cathedral was under construction.

A crowd of 5,000 gathered around the Milwaukee courthouse. The leaders demanded that the 
jailer hand over the keys. 

When the jailer refused, James Angove, a Cornish bricklayer, picked up a six-inch beam from a 
pile of lumber. He said, “Here’s a good enough key.” 

Other men seized the beam and battered in the door. 
According to Angove’s account, Glover was spirited away in the buggy of John A. Messenger, 

whose horse was the fastest in the Second Ward.
The Cornishman’s interview appears in a June 10, 1900, Milwaukee Sentinel article. It described 

the scene of the rescue of Joshua Glover as a “spectacular incident of anti-slavery education . . . 
which brought prominently to the notice of the liberty-loving people of Wisconsin the iniquity of the 
Fugitive Slave law.”

The Joshua Glover case is featured in the Underground Railroad exhibit at the Racine Heritage 
Museum, and the tale of Glover’s rescue is also told in Julia Pferdehirt’s Freedom Train North: Stories 
of the Underground Railroad in Wisconsin. 

Also, in Finding Freedom: the Untold Story of Joshua Glover, Runaway Slave, authors Ruby West 
Jackson and William T. McDonald provide a detailed account of Glover’s life. 

Wisconsin’s most famous fugitive slave spent the last thirty years of his life as a free man in 
Canada.
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MORE RESOURCES

Books
• Christmas in the Big House; Christmas in the Quarters, by Patricia C. and Fredrick McKissack (Coretta 

Scott King Award winner). Well-researched, dramatic comparison of life in the old south as 
experienced by those in the “Big House” in contrast with those in slave quarters.

• Escape from Slavery: The Boyhood of Frederick Douglass in His Own Words,  
edited by Michael McCurdy. Ages 9–1�. 80 pages. 

• Get on Board: The Story of the Underground Railroad, by James Haskins. Ages 9–1�. 15� pages. 
• Freedom Train: The Story of Harriet Tubman. Ages 9–1�. 19� pages
• The Underground Railroad, by Raymond Bial. First-hand accounts and modern-day evocative 

photos of sites and settings. Ages 9–1�. 48 pages.

Web Sites 
• www.freedomcenter.org 
• http://memory.loc.gov (Library of CongressWebsite; click on African American History for  

primary sources). 
• www.teachingwithstories.com/teachers/resources.htm (Teaching with Stories, great materials to 

plan a unit on Underground Railroad history).

For more ideas, visit the Plank Road Summer website: 
www.plankroad.wordpress.com

We welcome additional teaching ideas. You can reach us via that Plank Road Summer website or  
via the Crickhollow books website, www.CrickhollowBooks.com.

PLANK ROAD SUMMER

by Hilda and Emily Demuth
Crickhollow Books
paperback, $1�.95
May �009
ISBN 978-1-9��987-06-4
176 pages • 5.5 x 8.5
Available from fine bookstores
around the corner or online.

For more info:
www.CrickhollowBooks.com



Report of Tolls received at Gate No.        ,
of Racine and Rock River Plank Road, for the 
Week commencing and ending                                                                  18         .

Subject of Toll   No.  Fee   Subtotal
      of Units per Unit
      passing
   

PASSENGER VEHICLES

drawn by 1 animal              

    “         “   2 animals              

more than 2    “               

FREIGHT VEHICLES

drawn by 1 animal,              

    “         “   2 animals              

    “         “   3    “               

    “         “   4    “               

    “         “   5    “               

    “         “   6    “               

Horse, led or ridden,              

Horses, Mules or 
  Neat Cattle,              

1-2 score Sheep,               

1-2     “     Swine,               

Total Collected:                                

__________________        ,   Keeper

This activity is drawn from Plank Road Summer, by Hilda and Emily Demuth (Crickhollow Books, �009). 
This worksheet may be reproduced for classroom or homeschool use. For more, visit the book’s site at www.
plankroad.wordpress.com, or our main website at www.CrickhollowBooks.com. © �009, Crickhollow Books.

Taking Tolls on the Racine and Rock River Plank Road


