
Coming to the Homestead 

Ranching and Farming the Great Plains 



• In 1862, Homestead Act 

opened the Great Plains 

to settlers—giving 160 

acres of land to any 

person who would live 

there for 5 years. 

• Land west of the Missouri 

River belonged to the 

Great Sioux Nation by 

treaty of 1868. 

 

Why did settlers come? Free land! 

• After the Custer Expedition discovered gold in 1874, 

Dakota Territory was “last frontier.” 

• US government/Congress kept taking treaty land and 

opening more West River to ranchers and 

homesteaders. 
 



West 

River 



The Great Dakota Land 

Boom began east of the 

Missouri River. These 

homesteaders lived like 

the pioneers you’ve read 

about.  

  

Another pocket of open 

land in South Dakota was 

the western strip. It had 

been opened to settlement 

in 1877. This was the 

Black Hills and the range 

land north and south of 

the hills. Ranchers came 

first. 
 
  

  

  

 

WHITE 



Who were the “sodbusters” of West 

River—South Dakota? 

• Young families who wanted 

to own their own land 

• People who wanted quick 

money and intended to 

“prove up” and sell out 

• Unemployed Civil War 

veterans 

• Single women and widows  

 

 

• Recent immigrants to the US 

• Freed slaves and free African Americans 

• Refugees especially from Ukraine and Eastern Europe 
 



What were the problems of living 

on the Plains? 
 

– Heat, cold and wind 

 

– Getting building materials 

 

– Finding water 

 

– Fuel for cooking and heating 

 

– Distance from supplies, help, 

friends 
 



Railroads and Homesteads 
• Railroad owners wanted 

people to settle these 
lands because they knew 
that more settlers would 
mean more business. 

 

• The railroad advertised 
land sales in newspapers 
all over the United States 
and in other countries. 

 

 



“Sodbusters” came, too, although not by railroad at first. 

Trains couldn’t cross the Missouri River until 1907. 
 



Wagons were pulled by oxen, mules or strong horses. 



So they moved to West River -Dakota Territory 

in wagons like these. 





Pack 

clothes, 

personal 

belongings 

and books 

in a trunk 





Every family needed a 

cookstove, a tea kettle and 

flatirons 



A big tin tub, a 

copper boiler 

and tin pails  



Barrels, 

wooden 

crates and 

baskets 



A homesteader must bring a plow, a harrow for leveling 

and seeding, a cradle scythe for harvesting hay and grain 

plus hand tools and a good axe..  







Taking care of a settler’s family 

was hard work 



To prove up a homestead, you had to build on it.  

• Trees were scarce but 
there was plenty of sod 
(soil) in which thick 
prairie grass grew. 

• Sod houses were cool in 
the summer and warm in 
the winter, but keeping 
them clean was a big 
problem. 

• Dirt often fell from the 
ceiling as well as 
snakes! 

• Roofs were leaky and 
insects were a problem! 



If it rained and grasshoppers 

didn’t come, the newly broken sod 

provided several years of good 

wheat crops. 

 

Small towns popped between the 

Black Hills and the Missouri River. 

 

 



  

      From 1904 to 

1911, thousands of 

acres were opened 

in land lotteries. 

Homesteaders 

poured into the 

state to sign up for 

the drawings. In the 

first one, there 

were about 2500 

homesteads. Over 

100,000 people 

signed up for a 

chance to get a 

homestead.   

 

 

 

Despite courage and hard work, 75-80 percent 

of all homesteaders failed. Some just left. 

Others “proved up” and quickly sold out. 
 



Family heading for a homestead  1886 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By the 1890s, after years of drought, grasshoppers, and other 

hardships, tens of thousands of people abandoned their 

homesteads and moved on to new adventures. To encourage 

cultivation of the land, President Theodore Roosevelt expanded the 

Homestead Act, permitting land grants of 640 acres to farmers and 

ranchers.  



  

Homesteaders soon found that most West 

River land was better suited to ranching. 



Raising cattle, sheep and managing 

grassland became the way of West River. 



What did ranch and farm children do? 

•Everybody had chores 

•One-room schools –

walking or 

horseback 

•Visiting friends and 

family was a big 

event 

•Riding and hunting 



historic wagon was built around 1915-- 

Imagine packing everything your family would 

need into this wagon to make a new home and 

farm or ranch. That’s what we’re going to do.  





What were the problems of soils 

on the Plains? 

• Problem 
– Plowing and sowing - Very 

hard work, the grassland 

was tough to break up and 

cast iron plows regularly 

broke 

• Solution 

– New machinery - 

Industrial Revolution in 

the East made better 

farm machinery such 

as John Deere's 

sodbuster  

 



What were the problems of water 

on the Plains? 

• Problem 

– Lack of water - 

Irrigation was 

no use due to 

the shortage 

of lakes and 

rivers. Wells 

were also 

expensive to 

dig and no 

guarantee of 

success.  

• Solution 

– Dry farming - Farmers 

preserved moisture in the 

soil by plowing after rain or 

snow, trapping in the water. 

 

– Wind pumps – A windmill 

could keep going all day 

and night, pumping up 

water from wells deep 

down, no matter which way 

the wind blew. 



What were the problems of fencing 

on the Plains? 

• Problem 

– Fencing - Wood was 

scarce and expensive 

so fences couldn't 

protect crop fields from 

cattle or neighbors!  

• Solution 

– Barbed wire - Invented 

by Joseph Glidden in 

1874 - this was a 

cheap and effective 

solution for the 

homesteaders.  



What were the problems of farming 

on the Plains? 

• Problem 

– Crops - 

Ordinary 

crops like 

maize (corn) 

and spring 

wheat didn't 

grow well in 

the harsh 

weather 

conditions.  

• Solution 

– Turkey Red Wheat - 

Introduced by 

Russian immigrants 

accidentally thrived 

on the Plains as it 

was similar to the 

land where they 

came from. The 

famous western 

tumbleweed also 

arrived this way.  



Help from the Government 

• 1862 Homestead Act - each family given 

160 acres of land as long as they farmed it 

for five years  

• 1873 Timber Culture Act - a further 160 

acres of land was given as long as 40 

acres was planted with trees  

 


