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PATRICIA
MACLACHLAN'S
SKYLARK: A DEEP
DIVE INTO THE
BELOVED SEQUEL
OF THE PRAIRIE

When readers first
encountered the
delicate, poetic world
of Sarah, Plain and Tall,
few could have
predicted the enduring
legacy it would create.
Patricia MaclLachlan's
Newbery Medal-
winning novel
introduced us to the
Witting family and the
transformative power
of love, loss, and new

beginnings. Its sequel,
Patricia MacLachlan
Skylark, carries
forward that same
gentle, evocative
storytelling while
deepening the
emotional landscape of
the characters we have
grown to cherish. For
those seeking a richer
understanding of this
classic work of
children's literature,
exploring Skylark offers
a rewarding journey
into themes of family,
resilience, and the
search for belonging.

Published in 1994,
Skylark picks up the
story of Anna, Caleb,
and their father Jacob,
now living with Sarah
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on their prairie farm.
The novel, like its
predecessor, is written
with MaclLachlan's
characteristic spare
prose, a style that

conveys profound
emotion through
simple, carefully

chosen words. This
article will explore the
novel's plot, its
characters, the major
themes MacLachlan
weaves into the
narrative, and why
Skylark remains a
significant work in the
canon of American
children's literature.

THE STORY OF
SKYLARK: A
PRAIRIE IN CRISIS

Skylark begins where
Sarah, Plain and Tall
left off. The family has
settled into a happy
rhythm, and the bonds
between Sarah, Jacob,
Anna, and Caleb have
grown strong.

However, a new and
formidable challenge
threatens their home:
a devastating drought.
The land, which is so
central to their identity
and survival, begins to
wither. The crops fail,
the well runs low, and
the once-vibrant prairie
turns brown and dusty.

The central conflict of
Patricia MacLachlan
Skylark arises from
this environmental
crisis. Jacob, a man
deeply connected to
his land, is torn
between his love for
his farm and his duty
to protect his family.
When Sarah suggests
taking the children to
visit her home in Maine
to escape the drought,
Jacob must face a
painful decision. He
cannot leave the farm,
but he also cannot
bear to see his family
suffer. This separation
becomes the emotional
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core of the novel,
testing the family's
unity and forcing each
character to confront
their own
understanding of
home.

The journey to Maine is
a pivotal experience
for Anna and Caleb.
They encounter a
landscape entirely
different from the flat,
open prairie they know.
Maine offers green
forests, the ocean, and
a different kind of life.
This contrast allows
MacLachlan to explore
questions of identity
and place. The children
must reconcile their
love for the prairie with
the new wonders they
discover in Maine.
Meanwhile, the letters
they exchange with
their father become
lifelines, filled  with
love, worry, and the
quiet hope for rain.

Character
Develop
ment In
Skylark

MacLachlan's strength
lies in her ability to
create deeply felt
characters with just a
few brushstrokes. In
Skylark, each member
of the Witting family
undergoes significant
growth.

Sarah, Plain and Tall
herself evolves from a
newcomer into a
steadfast matriarch. In
Skylark, she is no
longer the tentative
woman who arrived
from Maine. She is
decisive, loving, and
fiercely protective of
her family. Her
decision to take the
children to Maine is not



a retreat but an act of

courage. She
understands that
survival sometimes

means leaving, and her
strength gives the
children the security
they need to navigate
an uncertain time.

Jacob Witting is
presented with even
more depth in this

sequel. In the first
book, he was a
grieving widower,

hesitant and quiet. In
Skylark, his love for
Sarah and the children
is evident, but his
stubborn attachment
to the land creates
tension. He is a man
who struggles to
express his fears, and
his pain is palpable as
he watches his family
leave. MacLachlan
handles his character
with empathy, showing
that strength can also
mean letting go.

Anna, the older sister

and narrator of the first
book, continues to be a
thoughtful and
observant presence.
She carries the weight
of memory and
responsibility, but in
Skylark, she begins to
let go of some of that
burden. Her
relationship with Sarah
deepens, and she
starts to see her
stepmother as a true
mother figure.

Caleb, the younger

brother, remains
curious and full of
guestions. His

innocence provides
moments of lightness,
but he also fears that
the family might never
be whole again. His
journey in Skylark is
one of learning to trust
that love can survive
distance.

MAJOR THEMES IN
PATRICIA
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MACLACHIQANt8e sky, and the

SKYLARK

Like all of MacLachlan's
work, Skylark is rich
with themes that
resonate with both
children and adults.
The novel is not merely
a simple story about a
drought; it is a
meditation on the
nature of home, the
meaning of family, and
the resilience required
to face life's hardships.

The
Meaning
of Home

One of the most
compelling questions in
Patricia MacLachlan
Skylark is, "What
makes a home?" Is it
the land, the house, or
the people? For Jacob,
home is the prairie. His
identity is tied to the

legacy of his farm. For
Sarah, home was once
Maine, but she has
chosen the prairie as
her home because of
the people she loves
there. For the children,
home is where their
family is, whether that
is the farmhouse in the
middle of the prairie or
a cottage by the sea in
Maine.

This exploration of
home is handled with
subtlety and grace.
MacLachlan does not
offer easy answers.
Instead, she suggests
that home is not a
fixed place but a
feeling of belonging.
The drought forces the
family to test this idea,
and in doing so, they
discover that their
bond can withstand
physical separation.



Family
and

Separdtiti.”,,

N

The theme of
separation is central to
Skylark. The family
must be apart for a
time, and this
separation is painful.
The letters they write
to one another are
filled with longing and
love. MacLachlan uses
these letters as a
narrative device to
show how
communication can
bridge distance. The
children learn that
their father's love is
not diminished by his
absence, and Jacob
learns that allowing his
family to leave is an
act of love in itself.

This theme is
particularly poignant
for young readers who
may have experienced
separation from a

due to work,

other
circumstances. Skylark
offers a gentle

message that love can
endure even when
distance feels
unbearable.

Resilienc
e in the
Face of
Adversity

The drought in Skylark
is @ metaphor for the
challenges that life
throws at us. The
characters face this
adversity with courage,
but they also allow
themselves to feel
sadness and fear.
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MaclLachlan does not
gloss over the difficulty
of the situation. The
farm is in real danger,
and the family's future

is uncertain. What
makes the novel
hopeful is the

characters' refusal to
give up.

Sarah's determination,
Jacob's quiet
endurance, and the
children's ability to
adapt all speak to the
human capacity for
resilience. The novel
teaches that it is okay
to ask for help, to leave
a place you love, and
to return when the
time is right. This is a
powerful lesson for
readers of all ages.

The
Power of

Nature

Nature is not merely a
backdrop in Skylark; it
is a character in its
own right. The prairie
is both beautiful and
dangerous. The
drought is a force that
cannot be controlled,
and the family must
learn to live with
uncertainty. The ocean
in Maine represents a
different kind of natural
power, one that is vast
and mysterious. By
experiencing both
landscapes, the
children gain a broader
understanding of the
world and their place in
it.

MacLachlan's
descriptions of the
prairie and the sea are
lyrical and evocative.
She captures the
sounds, smells, and
sights of each
environment with a



poet's eye. This
attention to sensory
detail immerses

readers in the world of
the novel and deepens
their connection to the
characters'
experiences.

THE WRITING
STYLE OF PATRICIA
MACLACHLAN

To fully appreciate
Patricia MacLachlan
Skylark, it is helpful to

understand the
author's distinctive
writing style.
MacLachlan is known
for her minimalist
approach. She uses
short sentences,

simple vocabulary, and
a great deal of white
space on the page.
This style is deceptive
in its simplicity.
Beneath the surface of
her plain language lies
a deep well of emotion.

MacLachlan trusts her

readers to infer
meaning from what is
left unsaid. A single
line of dialogue can
carry the weight of a
paragraph. A
description of the wind
or the sky can reveal a
character's inner state.
This restraint makes
the moments of
emotional release all
the more powerful.
When a character
finally speaks their
heart, the words land
with tremendous
impact.

This style is particularly
well-suited to the
themes of Skylark. The
characters are often
quiet people who
struggle to articulate
their feelings.
MaclLachlan's prose
mirrors their internal
world, creating a
reading experience
that is intimate and
deeply moving.
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COMPARING
SKYLARK TO
SARAH, PLAIN AND
TALL

While both books share
the same characters
and setting, Skylark is
distinct in its tone and
focus. Sarah, Plain and
Tall is a story about
arrival and acceptance.
It is about a woman
who comes to a new
family and slowly fills
the void left by a
mother's death. The
tension in that novel
centers on whether
Sarah will stay.

Skylark, by contrast, is
a story about
departure and survival.
The family is already
whole, but external
forces threaten to
break them apart. The
tension lies not in
whether Sarah will
leave, but in whether
the family can endure
being separated. This

shift makes Skylark a
more mature and
somber novel. It lacks
the hopeful tension of
the first book and
instead offers a
quieter, more reflective
kind of hope.

Together, the two
books form a complete
arc. Sarah, Plain and
Tall asks, "Can love
heal a broken family?"
Skylark asks, "Can love
survive a broken
world?" The answer in
both cases is a gentle,
qualified yes.

WHY SKYLARK
MATTERS FOR
YOUNG READERS

In an age of fast-paced,
high-stakes children's
literature, Patricia
MacLachlan's work
stands out for its quiet
power. Skylark teaches
young readers that
some of the most
important stories are



not about dramatic
adventures but about
the small, courageous
acts of everyday life.

The novel validates
feelings of fear,
sadness, and
uncertainty. It shows
that it is normal to
worry about the people
we love and to feel
torn between different
places. It also models
healthy coping
mechanisms, such as
writing letters, talking
about feelings, and
finding joy in small
moments.

Furthermore, Skylark
offers a window into
American history. It
depicts a time when
life on the prairie was
fragile and dependent
on forces beyond
human control. This
historical context is
valuable for helping
young readers
understand the
challenges faced by
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earlier generations and

the resilience that
allowed them to
persevere.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING LEGACY
OF PATRICIA
MACLACHLAN'S
SKYLARK

Patricia MaclLachlan's
Skylark is a quiet
masterpiece. It extends
the story of the Witting
family with grace,
honesty, and deep
emotional intelligence.
Through its exploration
of drought, separation,
and the meaning of
home, the novel offers
readers a profound
meditation on love and
resilience.
MaclLachlan's spare,
lyrical prose invites
readers to slow down
and feel the weight of
every moment, making
Skylark a book that
lingers long after the
final page is turned.
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For those who fell in
love with Sarah, Plain
and Tall, Skylark
provides a satisfying
and necessary
continuation. For new
readers, it stands on its
own as a beautifully
crafted story about a
family finding its way
through hard times.
Patricia MaclLachlan's
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work continues to
inspire and comfort
readers of all ages, and
Skylark remains a
shining example of the
power of simple,
heartfelt storytelling. It
reminds us that even
in the driest of
seasons, love can be
the rain that brings
new life.



