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1881 “Birds Eye View of Red Cloud”

WCPM/Willa Cather Foundation collection of the Nebraska State Historical Society



Anna Sadilek and her family arrived in Baltimore on November 2, 1880, sailing on the S.S. 
Hermann, a steamship owned by the Norddeutscher Lloyd company. The immigrant ship 
was built in 1865.

Passenger lists courtesy National Archives and Records Administration, www.archives.gov. Ship information, www.NorwayHeritagecom.

http://www.archives.gov


Baltimore’s Locust Point immigration pier opened in 1868. Shipping and railroad links 
allowed passengers to pay a single fare for Atlantic steamship travel and railroad passage 
west. 1.2 million immigrants passed through Locust Point before its closure during WW1.

Courtesy of Baltimore Immigration Museum, www.ImmigrationBaltimore.org

http://www.immigrationbaltimore.org


A teenaged Anna Sadilek (left) 
with brothers Anton (seated) and 
Frank (standing) and sister 
Christina (right).

There are no known pictures of 
Joe, who—as in the novel—was 
disabled.

This photo was taken between 
1894 and 1896.

Courtesy WCPM/Willa Cather Foundation collection, Nebraska State Historical Society. 



Willa Cather arrived in Red Cloud 
in 1883, from her Virginia farm, 
with her parents and younger 
siblings, a grandmother, cousins, 
and a hired girl. 

The Cathers lived for 18 months 
in rural Webster County before 
selling their farm and moving to 
Red Cloud, where Cather’s father 
opened a farm loan and 
insurance business.

Courtesy the Charlotte Shaw collection, National Willa Cather Center



While the rest of her family lived on 
their homestead in rural Webster 
County, Anna Sadilek came to town 
to work, sometime between 1884 
and 1890. She worked for a number 
of families in town, including the J.L. 
and Julia Miner family. 

Photograph  taken between 
1888 and 1893.

Archives & Special Collections, University of Nebraska-Lincoln Libraries



It’s unclear if Anna Sadilek and Willa 

Cather met in rural Webster County. Their 

respective homes would have been nearly 

five miles apart.

We do know, however, that they became 

good friends during the time they both 

lived in town.

Shown, Willa Cather as a teenager.

Photo courtesy WCPM/Willa Cather Foundation collection of the Nebraska State Historical Society.



Willa Cather became friends with not only 
Anna Sadilek, but the entire Miner family. 
She corresponded with the Miner 
children—Carrie, Mary, Irene, Margie, and 
Hugh (who married Cather’s cousin 
Retta)—as long as she lived.

In a September 1921 interview with the 
Webster County Argus, Cather says that the 
novel’s Mrs. Harling was a “different 
character” when she started the book; 
after learning of the death of Mrs. Julia 
Miner, however, she changed the portrayal 
to honor her friends’ mother.

Photo courtesy Brad and Nancy Sherwood.



In 1888, John William “Blind” 
Boone and his troupe of 
performers played a concert at 
the Red Cloud Opera House. 

Boone was a blind 
African-American pianist, who 
traveled the Great Plains, 
performing both classical pieces 
and plantation spirituals, the 
first time in music history 
that slave songs had been 
featured on stage.

Blind Boone: Missouri’s Ragtime Pioneer, 1998. Poster courtesy the Willa Cather Foundation collection at the National Willa Cather Center. 



Program courtesy Wikimedia Commons; photo courtesy State Historical Society of Missouri.

Left, an early program showing Boone’s range of music.

Above, Boone (seated in the center of the back seat), with his 
manager John Lange, secretary Ruth Lange, and chauffeur.



In a 1936 letter, Cather tells Chilson 
Leonard that Blind Boone was the 
inspiration for Samson “Blind” 
d’ Arnault in her novel My Ántonia.

She also urges Leonard to have his 
students read Kidnapped (Robert 
Louis Stevenson) or Vanity Fair 
(William Makepeace Thackeray) 
instead of My Ántonia.

Letter housed at Phillips Exeter Academy. Photo courtesy State Historical Society of Missouri.



Another prototype for Cather’s novel was James 
William Murphy (1871-1901). As in the novel, Anna 
Sadilek was enchanted with town life—dancing, 
friends—and she soon took up with Murphy, a 
railroad man who promised to marry her. Anna, still 
unmarried, found herself expecting a child.

Unlike the novel, Pavelka family stories tell us 
that—after running away for several years—Murphy 
returned to Red Cloud and wanted to marry Anna 
Sadilek. She turned him down.

Photos courtesy the Willa Cather Foundation.



It has long been suspected that this painting by Paul Powis, “Sleigh With Trailing 
Wolves” was on display in Red Cloud during Willa Cather’s lifetime. It may have 
been one of the inspirations for the story of Pavel and Peter in My Ántonia.

WCPM/Willa Cather Foundation collection of the Nebraska State Historical Society.



In 1916, traveling back from Taos, New Mexico, and Wyoming, Willa Cather stopped to visit 
her family in Red Cloud for several weeks.  While in Webster County, Cather visited her old 
friend Anna Sadilek, who was by then married to John Pavelka. They had a large family and 
farmed near Bladen, Nebraska, about sixteen miles north of Red Cloud.

Photo courtesy the WCPM/Willa Cather Foundation collection of the Nebraska State Historical Society.



When the novel was 
published in 1918, it was 
widely praised for its 
masterful prose. 

The illustrations by W. T. 
Benda have remained 
favorites of readers for one 
hundred years. Cather was 
adamant about including 
these images in the novel. 
She later sent the originals as 
gifts to friends.

“Jake,” courtesy Bernard and Nancy Picchi collection, National Willa Cather Foundation.



Anna Sadilek Pavelka 
remained a friend of Willa 
Cather’s throughout 
Cather’s life. Anna was 
pleased to have been the 
subject of the novel.

In 1951, well-known LIFE 
Magazine photographer 
David E. Scherman came to 
Webster County for an 
article on Cather’s work. 
He photographed Anna, 
bringing her to the 
attention of millions of 
American readers.

Photo courtesy David E. Scherman and the Willa Cather Foundation.



Photo courtesy the Willa Cather Foundation. 



All images are freely available online or used with permission and curated for free use 
by educators following “fair use” guidelines.

This presentation was created by:
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 Willa Cather Foundation at the National Willa Cather Center

To explore Red Cloud and learn more, visit
the following sites:

http://www.virtualcather.org

www.WillaCather.org

www.cather.unl.edu

http://www.virtualcather.org
http://www.willacather.org
http://www.cather.unl.edu

