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Wagon Wheels 
By Barbara Brenner 

Chapter 1 : The Dugout 

"There it is, boys," Daddy said. "Across the river is 

Nicodemus, Kansas. That is where we are going to build our 

house. There is free land for everyone here in the West. All 

we have to do is go and get it." 

We came a long way to get to Kansas. All the way from 

Kentucky. It had been a hard trip, and a sad one. Mama died 

on the way. Now there were just the four of us-Daddy, 

Willie, Little Brother, and me. 

"Come on, boys, " Daddy called. "Let's put our feet on 

free dirt." We crossed the river, wagon and all. A man was 

waiting for us on the other side. 

"I am Sam Hickman, " he said. "Welcome to the town of 

Nicodemus." 

"Why, thank you, Brother," Daddy said. "But where is 

your town?" 

"Right here," Mr. Hickman said. 

(/) We did not see any houses. But we saw smoke coming out 

of holes in the prairie. 



"Shucks!" my Daddy said. "Holes in the ground are for 

rabbits and snakes, not for free Black people. I am a 

carpenter. I can build fine wood houses for this town." 

"No time to build wood houses now," Mr. Hickman told my 

Daddy. "Winter is coming. And winter in Kansas is mean. 

Better get yourself a dugout before the ground freezes." 

Daddy knew Sam Hickman was right. We got our shovels 

and we dug us a dugout. 

It wasn't much of a place-dirt floor, dirt walls, no 

windows. And the roof was just grass and branches. But we 

·were glad to have that dugout when the wind began to whistle 

across the prairie. 

Every night Willie lit the lamp and made a fire. I cooked 

rabbit stew or fried a pan of fish fresh from the river. After 

supper Daddy would always say, "How about a song or two?" He 

would take out his banjo and Plink-a-pluckf Plink-a-pluckt 

Pretty soon that dugout felt like home. 
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~') DIRECTIONS: Answer the following questions thoroughly and in r -- --· .. !) 
complete sentences. -~ ·- -~ a , .. \ ( 
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1. Why did Daddy and the boys travel to Nicodemus? Be 
specific. HINT: Think about what you learned about the Homestead Act. 
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2. Make an inference about Daddy's feelings when he and the 
boys arrive in Nicodemus. How does he feel about the town 
and what he sees? Be specific. 
HINT: Reread the last 5 lines on page 1 and the first 8 lines on pd~~e 2 L 
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3. What did Sam Hickman mean when he said, "Winter in 
Kansas is mean?" 
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4. Describe Daddy's character. Write at least 3 words that 
describe his personality and find specific clues from the text 
that support your thinking. , I 
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Character Trait/Personality 
word 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Evidence from the text that 
supports your thinking 

(Copy this directly and correct/yO 
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Chapter 2: Indians 

,f) 
~~- Winter came. And that Kansas winter was mean. It 
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snowed day after day. We could not hunt or fish. We had no 

more rabbit stew. No more fish fresh from the river. All we 

had was cornmeal mush to eat. 

Then one day, there was no more corn meal. There was 

not a lick of food in the whole town of Ni91def"us. And nothing 

left to burn for firewood. Little Brother cried all the 

time-he was so cold and hungry. Daddy wrapped blankets 

around him. 

"Hush, baby son, "he said to him. "Try to sleep. Supply 

train will be coming soon." The supply train did not come. Not 

that day or the next. 

On the third day we heard the sound of horses. Daddy 

looked out to see who it was. 

"Oh Lord!" he said. "Indians!" 

We were so scared. We had all heard stories about 

Indians. I tried to be brave. 

"I will get my gun, Daddy," I said. 

/) But Daddy said, "Hold on, Johnny. Wait and see what 

they do." We watched from the dugout. Everyone in 
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Nicodemus was watching the Indians. First they made a 

circle. Then, each Indian took something from his saddlebag 

and dropped it on the ground. The Indians turned and rode 

straight toward the dugouts. 

"Now they are coming for us!" Willie cried. 

We raised our guns. But the Indians rode right past us 

and kept on going. We waited a long time to be sure they were 

gone. Then, everyone ran out into the snow to see what the 

Indians had left. It was FOOD! 

Everyone talked at once. "Look!" 

"Fresh deer meat!" 

"Fish!" 

"Dried beans and squash!" 

"And bundles of sticks to keep our fires burning." 

There was a feast in Nicodemus that night. But before 

we ate, Daddy said to us, "Johnny. Willie. Little Brother. I 

want you to remember this day. When someone says bad 

things about Indians, tell them the Osage Indians saved out 

lives in Nicodemus." 
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Date _________ _ 

DIRECTIONS: Answer the following questions thoroughly and in 
complete sentences. 

1. What logical reason could explain why the supply train didn't 
come? HINT: Think about the time of year. 
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2. Johnny said, "We were so scared. We had all heard stories 
about Indians." What kind of stories do you think they heard 
about the Indians that would explain why they were so 
scared? 
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3. Make an inference about how Daddy and the people in 
Nicodemus felt about what the Osage Indians did for them. 
Find at least one clue that supports your thinking. 

How the People in Nicodemus 
Felt 
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Evidence from the text that 
supports your thinking 

(Copy this directly and correctly!) 



Acre 

Amendments 

The Constitution of the United States 

Covered wagon 

Dugout 

Free land 

Freed slave 
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Homesteading 

Labor 

Osage Indians / •. 

Pioneer 

Plains 

Racial discrimination 

Supply train 

Western frontier 
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