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	 The first chapter presents an introduction to the project 
and its research questions by principal investigator Douglas 
Bamforth. The second, by the late E. Mott Davis (the project’s 
original principal investigator), provides historical perspective 
on earlier research. Chapters 3 through 7 lay out the study’s en-
vironmental background and should be of particular interest to 
students and researchers of Great Plains environments and their 
dynamics though time, demonstrating, as they do, how signifi-
cantly environmental conditions differed from today’s. David 
May’s careful work on alluvial stratigraphy clearly illustrates 
how local variation in landforms can affect the processes of site 
formation. Sedimentation rates slowed during the Early Holo-
cene, resulting in the formation of stable surfaces containing 
the most substantial archaeological deposits. Study of the lim-
ited sample of freshwater mussels (25 valves) by Robert Warren 
indicates a slowly aggrading floodplain between 10,700-7,600 
cal BC when these sites were first occupied. Medicine Creek 
seems to have been a relatively high-discharge stream with 
a meandering, coarse-bedded channel and muddy backwater 
ponds. Today such aquatic environments in the Great Plains are 
usually found much closer to the Missouri River. 
	 Proxy indicators of past vegetation communities studied 
by Linda Scott Cummings, Thomas Moutoux, and L. Anthony 
Zalucha are augmented with a high-resolution archaeoclimatic 
model under the guidance of the late Reid Bryson. Between 
10,850 BP and 7,600 BP, it appears that short grasses decreased 
in abundance while warm-season tall grasses increased within 
the valley, reflecting higher water tables and changes in sea-
sonal flooding regimes. During this period, the uplands con-
tained a greater abundance of tall grasses in comparison with 
the short-grass dominated community of today. Interestingly, a 
severe decline in spruce pollen is recorded at Lime Creek prior 
to 13,720 BP, suggesting this shift may have occurred more than 
1,000 years earlier in southwestern Nebraska than at other loca-
tions to the north and east. Gallery forests seem to have become 
established in the region shortly after this time.
	 Studies of the archaeological artifacts and features (Douglas 
Bamforth and Mark Becker) and faunal remains (Jean Hudson) 
from the Allen Site are contained in chapters 8 through 14. 
Animal remains indicate a progressively more generalized and 
mobile subsistence strategy through time at Allen. Here and in 
other publications, Bamforth has used data from the Allen Site to 
argue for distinctive kinds of Paleoindian land use and lifeways 
that contrast with current models sometimes characterized as 
high-tech mobile foraging. For this reason alone, the archaeo-
logical data presented in this volume provide a critical basis for 
evaluating the empirical foundations of such arguments.
	 Bamforth and his colleagues should be commended for 
bringing contemporary research questions and modern meth-
ods to bear at this important place, which had been largely 
underappreciated by the scientific community of researchers 
interested in the postglacial history of the Great Plains. Ongo-

ing work at similar sites such as Claussen (Kansas) and Clary 
Ranch (Nebraska) among others will likely offer continued 
opportunities to reexamine and refine the interpretations that 
have now been developed at Medicine Creek. Daniel S. Amick, 
Department of Anthropology, Loyola University, Chicago.

Hard Road West: History and Geology along the Gold Rush 
Trail. By Keith Heyer Meldahl. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2007. xxi + 329 pp. Maps, figures, notes, glossary, bibli-
ography, index. $25.00 cloth, $17.00 paper. 

	 The dust jacket of Hard Road West promises familiar plea-
sures to John McPhee lovers, and so I picked the book up with 
great anticipation. McPhee’s works have greatly heightened the 
interest of writers and readers in the genre of creative nonfic-
tion, and while for me, Keith Meldahl’s work does not quite 
reach McPhee’s stratospheric heights, for the right audience it 
is definitely a very good read.
	 The book is organized from east to west, forward in time, 
following in detail the wagon trail journey to the California gold 
fields. That human migration, driven by the search for geologic 
riches, provides the path for Meldahl’s foray into the deep geo-
logic history of the landscape traversed. Human and geologic 
threads are coarsely interwoven, alternating sections describ-
ing how the rocks and the landscape came to be with sections 
on the human travails, choices, failures, and successes as the 
travelers navigated a beautiful but often unforgiving landscape. 
Occasionally, differences between the human landscape of the 
gold rush times and the present are also commented on. 
	 Meldahl gives special attention to what the migrants noted 
about the landscape and geology. From a modern perspective 
they had more questions than insights, but the juxtaposition 
of their thoughts against our modern understanding implicitly 
highlights the tremendous strides made by geologic science. 
Quotes from the travelers’ logs and letters are well deployed to 
strengthen the connection between the geologic landscape and 
the travelers’ experiences. Given the trying conditions of the 
trail, their thoughts about the landscape were not always posi-
tive. Water can be seen as a fundamental human issue for the 
West then as now. The human story is not glorified, but appears 
as the stark and bitter reality it must have been (carcasses ga-
lore). Relief is provided at points by travelers’ positive reactions 
to spots of sublime beauty and to geologic oddities encountered 
on the way, such as at Soda Springs (in present-day Idaho).
	 Meldahl is a geologist, and it is fair to say geologic sto-
ries dominate here, such as the recent rebirth of the Rockies 
(the great exhumation), the plate tectonic-driven birth of the 
Cordillera, the crustal stretching of the Basin and Range, the 
Yellowstone hotspot, and the origin of the gold. The result is a 
fairly comprehensive and distinctive overview of the geology of 
the western half of the U.S., organized by the accidental way the 
artifacts of this geologic history happen to be encountered on 
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the trail west. Clearly, lucidly, and unpretentiously written, the 
book offers the geologically uninitiated a tremendous amount 
of geology and human history. Illustrations and analogies help 
to enlighten.
	 I would recommend Hard Road West to those who enjoy ex-
ploring the interplay between human and geologic landscapes 
and histories, and to those fascinated by western history written 
broadly. It would make a good companion on a land trip west. 
Harmon D. Maher Jr., Department of Geography and Geol-
ogy, University of Nebraska at Omaha.

Saskatchewan: Geographic Perspectives. Edited by Ber-
nard D. Thraves, M.L. Lewry, Janis E. Dale, and Hansgeorg 
Schlichtmann. Regina, SK: Canadian Plains Research Center, 
University of Regina, 2007. xviii + 486 pp. Tables, figures, color 
plates, maps, references, index. $75.00 cloth.

	 M.L. Lewry notes in his introduction that outsiders and 
even many residents of Saskatchewan perceive the province as 
flat, agricultural, and unvarying—a misconception this book 
certainly helps to counter. Its contents highlight not just the 
province’s social, cultural, and demographic diversity, but also 
the tremendous diversity in its physical landscape. But this 
collection of studies does much more. Structured around four 
broad themes—the physical environment, historical and cultur-
al geography, population and social geography, and economic 
geography—its individual essays focus on specific topics rang-
ing from climate change to agriculture, transportation, urban 
development, ethnic diversity, Aboriginal peoples, and political 
geography. Readers are bound to gain a rich understanding of 
the province. Although contributors home in on the local, vari-
ous authors also highlight Saskatchewan’s place, particularly in 
the area of economic geography, in Canada and the world.
	 The province’s north, south, urban, and rural differences 
and similarities receive considerable emphasis. Historical per-
spectives, recent trends, and current dimensions, which are part 
of most chapters, provide excellent coverage of changes over 
time as well as the issues and challenges facing Saskatchewan 
today. Historical materials and discussions of current chal-
lenges facing Aboriginal peoples offer a much needed, but often 
neglected, perspective on the province’s geography.
	 Although most of the book’s authors are geographers, con-
tributors from archaeology, economics, entomology, and his-
tory, along with other disciplines, are also represented, adding 
to the wealth of information provided on issues of importance 
to the province, particularly in the areas of historical, cultural, 
and economic geography.
	 Written in a fashion that will appeal to several audiences, 
the book is an excellent teaching resource for faculty and 
students, its provincial focus easily expanding to cover major 
concepts and themes in geography. Its detailed information 
will interest historians, economists, planners, and the general 

public, as well as geographers. Attractive maps, figures, plates, 
tables, and photographs are clear and add significantly to the 
discussion. Focus studies provide additional detail on topics of 
importance, adding depth to the discussion. 
	 If the book has a weakness, it is the absence of a strong 
focus on social geography. Various chapters bring social issues 
into the discussion, but there is no detailed attention to poverty, 
health, housing, education, and other aspects of social geog-
raphy. That aside, this collection offers an excellent portrayal 
of the geography of Saskatchewan. It will be an invaluable re-
source for years to come, offering a choice vantage point from 
which to engage future geographical perspectives on Saskatch-
ewan. Tom Carter, Department of Geography, University of 
Winnipeg.

Dirt: The Erosion of Civilizations. By David R. Montgomery. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007. ix + 285 pp. Maps, 
figures, notes, bibliography, index. $24.95 cloth, $16.95 paper.

	 Being a soil scientist for over 30 years I have developed a 
passion for the soil. I have spent my working life focused on un-
derstanding the soil and managing soil resources. I thought that 
I had a full appreciation of the soil until I read Dirt: The Erosion 
of Civilizations. David Montgomery’s book strengthened my 
appreciation for how important the soil is to our existence.
	 The book provides an understanding of the role that soil 
management has played in the success or failure of civiliza-
tions. It documents the fact that soil erosion in the 1930s in the 
Great Plains was part of a succession of soil erosions resulting 
from poor management that began thousands of years before. 
Unfortunately, lessons learned from the Great Plains in the 
1930s have not been heeded, and major outbreaks of soil ero-
sion have occurred since that time. The book provides an insight 
into the reasons why we should continue to strive for sustain-
able use of our soil resources. It is a must read for anyone who 
works with the soil, and it should be of interest to all who care 
about our natural resources. Mark S. Kuzila, School of Natural 
Resources, University of Nebraska-Lincoln.

Crisis & Opportunity: Sustainability in American Agricul-
ture. By John E. Ikerd. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2008. xi + 325 pp. Notes. $18.95 paper. 

	 Since the early 1990s John Ikerd has been one of the pre-
ferred speakers at convocations oriented to small farm survival 
and sustainable agriculture. This book collects twenty of his 
speeches delivered between 1995 and 2006, mostly in the 
Great Plains region. Although there is in fact a continuing 
development and expansion of themes from one speech to the 
next, there is also a great deal of overlap and repetition. Many 
themes recur in every chapter, sometimes with virtually iden-
tical wording. A more felicitous experience would be obtained 
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