
AN INTRODUCTION TO The Personal History of  
Rachel DuPree
In 1903, Rachel Reeves was feeding slaughterhouse workers in a Chicago boardinghouse, determined 
not to marry a slaughterhouse man herself. Then-owner Mrs. Dupree’s son returned on leave from his 
army post in Nebraska, and Rachel found herself smitten with the handsome and ambitious Isaac—he 
was the son of a doctor and unlike any other men she knew. When Isaac announced his plan to claim 
his share of land from the Homestead Act in the South Dakota Badlands, making him one of the few 
African American landowners and ranchers in the region, Rachel knew she couldn’t let him leave. She 
struck a bargain with him: He could take her 160-acre share, too, if he would also marry her and take 
her with him.

Flash forward twelve years: Rachel and Isaac DuPree have expanded their holdings to 2,500 
acres. They now have five children, and one more is on the way. Over the years they have worked 
hard, building a wooden house on the unforgiving land, raising cattle and growing wheat to sustain 
themselves. They’ve even made friends with other homesteaders, some of whom are white. Yet this 
summer is crueler than any summer in memory, and their farm is crippled by an unrelenting drought. To 
forage for water, they must send their six-year-old daughter, Liz, down into the well—a dangerous act of 
desperation that sickens Rachel.

As the summer drags on and Rachel’s due date approaches, she fears for their safety amid a hostile 
climate where food is increasingly scarce, the nearest neighbor is miles away, and African Americans 
are only slightly more socially integrated than the Native Americans who have been driven into area 
reservations. Other homesteaders have recently packed up and left, citing the impossible conditions. 
Rachel longs for home, for her relatively easier life in Chicago, and for the companionship of her family. 
Worst of all, as a secret from the past unravels, she begins to question the motivations of her beloved 
husband, and wonders if he really has his family’s best interests at heart.

Ann Weisgarber’s stunning debut illuminates a fascinating moment in American history, bringing 
the African American homesteaders’ plight to life in unsparing detail. In Rachel DuPree she has created 
a heroine with great warmth and grit, a mother who fights fiercely for her family’s survival. By turns 
suspenseful and moving, The Personal History of Rachel DuPree is a powerful novel of emotional depth 
and historical scope.

about Ann Weisgarber
Ann Weisgarber was born and raised in Kettering, Ohio, and now lives in Texas. The Personal History 
of Rachel DuPree is her first novel, and it was longlisted for the Orange Prize, was a finalist for the 
Orange Award for New Writers, and won the Texas Institute of Letters’ Award for Best Work of First 
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Fiction.

A CONVERSATION WITH Ann Weisgarber
1. This novel captures a slice of history that many Americans know little about. How did you become 
interested in writing about African American ranchers in South Dakota?

I’ve always been drawn to the West. During one of my trips to the South Dakota Badlands, I came 
across a photograph of a woman sitting in front of a sod dugout. Three things about the photo caught my 
attention. The woman was alone, she was unnamed, and she was African American. Until then, I hadn’t 
been aware of African American settlers in the West. I did some research and discovered there were African 
American cowboys and soldiers. I dug deeper and found bits and pieces about black pioneer families. The 
photographed woman must have been one of those people, and it bothered me that history had overlooked 
her story. I gave her a name, Rachel DuPree, and began to write. 

2. Given that Rachel DuPree or her real-life counterparts are unlikely to be found in textbooks, “personal 
history” is an apt title for this book. Can you talk about what it means to you?

The title was the inspiration of one of my editors. Initially I wasn’t thrilled with it—I was concerned 
the word “history” might imply the book was nonfiction—but I’ve grown to love it. The personal details of 
Rachel DuPree’s story are hers alone. Yet her history is shared by many of the forgotten women who bore 
the hardships of being pioneers.

During my research, I found an African American couple in South Dakota whose names were Isaac and 
Rachel. I also found another couple whose last name was DuPree. I combined the names to honor those 
Americans.  I did the same for three of the Indian characters. Mrs. Fills the Pipe, Inez, and Luther were the 
names of people I found while researching the Sioux.

3. The language in this novel is spare and unadorned, almost reflecting the DuPrees’ open, unspoiled stretch 
of land. As you wrote this book, did the landscape consciously inform your prose style?

I didn’t have a choice. The landscape is such a dominant force that everything else feels small and 
insignificant. My spare language is my reaction to the Badlands’ harsh but beautiful landscape. It is my 
response to its complicated history that is layered with hope and with heartbreak. It also fits Rachel and 
Isaac, whose determination to achieve better futures for themselves and for their children dominates all 
other concerns.

The dialogue between Rachel and Isaac is also spare. Their days are spent together; there wouldn’t 
be all that much to discuss. They rely on nonverbal communication. The unspoken is as meaningful as the 
spoken.

My writing style is somewhat different in the Chicago scenes. The descriptions are more detailed and 
the dialogue includes longer sentences. That is my way of reflecting Rachel’s youth and the busyness of her 
life in a city.

4. You capture so many interesting details throughout, from the way Rachel keeps house to the fact that 
ranchers never eat steak. How did you conduct research for this novel? Did you research before you wrote 
the story or did you write first and research later?
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I researched as I wrote and every page reflects research. I found it impossible to write a scene unless I 
knew the details were right. The most helpful written resources were children’s nonfiction books. The details 
were well explained and included illustrations. Often the research led to unexpected discoveries. While 
reading about Chicago and slaughterhouses, I stumbled across Ida B. Wells-Barnett. When I was reading 
about the Dakota Sioux, I became interested in the children who went to boarding schools and who were 
then assimilated into the white culture.

 I was fortunate to have a writing residency at Badlands National Park. This was a chance to talk to 
people who lived there. A woman who grew up on a cattle ranch told me she’d never tasted steak until she 
was in her midtwenties. Another woman said there was more to Native Americans than the stereotypical 
image of warriors. In some form, much of this information found its way into the book.

5. Was it challenging to take on the point of view of a young African American woman in the early 
twentieth century, or did you find that Rachel DuPree’s voice came naturally to you?

It was a challenge. I had to step back in time to see the world as people did in 1917. I had to shake off 
modern ideas about marriage, child rearing, race, and prejudice. I had to learn about 1917 black culture 
and experiences.

When I started the rough draft, there was one thing I knew for certain about Rachel DuPree. She had 
dignity. As I worked through each draft, Rachel’s voice appeared. Isaac was also difficult, and in the early 
drafts I didn’t feel comfortable with him. Mrs. Fills the Pipe and her daughter, Inez, were other challenges. 
Native Americans have often been misrepresented in literature as stereotypes. I did not want to do that to 
these characters.

I wasn’t in a rush while writing this novel and that allowed the voices to come to me.

6. In some ways this is a narrow slice of history, yet the themes you explore are universal. Do you see this 
book as belonging to a particular literary tradition?

I see the book as literary historical fiction. The themes of commitment, ambition, sacrifice, and 
prejudice are layered throughout the story. The norms and values of 1917 shape the characters’ beliefs 
and responses, and historical figures, such as Paul Laurence Dunbar and Ida B. Wells-Barnett, impact the 
characters. 

7. By the standards of her time and social class, Rachel DuPree is a very independent-minded woman. Do 
you consider her a feminist?

I don’t see Rachel DuPree as a feminist but rather as a woman who understands the norms of her era 
and works around them. She rarely challenges Isaac’s opinions, she doesn’t have money of her own, and 
she’s tied to the cookstove and to child-rearing duties. Her defiance of Isaac is indirect. She keeps things to 
herself and makes her own decisions. During my research, I read diaries written by women. The ability to 
work around their husbands was a common theme.

8. Isaac DuPree is a fascinating figure—for all of his blind ambition and callousness he is still charming and, 
at times, affectionate. How did his character evolve over the course of writing the book?

I’m quite fond of Isaac, although I had to write many drafts before I understood his character. Initially, 
he kept disappearing off the page because I wasn’t sure what to do with him. When I eventually realized he 
was shaped by his military training and that he was desperate to prove his worth, his character grew. Isaac 
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became a man of his times. He does not discuss feelings or worry about the happiness of his children. He 
became a man of the West. He is willing to make any sacrifice to keep his land. 

9. You’ve been a teacher and a social worker. How did these experiences prepare you to be a novelist? How 
did you decide to pursue writing as a career?

As a social worker and as a teacher, I learned to listen to what was said and what wasn’t. My 
background in sociology pushed me to think about my characters as people of their times. It’s natural to 
include references to literature, to music, and to popular culture. People don’t live in vacuums and nor 
should characters. Rachel and Isaac are influenced by newspaper headlines as well as by events from the 
past.

Social class and prejudice are themes I especially like, although it is nerve-racking to write about them. 
The revelation of ugly prejudices in plain language is not comfortable. I had to remind myself that in 1917 
a white woman would call Isaac “boy.” I had to remember that in 1917 many people had negative opinions 
about Native Americans. Rachel and Isaac were not exceptions. I had to write about Native Americans as 
my characters saw them.

I decided to write a novel simply to see if I could. I didn’t think about publication. Rather, I focused 
on the personal challenge of writing a beginning, a middle, and an end. After a few years of this, my 
thoughts shifted and I wanted to write the best book I was capable of writing. Eventually, I decided to see if 
publication was a possibility. 

10. For a first novel, The Personal History of Rachel DuPree is extremely ambitious. What do you look for 
in a novel subject, and what’s next for you?

I enjoy stepping out of my own world and into the past. I’m interested in social class and power 
struggles. I’m currently working on a novel that takes place in 1900 in Galveston, Texas. The story revolves 
around a college-educated woman who marries a dairy farmer. The story begins two months before the 
1900 storm, the historical hurricane that killed more than six thousand people.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1. How does Rachel’s story fit into the stories you’ve learned about American history? Did anything in this 
novel come as a surprise to you?

2. For Isaac, a measure of a man is the amount of land he owns. How does this credo drive him? What are 
its limitations?

3. Isaac and Rachel’s relationship is a complicated one. Would you describe it as a marriage of love, a 
marriage of convenience, or something in between?

4. Rachel and Isaac DuPree have made many assumptions about the Indians they encounter. How does 
Rachel’s attitude toward Native peoples change over the course of the book and why?

5. Rachel looks up to the writer Ida B. Wells-Barnett and her independent spirit. How does her hero guide 
her thoughts and actions?
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6. Rachel and Isaac are just a generation removed from slavery. In what ways does slavery hover over them 
psychologically, and how do they, as individuals, internalize this history? 

7. During their years in the Badlands and especially during the drought, Rachel must make many sacrifices 
to support her family and protect her children. Where does she draw the line and why?

8. Midway through the book, Rachel comes to a difficult conclusion about her husband. How does this 
happen and why is she just recognizing it for the first time?

9. Motherhood—Rachel, Isaac’s mother, Rachel’s mother—looms large in this book, and all of these women 
are powerful figures. What do they have in common and what distinguishes them from one another?

10. What are some of the challenges, physical and otherwise, that Rachel would have faced if she had stayed 
on for the winter alone?

11. Rachel ultimately must make a decision about whether to stay in the Badlands. What factors influence 
this decision? In your opinion, what sort of life lies ahead for her and her family?
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