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Sarah Plain and Tall by Patricia MacLachlan is a touching children’s novel
that explores themes of family, love, and the challenges of adjusting to
change. Published in 1985, the book has resonated with readers of all ages
and has received critical acclaim, including the Newbery Medal. Set in the
late 19th century, it tells the story of a widowed farmer, his two children,
and the woman who answers their advertisement for a mail-order bride. This
article delves into the characters, themes, and impact of the story,
providing a comprehensive overview of this beloved classic.

Overview of the Plot

The narrative of Sarah Plain and Tall is centered around the Witting family,
consisting of Papa, his son Caleb, and his daughter Anna. They live on a farm
in the Midwest and are coping with the absence of their late mother. In an
effort to find companionship and a mother figure, Papa places an ad in a
newspaper seeking a wife. The ad is answered by Sarah Wheaton, a woman from
Maine, who agrees to come to their farm for a month to see if she would be a
good fit for their family.

As Sarah arrives, the story unfolds through the eyes of Anna, who narrates
her experiences and the changes that come with Sarah's presence. Initially,
there is a blend of excitement and apprehension as Anna and Caleb wonder if
Sarah will stay and fill the void left by their mother. Over time, they learn
to navigate their feelings and welcome Sarah into their lives.

Main Characters

The characters in Sarah Plain and Tall are richly developed, each
contributing to the story's emotional depth. Here’s a closer look at the main
characters:

Sarah Wheaton

Sarah is the titular character of the novel. Described as practical and
strong, she embodies the spirit of independence and resilience. Coming from
the coastal region of Maine, she brings her unique perspective and
experiences to the Witting farm. Throughout the story, Sarah struggles with
her feelings of belonging, yet she demonstrates a deep commitment to making
the family work. Her love for nature, particularly the sea, reveals her



longing for home, which adds complexity to her character.

Anna Witting

As the narrator, Anna serves as the emotional anchor of the story. She is
thoughtful and perceptive, often reflecting on her feelings toward Sarah and
the changing dynamics within her family. Anna’s growth throughout the novel
is evident as she learns to embrace new relationships while cherishing the
memories of her mother.

Caleb Witting

Caleb, Anna’s younger brother, brings a sense of innocence and joy to the
narrative. His excitement about Sarah’s arrival and his desire for a mother
figure highlight the emotional stakes for the children. Caleb’s bond with
both Anna and Sarah illustrates the ways in which love can manifest in
different forms.

Papa

Although less prominently featured, Papa’s character is pivotal in
understanding the family’s dynamics. He is a hardworking man who struggles
with his own grief while trying to create a stable environment for his
children. His decision to seek a new partner demonstrates his desire for
companionship and the need for the family to heal.

Themes and Motifs

Sarah Plain and Tall is rich in themes that resonate with readers, making it
a timeless story. The following themes stand out:

Family and Belonging

At its core, the novel is about the quest for family and belonging. As Sarah
integrates into the Witting family, the children must navigate their feelings
of loss and acceptance. The story illustrates that family can be formed in
various ways, and love can grow from unexpected places.



Grief and Healing

The theme of grief is prevalent throughout the book. The characters each cope
with their loss in different ways. Anna and Caleb hold on to the memory of
their mother while learning to embrace Sarah. The healing process is depicted
as gradual and, at times, painful, highlighting the complexities of moving
forward while honoring the past.

Change and Adaptation

Change is a significant aspect of the narrative. Sarah’s arrival disrupts the
status quo, prompting the characters to adapt to new relationships and
circumstances. The story emphasizes the importance of resilience and the
ability to embrace change, which is a valuable lesson for readers.

Nature and the Environment

The setting plays a crucial role in shaping the characters' experiences. The
contrast between the coastal landscape of Maine and the open fields of the
Midwest reflects the characters' emotional journeys. Nature serves as a
backdrop for many of the pivotal moments in the story, symbolizing both the
beauty and challenges of life.

Literary Style and Structure

Patricia MacLachlan employs a concise and lyrical writing style that captures
the reader's attention. The use of simple language and vivid imagery allows
young readers to connect with the characters and their emotions. The
narrative is structured in a way that balances dialogue and description,
making it accessible and engaging.

The book is divided into short chapters, each filled with poignant moments
that capture the essence of the characters’ experiences. This structure
allows for a gradual unfolding of the story, inviting readers to reflect on
the themes presented.

Impact and Legacy

Since its publication, Sarah Plain and Tall has left a lasting impact on
children’s literature. The novel has been adapted into various formats,
including a television movie in 1991, which introduced the story to a broader
audience. The book is often included in school curricula, praised for its



exploration of important themes such as family, love, and resilience.

MacLachlan’s work has inspired a series of sequels, allowing readers to
further explore the lives of Anna, Caleb, and Sarah. These sequels, including
Skylark and Caleb's Story, continue to delve into the characters’ development
and the challenges they face.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Sarah Plain and Tall by Patricia MacLachlan is a timeless tale
that resonates with readers, exploring the complexities of family, love, and
healing. Through the beautifully crafted characters and themes, the novel
teaches valuable lessons about resilience and the importance of embracing
change. As a beloved classic, it continues to be cherished by new
generations, solidifying its place in the canon of children’s literature.
Whether read in childhood or revisited in adulthood, the story of Sarah,
Anna, and Caleb remains a poignant reminder of the bonds that unite us.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Sarah, Plain and Tall'?
The main theme of 'Sarah, Plain and Tall' is the importance of family and
belonging, as well as the challenges and rewards of love and acceptance in a
new environment.

Who are the main characters in 'Sarah, Plain and
Tall'?
The main characters include Sarah Wheaton, a mail-order bride from Maine;
Jacob Witting, a widowed farmer; and his children, Anna and Caleb.

What setting does the story take place in?
The story is set in the late 19th century on the prairies of the American
Midwest, highlighting the challenges of pioneer life.

How does Sarah adapt to her new life on the prairie?
Sarah adapts to her new life by embracing the landscape, learning to care for
the farm, and gradually forming bonds with Jacob, Anna, and Caleb.

What role does the weather play in the story?
The weather is significant as it reflects the emotional states of the



characters and the challenges of farm life, particularly the impact of
drought on their survival.

What does the title 'Sarah, Plain and Tall' signify?
The title signifies Sarah's physical appearance and her straightforward,
honest character, which contrasts with the complexities of her emotions and
relationships.

How do Anna and Caleb feel about Sarah's arrival?
Anna and Caleb have mixed feelings about Sarah's arrival; they are hopeful
for a mother figure but also anxious about the changes she brings to their
home.

What is the significance of the letters exchanged
between Sarah and Jacob?
The letters symbolize the building of trust and understanding between Sarah
and Jacob, highlighting their developing relationship before her arrival.

How does the story address the concept of family?
The story addresses family by exploring how love can create a family, even in
non-traditional ways, as Sarah becomes an integral part of Jacob and his
children's lives.

What lessons do the characters learn throughout the
story?
The characters learn about resilience, the importance of communication, and
the value of emotional connections as they navigate their new family
dynamics.
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