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The Way of the Road 

Lessons in Serving 

 
from Plank Road Winter, by Hilda and Emily Demuth 

  

(The last two pages repeat the questions in this discussion guide and are suitable for class 

distribution.) 

Introduction  

 In Plank Road Summer (prequel to Plank Road Winter), Gran Mather signals Florence to 

pull their empty wagon onto the dirt lane to let an oncoming wagon, laden with goods, pass the 

lighter load on the plank road. “Tis the way of the road,” Gran said. “We are to ease the journey 

of those who are burdened.” (PRS, p. 36) When Gran Mather, Florence, and Katie McEachron 

break the law to transport two fugitive slaves, a mother and her young son, to the harbor in 

Racine, Gran explains, “We’re easing their journey. ‘Tis the way of the road.” (PRS, p. 125) 

 In Plank Road Winter the phrase appears again when the Pullman porter “loans” Sophie 

and Hans money for train tickets home. The porter says, “Just friends helping friends. It’s the 

way of the road.”  (PRW, p. 164) Careful readers will realize that the way of the road has just 

come full circle. 

Though the scene involving the Pullman porter occurs midway through Winter, the entire 

story illustrates the theme of serving others, beginning with the disaster relief needed in the wake 

of the Chicago and Peshtigo fires.  

Stewardship 

Stewardship is defined in Webster’s as the individual’s responsibility to manage his life 

and property with proper regard to the rights of others. Christian stewardship takes this definition 

further, as it acknowledges God as the creator and owner of all that we have. Thus, all we give in 

service to others is merely sharing what God first gives us.  

 In this discussion guide, we will explore how the characters of Plank Road Winter act as 

good stewards as they serve others through disaster relief, vocation, sharing of time and talents, 

and self-sacrifice. 
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Disaster Relief 

1) In the aftermath of the Chicago and Peshtigo fires, characters in Plank Road Winter 

rally to help those affected by the disasters. How do individuals and communities serve the fire 

victims? 

Answers may include: The Yorkville community sends food and clothing to Chicago; 

Clara donates her dress, and Grace gives her prize-winning quilt to Peshtigo.  Chicago fire 

refugees are given rail passes out of the city. The Wisconsin governor travels to Chicago to offer 

aid; meanwhile, his wife redirects a train car of supplies north to Peshtigo. Later the governor 

puts out an official call for the people of Wisconsin to help those in need. 

2) How do people help in time of disaster today?  Give examples of how individuals, 

communities, and organizations aid in time of disaster. 

Answers will vary. Consider both regional and global disasters. 

3) When the Hoffmans arrive at the Union Grove depot after the fire, Mr. Humphrey 

states that though “he can’t help all the folks in Chicago, [he] can surely take care of any who 

show up on [his] doorstep.” (PRW, p. 63) Who lands on your “doorstep”? How might you serve 

others in your daily life? 

Vocation 

4) In Plank Road Winter, many of the characters talk about the work they do, or their 

vocations. What kinds of vocation are present or highlighted in the story? 

Answers may include farming, agricultural machinery manufacturing, shop keeping, 

housekeeping (sewing, washing, nursing, cooking), blacksmithing, soldiering, and teaching. 

5) When Mr. Humphrey and Hans discuss the shop in Chicago being destroyed, Mr. 

Humphrey says that “folks don’t choose a store for its building or goods”; instead, people want 

to know the person who runs it, and whether he is fair to his customers. “Put a good man in 

charge, and customers will buy from the back of a wagon.” (PRW, p. 64) How are the characters 

in PRW good stewards within their vocations? How do their occupations serve others? 

Answers may include: Papa gives away the food in his shop on the day of the fire, Mr. 

Case offers to make McCormick reapers in Racine, Mr. McCormick vows to keep his factory in 

Chicago to rebuild the city and support his workers.  

 

            6) In this era of big box stores, shopping malls, and numerous grocery stores in our 

communities, have we lost the connection to our shopkeepers?  What local small businesses still 

exist in your community? How can we help humanize the jobs of all those who serve us?  How 

do you serve others in your vocation? 
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7) What problems create a crisis in vocation for the characters in Plank Road Winter? 

Answers may include: Loss of the shop for the Hoffman and Kreuscher families, 

diminishing wheat yields plague the McEachron family and the community, and Owen Caswell’s 

smithing arm is giving out.  

8) How are these crises solved for the Plank Road community? 

Answers may include: Hans finds a way to serve the needs of Herr Kreuscher and the 

Chicago neighbors by supplying vegetables for the shop, which will in turn help the Wisconsin 

farmers renew their farms. Sophie sees that her family can take up dairy farming to provide a 

new career for her father and serve the people of Chicago.  

9) What kinds of vocational crises have you encountered? Is it still possible to change 

careers? How might one look at vocation differently if seen through the lens of serving others? 

Sharing time and talents 

10) The Pullman porter gave Sophie and Hans money for rail tickets home, and Mr. 

Humphrey offered several rides from the station. What other characters use their talents or 

abilities to help others? 

Answers may include: Sophie and her mother share their knack for healing, Colonel 

Ludwick and Private Weiss help Hans come to grips with his father’s past. Sophie turns her 

desire to sing for her own fame and glory into singing for the soldiers, just as Maggie Banvard 

and her classmates do. References are made to the women assisting the soldiers during the war, 

and helping to support the Soldiers’ Home. 

11) In what ways have you or could you use your abilities to benefit others? 

Self-sacrifice 

12) In addition to sharing talents, some characters in Plank Road Winter truly gave of 

themselves. Henry Hoffman makes the ultimate sacrifice when he goes back to help the 

Kreuschers during the fire. How do others take risks to assist others?  

Answers may include: Hans follows Sophie to Milwaukee to see her safely home, the Old 

Settlers search for Sophie and Hans during the snowstorm, Florence Caswell is always ready to 

give—“What little we can do to help our neighbors, we will gladly do it.” (PRW, p. 75) 

13) When Hans asks the Pullman porter how he is to repay the loan, the porter asks him 

to promise to help someone else in need. In what way can you follow the way of the road by 

paying good deeds forward? 
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The Way of the Road 

Lessons in Serving 

Discussion Questions 

1) In the aftermath of the Chicago and Peshtigo fires, characters in Plank Road Winter 

rally to help those affected by the disasters. How do individuals and communities serve the fire 

victims? 

 

 

2) How do people help in time of disaster today?  Give examples of how individuals, 

communities, and organizations aid in time of disaster. 

 

 

3) When the Hoffmans arrive at the Union Grove depot after the fire, Mr. Humphrey 

states that though “he can’t help all the folks in Chicago, [he] can surely take care of any who 

show up on [his] doorstep.” (PRW, p. 63) Who lands on your “doorstep”? How might you serve 

others in your daily life? 

 

 

4) In Plank Road Winter, many of the characters talk about the work they do, or their 

vocations. What kinds of vocation are present or highlighted in the story? 

 

 

5) When Mr. Humphrey and Hans discuss the shop in Chicago being destroyed, Mr. 

Humphrey says that “folks don’t choose a store for its building or goods”; instead, people want 

to know the person who runs it, and whether he is fair to his customers. “Put a good man in 

charge, and customers will buy from the back of a wagon.” (PRW, p. 64) How are the characters 

in PRW good stewards within their vocations? How do their occupations serve others? 
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           6)  In this era of big box stores, shopping malls, and numerous grocery stores in our 

communities, have we lost the connection to our shopkeepers?  What local small businesses still 

exist in your community? How can we help humanize the jobs of all those who serve us?  How 

do you serve others in your vocation? 

 

 

7) What problems create a crisis in vocation for the characters in Plank Road Winter? 

 

 

8) How are these crises solved for the Plank Road community? 

 

9) What kinds of vocational crises have you encountered? Is it still possible to change 

careers? How might one look at vocation differently if seen through the lens of serving others? 

 

10) The Pullman porter gave Sophie and Hans money for rail tickets home, and Mr. 

Humphrey offered several rides from the station. What other characters use their talents or 

abilities to help others? 

 

 

11) In what ways have you or could you use your abilities to benefit others? 

 

12) In addition to sharing talents, some characters in Plank Road Winter truly gave of 

themselves. Henry Hoffman makes the ultimate sacrifice when he goes back to help the 

Kreuschers during the fire. How do others take risks to assist others?  

 

 

13) When Hans asks the Pullman porter how he is to repay the loan, the porter asks him 

to promise to help someone else in need. In what way can you follow the way of the road by 

paying good deeds forward? 

 


