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About the book

In the Newbery Medal-winning classic "Sarah, Plain and Tall" by Patricia

MacLachlan, readers are introduced to the Witting family, who live on the

prairie in the late nineteenth century, as seen through the eyes of young

Anna. Anna and her younger brother, Caleb, are filled with a mix of

excitement and apprehension when they learn that their father has placed an

advertisement for a wife and mother. The arrival of Sarah Elisabeth

Wheaton, who travels all the way from Maine, marks a pivotal moment in

their lives.

The story unfolds as Anna and Caleb eagerly anticipate Sarah's arrival, each

child harboring their own hopes and fears. They wonder if Sarah will be

kind, if she will bring joy through her singing, and ultimately, whether she

will choose to stay with them in their home. The siblings are not only

children longing for a maternal figure but also grappling with the earlier loss

of their mother, adding layers of emotional complexity to their expectations.

As Sarah integrates into their lives on the prairie, her presence challenges the

family's dynamics and explores themes of abandonment, love, and the search

for belonging. She brings a gentle spirit, evoking warmth and curiosity from

Anna and Caleb, while also reflecting on her own past and the decisions that

have led her to this moment. Richly woven with poetic language, the

narrative captures the essence of hope and connection, inviting readers to
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experience the evolution of Sarah’s relationship with the Witting family and

their journey toward healing and understanding. Through this enchanting

tale, MacLachlan beautifully illustrates the profound impact of love and the

importance of finding a place to call home.
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About the author

Patricia MacLachlan, a celebrated author deeply influenced by her prairie

upbringing, often carried a pouch of prairie soil as a symbol of her enduring

connection to her roots. She is renowned for her poignant narratives that

resonate with themes of family, nature, and belonging. Her most notable

work, "Sarah, Plain and Tall," tells the story of a widowed farmer, Jacob,

who brings Sarah into his home to provide companionship for him and his

children, Anna and Caleb. This award-winning novel, distinguished by its

lyrical simplicity, won the prestigious Newbery Medal and has captivated

readers of all ages.

Following the success of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," MacLachlan expanded this

heartfelt saga with sequels, "Skylark" and "Caleb's Story." These works

delve deeper into the lives of the protagonists, exploring their joys and

challenges as they navigate the complexities of love, loss, and the pastoral

world around them. In addition, her beautifully illustrated book, "Three

Names," reflects on the importance of identity and connection to the land.

In her later years, MacLachlan settled in western Massachusetts, where she

continued to craft stories that resonate with readers, reminding us of the

profound ties we hold to our past and the landscapes that shape us. Her

legacy remains one of warmth and simplicity, capturing the essence of the

human experience through the eyes of her memorable characters.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1

In the opening chapter of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," we are introduced to Caleb

 and his imaginative younger sister, Cassie, who are enjoying a spirited

game of hide-and-seek outside their home. Their father, known as Papa, is

alongside Anna, a pivotal figure in their family, suggesting a sense of

warmth and familiarity within their dynamic. Cassie's vivid imagination

leads her to claim that she has seen a man hiding under a green blanket near

the barn, but Caleb, ever the pragmatist, brushes off her fantasy.

As the game continues, the siblings's conversation turns to their family,

touching on the absence of their mother, who has passed away, and the

letters Anna writes to her boyfriend, Justin, who is stationed in Europe

during the war. This mention of war casts a shadow over their playful

moments, introducing a somber awareness of the broader challenges their

community faces, including illness and loss.

Caleb's insecurities about writing and his reluctance to maintain a journal are

confronted by Anna, who believes in the importance of recording one's

thoughts and experiences. This dialogue not only showcases the sibling's

relationship but also emphasizes themes of personal growth and the value of

communication.

As the chapter unfolds, the sudden snowfall becomes a metaphor for change,
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evoking mixed feelings of excitement and concern among the family. Sarah,

despite the snowfall's beauty, expresses worry over the potential for illness,

reinforcing the theme of familial love and vigilance in uncertain times.

Inspired by the wintry landscape, Caleb resolves to capture his thoughts in

writing, hinting at a desire for adventure and significance in their lives.

The chapter masterfully weaves playful interactions with deeper themes of

family unity, responsibility, and the complexities of life in a changing world,

setting the tone for the narrative ahead.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 2

In Chapter 2 of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," the story unfolds amidst a heavy

 snowfall that keeps siblings Caleb and Cassie home from school. This

weather evokes nostalgia, as they recall a past incident where they were

stranded at school overnight during a storm. The snow presents an

opportunity for Cassie's curiosity to flourish; she peppers Caleb with

questions about winter, reflecting her eagerness to learn more about the

world around her.

As they tend to the animals, their daily routine is disrupted when Caleb

discovers a stranger in the barn. This man, named John, is older and appears

cold, though he reassures them that he is not ill. Sarah, characterized by her

nurturing spirit and resilience, decides to take John in to help him warm up.

This action highlights her ability to care for those in need, reinforcing the

family values that underpin the story.

Intrigued yet cautious, Caleb and Cassie regard John with a mixture of

curiosity and wariness, particularly Cassie, who had an instinctual sense of

his presence prior to his discovery. John’s arrival introduces an air of

mystery, especially when he claims to have come to see Sarah’s late

husband, Jacob, implying a past connection that adds intrigue to the

narrative.
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After leading John to Anna’s room for rest, life on the farm begins to settle

back into its familiar rhythm; however, the appearance of this stranger adds

excitement to Caleb's day. Inspired by the encounter, he contemplates

documenting the experience, encapsulating the chapter's themes of curiosity,

family bonds, and the unpredictable nature of life against the serene yet

isolating backdrop of a snowy winter landscape.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 3

Summary of Chapter 3: Winds of Change

In the wintry chill of a harsh storm, tension lingers in Caleb's household as

he observes the tranquility within. His family members, Sarah and Cassie,

are absorbed in their own activities, while John, who has been battling

illness, is finally awake but still in the grip of recovery. Concerned for John

yet filled with curiosity, Caleb feels a push from Sarah to step outside and

tend to the animals, though he is reminded to exercise caution in the

blizzard's fury.

Caleb finds solace in the familiar embrace of the barn, where memories of

his father’s comforting words bring him peace amidst the chaos of the

weather. As he feeds the animals, he cherishes the simple beauty of their

world, contrasting sharply with the storm's howling winds outside.

Upon returning to the warm home, Caleb discovers John seated at the table.

A light-hearted interaction unfolds between John and Cassie, the innocent

and inquisitive child whose curious questions lighten the mood. However,

John's guarded response towards Cassie hints at a deeper turmoil, suggesting

that he is burdened by hidden struggles and perhaps reluctant to confront his

past.
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At dinner, the conversation turns to Sarah’s brave journey into the family

after the loss of Jacob's wife, an act that John recognizes with admiration,

despite his own reticence. The interplay of the evening reveals John's silence

as an indication of untold stories, deepening Caleb’s intrigue about what lies

beneath the surface of John's demeanor.

As the chapter draws to a close, an atmosphere of unease prevails. While the

home serves as a refuge from the outside storm, John’s troubled spirit

signifies that he bears secrets that could alter the dynamics of their lives.

Fueled by curiosity and a sense of responsibility, Caleb resolves to uncover

the hidden truths that John carries, hinting at the evolving character

relationships and tensions that will shape the narrative moving forward.
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Chapter 4: 4

In Chapter 4 of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," the story begins on a bright morning

 filled with both warmth and a sense of tension in the household. Caleb

wakes up to the familiar aroma of coffee brewing, signaling that John is

already up and preparing for the day. The comfortable banter between John

and Sarah hints at their growing bond and mutual understanding as they

discuss the day’s farm work. However, an undercurrent of concern weaves

through their conversation, with Sarah expressing her worry about John’s

health and whether he can handle the day's chores.

The daily routine takes a surprising turn with the arrival of Jacob, referred to

as Papa, sparking a joyful reunion between him, Sarah, and Cassie.

However, the mood shifts abruptly when John drops a bombshell: he is

Jacob’s father, previously thought to be dead. This shocking revelation

leaves the characters—and the reader—in a state of confusion and disbelief.

Jacob, overwhelmed by the news, visibly experiences a mix of profound

emotional pain and shock. Meanwhile, Sarah instinctively adopts a

protective stance, sensing the turmoil that is now swirling around them.

Caleb and Cassie are sent out of the room, forced to wrestle with the

implications of suddenly having a grandfather they never knew existed. This

pivotal moment not only complicates their understanding of family but also

lays bare the secrets that have long shaped their lives. The chapter concludes
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with tension lingering in the air, as Caleb begins to comprehend the intricate

tapestry of family ties and past history that they are only beginning to

unravel.

Through this chapter, readers delve into significant themes such as family,

identity, and the shadows of the past, illustrating how shocking truths can

reshape relationships. The blend of joy and surprise enriches the narrative,

emphasizing the fragile nature of familial bonds and the deep impact of

unexpected revelations.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 5

In Chapter 5 of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," tension builds as Caleb and Cassie

 watch an intense exchange between their father, referred to as Papa, and

Sarah, who is adjusting to the significant return of Grandfather, a man

previously presumed dead. The children overhear Papa's distress over this

unexpected turn of events, revealing his unresolved feelings of abandonment

from childhood when Grandfather left the family.

As Cassie struggles to comprehend the gravity of her grandfather's

reemergence, her innocent curiosity propels her to seek information about

him. This reflects her desire for connection amidst the confusion.

Meanwhile, the dynamic between Papa and Grandfather is strained; Papa

maintains emotional distance, burdened by his past, while Sarah advocates

for open dialogue, hoping to mend the fractured family ties.

During supper, the rift is palpable as the family sits down without

Grandfather, highlighting the absence of warmth usually present at their

dinner table. Cassie’s persistent questions, driven by her eagerness to

understand her family, add to the awkwardness of the situation.

Grandfather’s candid admission that he does not particularly like children

surprises Cassie and contributes to the discomfort, showcasing the challenge

of reconciling past grievances with the present.
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As the chapter progresses, Caleb attempts to bridge the gap between his

father and grandfather by reading from Anna's journals, which chronicle

their family history. However, Grandfather remains aloof, signaling his

emotional detachment from the family's story since his return. The chapter

concludes with Caleb reflecting on the pervasive silence in their home,

contrasting it with his gratitude for Grandfather’s presence, despite the

underlying tensions. This chapter poignantly explores themes of familial

conflict, the longing for understanding, and the complexities of relationships

altered by past wounds, setting the stage for further developments in their

intertwined lives.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 6

In Chapter 6 of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," the atmosphere within the household

 shifts from warmth to tension as Caleb notices a widening divide between

his Papa and Grandfather. The harsh winter weather has kept the children at

home, deepening the sense of isolation that permeates the once lively space.

While Sarah, who has recently joined the family, tries to bridge the

emotional gap, she recognizes that some issues require time to resolve

naturally.

A pivotal moment occurs when Lottie, their dog, inadvertently signals that

Grandfather is struggling with an undisclosed health issue. As Grandfather

grapples with the situation, he reminisces about past dogs, revealing a

fleeting moment of vulnerability that underscores his connection to the

family. This moment is juxtaposed with the innocent affection of Cassie,

who expresses her love through drawings of Grandfather, highlighting the

children's unblemished adoration despite the underlying tensions.

Sarah’s discovery of Grandfather’s heart medication acts as a catalyst for

action. She confronts him, firmly advocating for his health and urging that

he seek medical help. Her passionate insistence surprises Grandfather but

also illustrates her growing commitment to the family and her strength in

facing challenges head-on.
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As Grandfather withdraws to his room, Caleb shares his concerns for both

his Papa and Grandfather, reflecting on how Sarah has transformed their

lives for the better. He recalls entries from Anna’s journal that praise Sarah's

ability to bring joy and healing into their home, reinforcing her role as a

unifying force during difficult times.

The chapter concludes on a hopeful note, as Cassie suggests dancing to

lighten the mood, though Grandfather remains silent, consumed by his pain.

This closing moment encapsulates the family's longing for healing and

connection, emphasizing the stabilizing influence of Sarah in their lives.

Overall, this chapter delves into themes of familial relationships, health

struggles, and the transformative power of love and care, illuminating the

complexities of their shared experience.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 7

In Chapter 7 of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," the narrative unfolds against the

 backdrop of a bright, sunny day, starkly contrasting the emotional weight

carried by the characters. As they travel to town, the melting snow signifies

a transition, mirroring the family’s journey toward healing and connection.

Caleb, Cassie, and their grandfather are set in a wagon while Sarah and Papa

guide them along the windswept prairie roads. This trip serves not only as a

physical journey but also as an exploration of their emotional landscapes.

Cassie attempts to lighten the mood by asking their grandfather to sing a

song, which he firmly declines. This refusal emphasizes his stern demeanor

and deepens the mystery surrounding his character, prompting Cassie to

ponder over their family history. The day takes a somber turn when they

arrive at the cemetery and witness a bonfire signifying a burial for a baby.

This moment of grief strikes a chord, particularly with Sarah, who dismounts

the wagon to extend her compassion to the mourning family. Caleb reacts

instinctively to comfort Cassie, reinforcing the themes of protection,

empathy, and the shared burden of grief—a reflection of the recent flu

epidemic that has devastated their community.

Upon arriving in town, familiarity offers brief solace as they encounter

Anna, who provides a warm welcome. However, the underlying tension

between Papa and Grandfather hints at unresolved familial strife and
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unspoken challenges. Grandfather's bluntness contrasts with the emotional

turmoil surrounding them and highlights the generational disconnect due to

his inability to read or write—a revelation that casts a shadow on Caleb's

eagerness to connect with him through writing.

The chapter further delves into the weight of familial bonds, legacy, and the

emotional toll of loss, particularly through Anna and Sarah’s dialogue about

the influenza epidemic. Their concerns echo the desperate reality that illness

imposes on families, binding them together even in suffering.

As the chapter closes, Caleb's resolve to teach his grandfather how to read

shines as a beacon of hope, signaling the potential for reconnection and

understanding. This moment underscores the broader themes of family

ties—the impact of grief, and the transformative power of compassion and

communication in overcoming silence and misunderstanding. The narrative

captures the essence of resilience in the face of adversity, illuminating the

path toward healing through personal connections.
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Chapter 8: 8

Summary of Chapter 8: The Storm Within

In Chapter 8 of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," Caleb provides insight into his daily

life, reflecting on his school routine where he enjoys riding his horse, Bess,

and writing in his notebook during breaks. Sharing a classroom with eleven

other children, he appreciates the supportive camaraderie that comes from

learning together. Caleb takes on the responsibility of teaching his younger

sister, Cassie, to read, but her feelings of loneliness make her wish for more

of his company at home.

At their farmhouse, Caleb becomes acutely aware of the tension affecting his

family dynamics. The relationship between his father and grandfather is

strained, a fact that becomes increasingly apparent as Grandfather spends

time with Caleb and Cassie, reading from Anna's journals about Sarah.

These writings reveal Sarah's warm affection for singing, adding a layer of

nostalgia to their interactions. However, the atmosphere is clouded by

Caleb’s father's growing preoccupation with work, which hampers his ability

to connect meaningfully with both Sarah and Grandfather.

The evening takes a distressing turn during dinner when Cassie innocently

mentions their deceased grandmother, prompting a fierce argument between
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Caleb's father and grandfather. As emotions escalate, Grandfather attempts

to highlight Cassie's resemblance to her grandmother, which leads Caleb’s

father to confront unresolved grievances from their past that center on

feelings of abandonment.

In a dramatic culmination of tensions, the confrontation becomes physical,

resulting in Caleb’s father being injured. This chaotic moment is paralleled

by a storm raging outside, mirroring the internal turmoil within the family.

In a state of panic, Caleb rushes to seek help, fervently praying for his

father’s recovery amidst the turmoil surrounding them.

Throughout the chapter, themes of family dynamics, loss, and the deep

yearning for connection are intricately woven. Caleb’s role as a mediator

highlights the struggle for communication across generations and

emphasizes the weight of unaddressed emotions. The storm not only serves

as a metaphor for the familial discord but also foreshadows the challenges

that lie ahead for the family.
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Chapter 9 Summary: 9

In Chapter 9 of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," the tranquility of the family's life on

 the prairie is disrupted by a sudden crisis when Papa sustains a broken leg

after falling in the barn. His injury unleashes a wave of tension and fear,

particularly in Cassie, who breaks into tears despite Papa's attempts to

reassure her that he will be all right. 

Taking charge of the situation, Sarah displays her strength and

determination. She insists that Grandfather, despite his initial hesitations,

will come to assist in setting Papa’s leg. The urgency of the moment propels

Sarah and Caleb to hastily gather the necessary supplies from their shed,

underlining their teamwork and resourcefulness. Outside, a fierce storm

rages, mirroring the chaos unfolding within their home.

In a bid to shield her from the distress, Cassie is sent away to a safe space, a

decision that showcases Grandfather's protective nature during troubling

times. While Caleb comforts Cassie in the kitchen, the sound of Papa's

agonizing cries fills the air, creating an atmosphere thick with anxiety. As

Sarah and Grandfather work together to tend to Papa's injury, the tension

escalates, but ultimately culminates in relief when they successfully set his

leg.

With the crisis averted, the mood shifts to one of warmth and reflection.
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Grandfather and Sarah share stories about their family history, bringing them

closer together through shared memories and experiences. This chapter ends

with a poignant moment as Grandfather finds Cassie, reinforcing the theme

of family bonds that are deepened through adversity.

In essence, this chapter is a testament to the resilience of the family,

highlighting the invaluable support they offer each other during difficult

moments. It illustrates character growth, particularly in Sarah's ability to

lead and Grandfather's willingness to confront his fears for the sake of

family, all while emphasizing the unwavering love that ties them together

even in trying times.
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Chapter 10 Summary: 10

In Chapter 10 of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," Caleb becomes increasingly aware

 of the emotional tension surrounding his family, particularly between his

father, Papa, and his Grandfather. The chapter opens with Papa's withdrawal

and silence, which leaves Caleb feeling concerned and eager to connect with

his Grandfather. Together, they engage in the physical labor of mending

fences and caring for animals, moments that allow Caleb to bridge the

emotional gap between them. Caleb tries to evoke fond memories by

reminding Grandfather of the shared name of their horses, both called Jack, a

gesture reflecting a desire for unity.

In a touching act, Caleb gifts Grandfather a blank book, encouraging him to

express his thoughts and feelings. This small yet significant gesture

resonates deeply with Grandfather, who comes to realize that his struggles

stem from a blend of love and guilt regarding the past, particularly his

relationship with Papa. During this time, Sam, a family friend, visits and

underscores the importance of Grandfather taking care of his health rather

than overwhelming himself with labor to atone for previous choices.

As winter approaches, the burden of physical work increasingly weighs on

everyone, especially Grandfather. This stress is momentarily lifted when

Cassie, a young and innocent member of the family, asks Grandfather to

sing to her. He responds with a gentle hum of a lullaby, revealing a softer,
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more vulnerable side of his character. This intimate moment is noticed by

Sarah and Papa, who are themselves entangled in unresolved issues.

The chapter reaches a poignant climax as Sarah confronts Papa about his

reluctance to forgive Grandfather. This deeply emotional exchange signifies

a shifting dynamic within their relationship and brings to the forefront the

vital themes of love and forgiveness that permeate the story. Caleb, feeling

the weight of these familial tensions, holds a wish for reconciliation as he

approaches his birthday, illustrating his longing for harmony within the

family.

Overall, this chapter intricately explores the complexities of familial bonds,

illustrating how love, forgiveness, and the shadows of past grievances shape

their relationships and personal growth.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 11

In Chapter 11 of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," a fierce storm clouds the landscape,

 provoking a storm of worries in Caleb's heart, particularly about his father

and Sarah. As Caleb helps his Grandfather prepare for the tempest, he

reflects on the growing tensions within their home—tensions that seem to

linger silently between his father and Grandfather. Recent conversations

with Sarah resonate in his mind, hinting at her own struggles and the

complexities of their burgeoning family dynamic. Caleb feels an

undercurrent of anxiety; he knows that his father’s physical recovery from

an injury is not the only concern weighing heavily on their lives.

As the night deepens, ominous sounds disturb Caleb’s thoughts, and panic

strikes when he realizes that Sarah has ventured out to call for Nick, their

beloved cat. With the storm's howling winds, Caleb’s fear escalates as Papa,

still hindered by his leg injury, insists on going out to find her. Grandfather,

determined to take action, resolves to search for Sarah himself, taking Lottie

along for assistance. Caleb yearns to join the search, but he is stopped by

Papa's need for support, feeling helpless yet anxious for Sarah's safety.

Eventually, they find Sarah buried in the snow, her condition grave. Frantic

efforts ensue to revive her, and the family’s bond shines through the chaos

as they work together to bring her back inside. Caleb’s heart races with fear

as his father rushes to assure her of his love and care, while Grandfather
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tends to her needs. 

Successfully, they elicit a response from Sarah, who, despite her ordeal,

speaks faintly with concern for Nick, igniting both distress and relief among

them. The chapter culminates in a profound sense of unity as Caleb observes

his father nurturing Sarah back to consciousness, enveloped in warmth

amidst the storm's chilling aftermath. This chapter poignantly explores

themes of worry, the importance of familial bonds, and the struggle for

connection, all of which lay the groundwork for healing and understanding

that will continue to develop in their relationships.
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Chapter 12: 12

In Chapter 12 of "Sarah, Plain and Tall," the narrative unfolds on a bright

 and sunny day, yet an air of tension looms as Caleb's Grandfather prepares

to depart. The chapter emphasizes familial relationships and emotional

healing, particularly focusing on the dynamic between Grandfather, Papa,

and their shared past.

As Grandfather organizes his belongings, it becomes apparent that Papa’s

injury requires him to use a cane, a symbol of his struggles yet also of

resilience. Caleb feels the weight of the moment, especially sensing Cassie’s

distress over her grandfather’s departure. Conversations reveal deep-seated

emotions as Grandfather and Papa reflect on their family history,

confronting unspoken regrets about lost time and missed opportunities for

connection. A pivotal moment occurs when Grandfather confesses his

inability to write, explaining why he never reached out to Papa over the

years. This revelation underscores the theme of communication as a vital

bridge in relationships.

Witnessing the unfolding emotions between the two men, Caleb expresses a

desire to emulate Papa, which evokes a surge of feelings within him. Sarah,

stepping in as a comforting figure, reassures that it’s natural to feel

overwhelmed during such changes, reinforcing the chapter's themes of love,

healing, and familial bonds.
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The chapter concludes on a hopeful note as the family comes together for a

shared meal, filled with laughter and warmth, symbolizing reconciliation and

newfound beginnings. Grandfather’s decision to start writing in the journal

Caleb gifted him marks a significant turn, suggesting that despite previous

hardships, a sense of warmth has now enveloped their home. The chapter

poignantly portrays that amidst life's storms, love prevails, restoring

harmony and joy within their family.
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