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HOMESTEADING AND
AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT CONTEXT

Introduction

The Homesteading and Agricultural Development context document is an attempt to provide a broad
perspective to the history of agriculture in South Dakota and to its structural and archaeological legacy.
The importance of this theme to the overall history of the state is obvious. One hundred plus years after
statehood, South Dakota remains a predominantly rural and agricultural place. In addition, recent contractions
in the rural economy and population have made cultural resources associated with agricultural heritage
some of the most endangered property types in the state.

This document has been drafted to supplement the organizational framework outlined in Historic Contexts
for Historic and Architectural Resources in South Dakota and in conformance with The Secretary of the
Interior’s Standards for Preservation Planning. Bearing this in mind, the reader will note that a different
method of organizing context material has been employed in the creation of this material than is present in
the South Dakota Historic Contexts document. This decision reflects the different purpose of each work.
The Historic Contexts document is organized chronologically, reflecting its use as a tool for institutional
planning efforts and academic pursuits. This document is designed to be a guide for the identification,
evaluation and treatment of a particular set of physical elements and archeological remains which exist in
and derive significance from various time periods. As such, the chronological approach was exchanged for
an overall thematic grouping of agricultural resources. Thus, this document contains contextual information
for most agricultural sites in South Dakota from initial agriculturally oriented European settlement (c.1858)
to the present day.

There are certain resources that might appear to belong in this context that are either left out entirely or are
mentioned only briefly. For the purposes of this document, agriculture does not include the processing of
agricultural products for resale except at a very local scale. Therefore, a local cooperative creamery will be
included here, while a large meat processing plant will not. Resources that fall between production and
processing, such as grain elevators, sale barns and feed lots, have also been included in this context.

Unique ethnic building traditions that have an agricultural character, such as German-Russian rammed
earth housebarns, are mentioned only briefly in this document. The importance of these traditional structures
dictates that they be accorded a separate context document. Unique agricultural properties associated with
the settlement of Native Americans on reservation lands will be addressed in a separate document for
similar reasons.

The authors wish to stress this is a working document which will continue to evolve as research and careful
consideration dictate. It is intended to address a wide audience from the cultural resource management
professional to the layperson interested in researching the family farm. There are still many gaps in our
understanding of the development of agriculture in South Dakota. The authors have endeavored to identify
holes in the existing knowledge base and wish to encourage all readers to participate in the continuing
evolution of this document.



HISTORY OF HOMESTEADING AND
AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT IN SOUTH DAKOTA

The Role of Geography and Climate

The importance of geography and climate in South Dakota’s agricultural industry cannot be underestimated.
Herbert Schell stated in History of South Dakota, “By virtue of the environmental influences, the history
of South Dakota agriculture has been essentially a story of adjustments and modifications in farming methods
and land use” (Schell 1975:342).

Agricultural historian Gilbert Fite observed, “Success in western farming was closely associated with
adjustment to the geography and climate . . . adjustment meant a recognition of the region’s scanty and
uncertain rainfall as a permanent condition . . . The basic problem was one of working out and adapting
farm organization patterns to fit natural conditions on the Great Plains” (Fite 1966:222-223).

South Dakota is divided into three major geographic regions: the Black Hills, the Central Lowlands (the
area east of the Missouri River-often called “East River”), and the Missouri Plateau (the area west of the
Missouri River excluding the Hills-often called “West River”). See Figure I.

Exclusive of Black Hills. Statistics from1950 census. Chart adapted from Lyle M. Bender,
The Rural Economy of South Dakota, Special Report No. 1, September, 1956, South Dakota
Extension Service, Brookings, South Dakota, pp. 8--84.)

Area 1—Grazing region with islands of wheat production. Average rainfall (outside Black
) Hills): less than 16 inches. Average farm size: 1,962 acres. Area 2A—Transition area: wheat
2A the dominant crop. About 60 percent of land in pasture and hay. Rainfall average: 18 to 20
inches. Average farm size: 829 acres.
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Area 3A—Southern transition area between feed grain farming and extensive ranching areas.
Beef production leading enterprise. Rainfall average: 18 to 20 inches. Average farm size: 666
o~ 3A 4B acres.

3A I \ 38 Area 3B—Western corn belt fringe: moderately intensive crop and livestock farming area; corn
main crop. Rainfall average: 20 to 24 inches. Average farm size: 324 acres.

Area 2B—Cash grain area; wheat an important crop: annual rainfall average; 20 to 22 inches.
Average farm size: 470 acres.

Area 4A—@General farming area: wheat, flax, and barley important cash crops; corn, oats, main
feed crops. Rainfall average: 22 to 24 inches. Average farm size: 309 acres.

Area 4B—Intensive livestock feeding, hogs. dairy, poultry production. Corn, oats, soybeans
main crops. Rainfall average: 24 to 26 inches. Average farm size: 214 acres.

Figure I from Schell 1975:358

Several generalizations can be made in comparing these regions. The eastern part of the state contains flat
to gently rolling land covered by tall to medium height grasses. The soil of this region is relatively rich.
Temperature variation tends to be less extreme than in the west. The region has a longer growing season
and greater annual rainfall than the western regions.

Exclusive of the Black Hills, western South Dakota is unglaciated Great Plains with rolling hills, buttes,
badlands, canyons and stretches of flat tableland covered by short to medium height grasses. This is a dry
region with an annual rainfall of less than 20 inches. Temperature variations are more extreme than in the
eastern portions of the state. Compared to an average growing season in South Dakota’s southeast corner
of 150 days, the average growing season in northwestern areas is 118 days (Hogan 1991:11).



The Black Hills rise abruptly out of the West River High Plains from an elevation of 3247 feet at Rapid City
to a maximum height of 7242 feet at the summit of Harney Peak. The central Hills contain deep gulches
and steep peaks. A flat valley often called the “racecourse” surrounds the central Black Hills. The racecourse
is in turn ringed by an outer hogback ridge. Conifers are the natural vegetation. Typical of mountain areas,
temperature and precipitation levels change according to elevation. The growing season ranges from 101
days in the highest areas to 130 days in the foothills (Hogan 1991:11).

The Acquisition of Land
Settlement

Homesteading in South Dakota, and across the American West in general, can be interpreted as a product of
a fundamental American ideology that land ownership is linked to economic, social and spiritual status.
This ideology was expressed in a succession of federal legislation opening the West to settlement. In “The
Only Thing Worth Working For:Land and Its Meaning for Pioneer Dakotans”, historian Gilbert Fite writes,
“The acquisition of land provided an improved social status and an enhanced self-image. With land, one
could be his own man, he could be independent, self-supporting, proud, hopeful of the future, and as good
as anyone” (Fite 1985:4). In addition to socioeconomic considerations there was a strong spiritual component
to land acquisition that originated in Jeffersonian philosophy. It was Thomas Jefferson who wrote that
farmers were the chosen people of God. Fite elaborates,

Land, of course, is usually not separated in people’s thought from farming. The idea of men and
women producing a living on their own land, working in harmony with God, is an idealized
picture that has had a strong fascination for Americans. This concept is called the agrarian
tradition or agricultural fundamentalism. But whatever name is used, the idea was, and is, that
when man has a close relationship to the land, this relationship has special meaning for him and
for society. Farmers, it has often been claimed, were better people because they lived on the land.
Besides being morally superior, they were more independent, more wedded to liberty and

democracy, more honorable, and possessed a greater love of man and God than other people
(Fite 1985:4).

In addition to the philosophical appeal of farming one’s own land, many came West for a variety of other
reasons. Edith Eudora Kohl homesteaded a quarter section in western South Dakota along with her sister.
In Land of the Burnt Thigh she wrote that her decision to move West was based on a desire for both
adventure and improved health, “ . . . there would be new people, new interests, and in the end 160 acres of
land for Ida Mary. Perhaps for me the health I had sought so unsuccessfully” (Kohl 1986:7). Walker
Wyman, a South Dakota rancher also recalls heading to South Dakota in search of adventure. He planned

to make a fortune in the Black Hills and then use the money to open a cattle and horse ranch (Wyman
1954:4).

Euro-American settlement in South Dakota began with small groups of traders. They were followed by
men and women engaged in service operations to both Indian encampments and trading posts. In the
1850s the first Euro-american settlers arrived establishing themselves between the Big Sioux and Missouri
Rivers. This area, known as the Yankton Triangle, contained more than eleven million acres of good
agricultural land. In 1858, a treaty with the Yankton Sioux officially opened the Yankton Triangle to public
entry. By 1860 the region was legally open to survey and settlement. By 1861 it was the main area of
activity in Dakota Territory (Hoover 1988, Schell 1975).



The initial settlement rate was moderate. By 1860 just 500 settlers had located in the southeastern section
of Dakota Territory. Deterrents included the harsh climate and Native American upheavals. As a result,
settlement remained low until the mid-1870s. Most of the early settlers were Norwegians, Irish, Swedish,
Dutch, Danish and British immigrants. By 1869 a sizable Czech community had developed between
Yankton and Bon Homme. In 1873 and 1874 there was a wave of German-Russian immigration. Religious
groups such as the Hutterites, the Mennonites and two small communities of Jewish farmers from eastern
Europe also found their way to South Dakota.

Immigration increased dramatically in the late 1870s when climatic conditions became more favorable,
Indian hostility subsided, and the railroads arrived. The Great Dakota Boom began in 1878 and lasted until
1887. From 1880 to 1885 Dakota Territory took the lead in the amount of land entered under the Preemption,
Homestead and Timber Culture Acts. In 1880 alone, the amount of land entered in the Territory was almost
a fourth of the disposal for the entire United States. In 1884, entries recorded at the Huron land office
exceeded the total entry of any other state or territory except Nebraska. When the boom ended, almost all
the land east of the Missouri River had been taken. Railroads played a predominant role in increasing the
population. They actively publicized South Dakota by distributing pamphlets and brochures boasting of
favorable crop yields and climatic conditions (Green 1940, Hoover 1988, Schell 1975).

In 1889 South Dakota became a state along with North Dakota, Montana and Washington. That same year
the Sioux reluctantly ceded nine million acres of the Great Sioux Reserve to the federal government.
Before the land was officially opened to settlement, the Sioux Commission needed to obtain the signatures
of three-fourths of the adult Indian males. Prior to completion of this task, “sooners” began to appear in the
towns along the Missouri River with the intent of being the first to file claims within the reservation. Some
prospective homesteaders even invaded the reservation before completion of the agreement. In response,
the Government placed troops opposite Pierre, Chamberlain and other entry points to prevent an early
invasion. An estimated five thousand people waited in Chamberlain for the reserve to be opened while
another five thousand assembled in Pierre. On February 10, 1890 the reserve was officially opened. After
the initial land rush, settlement of the area slowed as a result of semi-arid conditions of the region and fear
of Native Americans who had become involved in a messianic religion.

At the end of 1889 surplus lands on the Sisseton reservation were opened to homesteaders and by 1895
Yankton Reservation lands were also opened to entry. The final wave of homesteaders arrived between
1904 and 1913 on the Rosebud, Pine Ridge, Lower Brule, Cheyenne River, and Standing Rock reservations.
See Figure 2. Over four million acres became available for purchase. A unique feature of these later
openings was the allocation of property by lottery. Applicants lined up at registration offices in order to
register for the land drawing. Thus, unlike eastern South Dakota which was settled by those choosing their
location, West River was settled by a throw of the dice (Green 1940, Karolevitz 1975:228-230). As aresult,
the experience of the West River homesteader was different from those who settled East River.

Between 1898 and 1920, a final rush of settlers filled in the remainder of West River land. In general, land
use of western South Dakota differed from that in the eastern sections. Much of the Euro-american settlement
of western South Dakota was tied into ranching. The Black Hills Livestock Association formed with sixty
members in 1880. The following years were considered the bonanza period of cattle ranching. Large cattle
companies financed by capital from England, Scotland and the eastern United States dominated western
South Dakota. By 1884 700,000 to 800,000 head of cattle roamed the range. The severe winter of 1886-
1887, along with the ensuing encroachment of the homesteaders, brought an end to large ranching operations.
By the mid-1880s the large cattle era was finished. It was replaced by the appearance of moderate size



ranches. The ranching industry peaked again in the 1890s when approximately fifty companies were
running medium sized herds. West River homesteaders finding it difficult to farm the semi-arid portions of
South Dakota had turned to cattle, sheep or horses and started small ranching operations. By the turn of the
twentieth century, South Dakota had a general distribution of settlers across the state (Schell 1975, Green
1940, Hoover 1988).
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Source: Charles Lowell Green, "The Administration of the Public Domain %
in South Dakota," South Dakota Historical Collections, XX (1940), pp. 259-265.

Figure 2: A Map Showing Cessions of Land in the Great Sioux Reservation and Dates
When They Were Opened to White Settlement from James Fredric Hamburg. The
Influence of Railroads Upon the Processes and Patterns of Settlement in South Dakota
(NY:Arno Press, 1981), figure 38.

The 1930s heralded the end of settlement of South Dakota’s public lands. One of the most fundamental
changes was the withdrawal of public lands from entry, which began with the Taylor Grazing Act of 1934.
In 1935, President Roosevelt removed the last of the public acreage from entry and set them aside for
grazing and other purposes. With the exception of Alaska, this ended the homestead era across the United
States. Two other events during the 1930s drastically effected and the homesteaders, particularly those in
western South Dakota. One was the Great Depression and the other was the environmental disaster known
as the “Dust Bowl”. The full force of the depression reached South Dakota in 1931. Farms prices collapsed
at the same time that the six year drought known as the “Dust Bowl” began. One storm in May of 1934
carried away an estimated three hundred thousand tons of topsoil from the Great Plains (Malone and
Etualin 1989).

In the spring of 1933 the Roosevelt administration and Congress began a series of measures designed to
relieve public suffering and help bolster the economy. The Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933 was
designed to help raise farm prices to the comfortable levels they had been prior to World War I. This began
the national policy of providing direct subsidies to farmers. The law created the Agricultural Adjustment
Administration which provided payments to farmers who reduced their acreage. This policy helped boost
the flow of cash through rural economies (Malone and Etulain 1989).

The other agency that became central to farming during and after the Great Depression was the Soil
Conservation Service. The SCS was established in 1935 along with the Rural Electrification Administration
which promoted the building of electrical lines across rural areas. The SCS was founded to help prevent
erosion through the reseeding of native grasses, provide technical assistance to farmers to establish workable
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soil, develop water conservation procedures and promote other conservation efforts. Erosion of topsoil was
a particular problem, and in response, the SCS assisted Great Plains farmers with a rain conservation
program. Contour plowing was done so rain could accumulate in gaps for distribution. One of the agency's
other major initiatives was to plant shelterbelts to help diminish the terrible dust storms. By 1940 more
than forty million trees had been planted along twenty-five hundred miles (Malone and Etulain 1989:94-
96, Lowitt 1984:38).

Some of the wind erosion that occurred on the Great Plains was caused partly by poor farming techniques
and overgrazing. Wheat had been planted on marginal lands that were more suited to grazing. In 1930 it
was estimated that over 100 million acres of land in the United States was being harvested for crops in
areas having soil unfit for agricultural production. The solution was to take these areas out of crop production,
restore exploited soils and regulate grazing lands. The Resettlement Administration was established in the
spring of 1935 to manage this policy, dubbed the Land Use Program. Part of its mission was to repurchase
10 million acres of marginal and submarginal farming lands across the United States, although more than
half of this acreage consisted of the dust-burned homesteads in the Great Plains. Land was purchased from
bankrupt farmers, mortgage companies and tax deeds. Families from whom land was bought were required
to resettle in other areas. By August of 1936 approximately 4 million acres of land had been bought in the
Dakotas, Montana, Nebraska and Wyoming (United States Resettlement Administration 1936:22-23, Lowitt
1984:38-39, Boscoe personal communication). These areas were reseeded with native grasses, waterholes
for cattle were built and grazing districts were formed for leasing purposes. Another half million acres were
reforested, developed as parks and turned into wildlife refuges. The Land Use program was particularly
applicable to the West River homesteads in South Dakota. The federal government purchased 850,000
acres of submarginal land in the western part of the state. As these properties were bought by the Government
the homestead buildings were torn down and the land restored. In 1937 the Farm Security Administration
replaced the Resettlement Administration. In 1938 the Land Use Program was placed under the direction
of the Soil Conservation Service and continued until 1954 when Congress created the National Grasslands
out of the repurchased properties. In South Dakota the National Grasslands were divided into three areas:
Grand River, Fort Pierre and Buffalo Gap. All three are presently administered by the Nebraska National
Forest (United States Resettlement Administration 1936:22-23, Schell 1975:293, Boscoe personal
communication). Generally, nothing more remains on these grasslands than depressions and their associated
artifacts. Tar paper claim shacks were often sold or moved elsewhere. Sod houses that were left exposed
may have “melted” into the soil and are no longer identifiable as former structures. Grass seeding and
general reclamation activities obliterated physical evidence of a former occupation. Although much of the
architectural legacy of homesteads in the grasslands has been lost, there is still the possibility of archaeological
significance (Polk 1989).

Federal Legislation and the Public Domain

Federal land policy, until the end of the nineteenth century, consisted of four objectives; the provision of
revenue to the government, the settlement of new communities, a means of rewarding veterans, and promoting
education through the establishment of schools and institutions of higher learning (Gates 1971:365).

The first piece of federal legislation establishing the layout of public land for distribution was the Land
Ordinance of 1785. This set up a system dividing the land into squares of six miles on a side, constituting
a township. A township was subdivided into square mile sections. Each section contained four quarter
sections of 160 acres. Land was to be auctioned by township and any remaining land could be sold for
$1.00 an acre at the land office. In 1796 the price was raised to $2.00 per acre. This ordinance designated
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the federal government as the distributor of land across the United States. Its underlying premise was to
allow every citizen access to property. It was hoped that this would prevent a European class system from
developing. The Land Ordinance encouraged small freeholders to improve their property, which in theory
would create an equitable distribution of wealth across the country (White 1991:138-139).

Even with the Land Ordinance of 1785 in place, problems developed as settlement preceded government
surveyors. Eventually, the rights of these squatters were legalized by the Preemption Act of 1841. It
allowed them to buy up to 160 acres of their illegal holdings at $1.25 per acre after the land was surveyed.
The purchased property had to have a dwelling and improvements. When the land was ready for sale the
squatter was to appear at the land office and pay the minimum price to prevent auction. The Act did not
extend to settlers on unsurveyed parcels. The law was widely abused, often resulting in quick cash settlements
through the sale of property. It was eventually repealed in 1891. The importance of the Preemption Act
was the legalization of pioneer settlement and the recognition of squatting as a legitimate means of
establishing a farm (White 1991, Gates 1968:240-246).

In 1862 Congress adopted five measures that helped promote the settlement of Western lands. First, land
grants were given to four transcontinental railroads. Second, the Homestead Act of 1862 was adopted
granting 160 acres to anyone willing to live on a property and improve it for five years. Third, Native
American populations continued to be relocated to reservations which opened more territory to settlement.
Fourth, thirteen new territories were admitted into the Union. Finally, to encourage productive farming,
land was granted to each state for the development of agricultural colleges (Gates 1971:369).

The Homestead Act of 1862 was the embodiment of the Republican ideal of an agricultural society founded
upon small land holdings (White 1991:143). Land was made available to any head of family or person over
21, who was a citizen of the U.S. or had filed a declaration to become one. Quarter sections of land were
distributed free provided the property was lived and worked on for a period of five years. There was also an
option to purchase the land after six months of residency for $1.25 an acre. Originally, the Homestead Act
applied only to surveyed land but in 1880 it was expanded to include unsurveyed land (Gates 1968:394,
White 1991:144). The first individual to file an entry in South Dakota was Mahlon Gore of Vermillion.
Gore is considered to be one of the first three homesteaders to file claims in the United States. The first to
receive his final certificate was Frank Veranzi of Vermillion, South Dakota (BLM 1962).

In 1873 Congress passed the Timber Culture Act encouraging the planting of trees in the arid west. If a
settler planted forty acres of timber and fostered their growth for ten years, the individual was entitled to
that quarter section. The Act also permitted homesteaders who occupied their property for three years, and
had an acre of trees under cultivation for two of those years to receive a patent to their land. During the next
five years, drought, grasshoppers and the difficulties of caring for 40 acres of saplings in an arid climate led
Congress to relax the requirements of the law. In 1878 the forty acres was reduced to ten. The law was
repealed in 1882 as a result of abuses to the system. In Nebraska, Kansas and Colorado ranchers had their
hired help file timber culture claims along rivers and streams to prevent settlement by farmers (Robbins
1962:218-219, White 1991:151). A federal agent in the Dakotas found 90 percent of the entries under the
Timber Culture Act were made entirely for speculative purposes. One company in the Dakota Territory
claimed twenty-six section entries located entirely along streams (Robbins 1962:248-249).

In 1877, still wrestling with problems of settling an arid region, Congress further eased the land distribution

system by passing the Desert Land Act. This Act was designed specifically to foster settlement of the arid
and semi-arid west. Only applicable to California, Oregon, Nevada, Washington, Idaho, Montana, Utah,
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Wyoming, Arizona, New Mexico and the Dakotas, the Act allowed one to purchase 640 acres of land if it
was irrigated within three years of filing. Initial land costs under this Act were twenty-five cents per acre
at the time of filing. A settler could receive title at anytime within the three years if compliance with the
law were proved and an additional one dollar per acre were paid. Under this act only one entry could be
made per person (Robbins 1962:219, Gates 1968:401). Once again, this legislation assisted speculators
more than the settlers. One only had to pay twenty-five cents per acre to hold land off the market for three
years. Although the land was to be irrigated, the law did not specify what constituted adequate irrigation.
Typically, speculators plowed a few furrows and then claimed they were irrigation ditches. In 1890 Congress
set standards for both necessary improvements and the amount of irrigation required (White 1991:152).

The Desert Land Act and Timber Culture Act were a boon to cattle ranchers. Ranchers had their cowboy
employees file claims under these two acts as well as using homesteading entries and preemption entries to
expand their grazing territory. Shortly after the land was proved up deeds were turned over to the cattle
company. One person could theoretically claim up to 1280 acres of land by combining all the settlement
laws (Robbins 1962:251).

The Timber and Stone Act of 1878 became another means of using land legislation for fraudulent purposes.
The act permitted settlers to purchase 160 acres of nonagricultural land for $2.50 an acre. However, the
timber and stone they obtained from their property could only be used for their own needs. They could not
be sold. The act proved to be a bonanza for the lumber industry. Lumbermen had proxies file claims and
then in clear violation of the law stripped the claims of timber (White 1991:150).

By the beginning of the twentieth century it was apparent that large portions of the semi-arid and arid west
could not accommodate the ideal 160 acre homestead. In 1904, Moses Kinkaid, a congressman from
Nebraska, introduced a bill that allowed 640 acre claims in semi-arid regions. The Kinkaid Act permitted
settlers in the western two-thirds of Nebraska to homestead 640 acres. The provisions entailed living on the
property for five years and constructing improvements worth $1.25 an acre. Irrigable Platte River land was
excluded. Settlers already possessing 160 acres could increase their holdings to obtain an entire section.
Between 1904 and 1920 the Kinkaid Act pushed remaining public land in Nebraska into private ownership.
One of its results was allowing larger ranches to increase their holdings in a legitimate manner.

The success of the Kinkaid Act led to the Enlarged Homestead Act of 1909. This act permitted the
acquisition of 320 acres on nonirrigable and non-mineral land that had no marketable timber. In 1912 a
further incentive was added to the law by reducing the proving up period from five to three years. Although
the original act excluded South Dakota, the response in other states was so great it was asked to be included
in 1915. The Act unintentionally broke up the public range which hurt the livestock industry. This
concern prompted the introduction of the Stock Raising Homestead Act in 1914. It passed in 1916. This
legislation authorized 640 acre homesteads for grazing. Land improvements of $1.25 per acre were required
which could include fences or wells. Settlers possessing claims under earlier acts could use this legislation
to increase their holdings to 640 acres. Claims filed under this act reached a peak in 1921 averaging five to
seven thousand claims annually. The Stock Raising Homestead Act caused tremendous damage to the
range and was misleading to many settlers. Six hundred and forty acres could not support a viable ranch.
In portions of Utah a 640 acre ranch could support only nine head of cattle.

The decline of the range led to the Taylor Grazing Act of 1934. Its purpose, stated in the title of the act,

was to prevent injury to the public grazing lands by preventing overgrazing and soil deterioration, to maintain
their orderly use and to support improvement and development (Green 1940:192). The Act assigned the
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Department of Interior responsibility for managing, preserving and conserving 142 million acres of grazing
land. It also authorized the establishment of grazing districts. The Secretary of the Interior was to issue
permits for range use. Stockmen, landowners and settlers were to be given preference. It was also the
responsibility of the Secretary of the Interior to determine fees and the amount of livestock allowed in each
district. Numbers of livestock could be reduced in the event of a drought or disease. Lands included in the
districts were withdrawn from public entry (Gates 1968). The underlying concept of the Taylor Grazing
Act was the joint administration of grazing districts by the federal government and stock raisers. District
administration fell under the authority of the Grazing Service and local advisory boards. In 1946 the
Grazing Service was merged with the General Land Office to become the Bureau of Land Management
(White 1991:479). The Taylor Grazing Act heralded the closing of the west to settlement on public lands.
The only state to continue homesteading into the mid-twentieth century was Alaska. The advent of the
Taylor Grazing Act meant that from this point on, public lands were to be managed rather than relinquished
to private ownership. In the spring of 1935 President Roosevelt withdrew the remaining 165.7 million
acres of public domain and set them aside for grazing and other usages (Malone and Etulain 1989).

Agricultural Development

Settlement Patterns

South Dakota acquired most of its population during one of the two Dakota booms: 1878-1887 and 1902-
1915. First Dakota boomers settled in East River (portions of the state east of the Missouri River) and
Black Hills areas. Second boomers filled non-reservation land west of the Missouri River. Given the
varied geologic and climatic conditions in the state, location often determined what type of agricultural
operation was feasible on a long term basis. Generally East River was the home to crop growing operations
while ranching was the primary operation West River (portions of the state west of the Missouri River).
The nature of the agricultural operation determined what the permanent structures looked like and what
types of alterations were made to the land. Settlers intent on pursuing an agricultural operation often
constructed a temporary structure followed by permanent structures and landscape alterations as time and
finances permitted.

Chronological History of Agricultural Development
A general chronological consideration of the factors affecting agricultural operations such as weather,
economic conditions, politics and technological advances creates a context to explain the type, distribution
and number of South Dakota’s agricultural cultural resources.

1860s
Non-native settlement within the boundaries of present day South Dakota was sparse during the 1860s. An
act of Congress organized Dakota Territory in 1861. The 1868 creation of the Great Sioux Reservation
included all of present day West River South Dakota and North Dakota. Settlement in South Dakota during
the 1860s was in the extreme southeastern part of the state around Vermillion and the Territorial Capital,
Yankton. Drought in 1863 and grasshopper plagues from 1863-65 made farming difficult.

1870s
South Dakota’s population increased approximately eight times during this decade to a figure of 81,781 in
1880 (Schell 1975:159). Despite a slow start to the decade caused by the financial panic of 1873, settlement
increased dramatically toward the end of the decade, the beginning of the First Dakota Boom (1878-1887).
The majority of settlers who came to the state during the Boom occupied land between the Missouri and
James Rivers (Fite 1985:11). See Figure 3 for settlement advances by decade.
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Figure 3 from Ostergren 1983:54

Initial settlement in West River South Dakota began in the 1870s with the discovery of gold in the Black
Hills in 1874 and the opening of the area to white settlement in 1877. Mining towns such as Deadwood and
Lead sprang up in the mid 1870s.

Natural factors such as the blizzard of 1873 and the grasshopper plagues of 1873, 1874 and 1876 made the
middle years of the decade difficult for farmers. Gilbert Fite declared that these factors caused more
hardship than the poor economic times (Fite 1966:73). Conditions were so bad that the federal government
distributed supplies and seed to the area stricken during the grasshopper plague. Fite knowingly points out
that besides the altruistic motives in the relief effort, the government had an economic interest in keeping
the newly arrived population intact (Fite 1966:71).

Although the number of Dakotans engaged in agricultural pursuits rose during this decade, the average size
and value of the operations were small. Gilbert Fite indicated, “ . . . capital formation was a long, slow
process on most western farms. . .. Most farmers reinvested into the farm practically everything they made
.. . At the outset, most frontier farmers operated on a very small scale” (Fite 1966:46).

For those who could afford it, technological advances aided the farmer of the 1870s. Product innovations
of the era included the self-binding reaper that cut grain and bound it into sheaves, plow blades of improved
design with “a hard surface that resisted wear and a soft core that resisted shock” (McKinley 1980:7),
riding plows and the application of steam power to threshing machinery. These products and features
combined to make a farmer’s job easier. Crop developments such as an improved milling of hard spring
wheat were also distinct advantages for Dakota farmers.

Contrasted with the small scale, relatively permanent farming East River, the West River ranching industry
consisted mainly of large, mobile operations. The initial appearance of cattle in South Dakota began with
companies from neighboring states driving cattle into the Territory to serve the growing Black Hills regional
market especially after the 1877 opening of the area to white settlement and an increased government
demand for rations on the reservations (Pulling 1940:470).

Word of the nutritive value of Dakota prairie grasses and shelter potential of the broken West River topography
for stock raising spread through a variety of methods including two books published in Yankton in 1870
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(Outlines of History of Dakota and Emigrant’s Guide by J. S. Foster and A Sketch of the History and
Resources of Dakota by G. A. Batchelder) and an 1875 report by the federal government geologist W.P.
Jenney assigned to investigate the Black Hills (Briggs 1928:423 and Pulling 1940:471). The 1875 Jenney
report stated “ ‘The abundance and fine quality of the grasses and the shelter afforded to stock by the
densely timbered slopes and deep valleys will make it a region well adapted to stock-raising purposes. It
constitutes the great future wealth of this region and its value can hardly be over estimated’ ” (Briggs
1928:423-424). The dry climate also contributed to the area’s grazing potential by preventing nutrient loss
from the grass by leaching due to rainfall (Schell 1975:242).

In her history of the range cattle industry in Dakota, Hazel Pulling stated that by 1880, “Dakota had fairly
well established her reputation among cattle-men as range-cattle area”(Pulling 1940:475) and “the future
of Dakota’s cattle country looked promising.” (Pulling 1940:476) Reasons for this outlook included the
drastic reduction in the number of buffalo on potential grazing land, placement of Indians on reservations
(Pulling 1940:473), successful early ranching operations indicating the potential for large scale ranching
operations (Pulling 1940:476), the greater cattle weight gain during the Northern Plains grazing season
compared to Southern ranges, the unrestricted range free of fencing and ever increasing transportation/
shipping possibilities resulting from continuing railroad expansion (Pulling 1940:474). Herbert Schell
noted,“By 1880 the cattlemen had occupied most of the range between the eastern foothills [of the Black
Hills] and the confluence of the Belle Fourche and Cheyenne and the also the area comprising present-day
Fall River County” (Schell 1975:156).

1880s
As a result of the First Dakota Boom, South Dakota’s population increased approximately fourfold during
this decade to 348,600 by 1890. Desire for a piece of land of their own and the growth of the railroad
brought settlers into Dakota Territory during the Boom (Fite 1966:97-98).

The influence of the railroad on settlement in South Dakota during the 1870s and 1880s cannot be
underestimated. The railroad reached Yankton in 1873 before building stopped due to the national financial
depression. Construction began again in 1878, spurring on the First Dakota Boom. Railroads promoted
the new areas they entered to generate a population for the towns they created. See Figure 4, a promotion
Jor the Chicago and North Western Railroad dating from the First Dakota boom. In their efforts to
promote settlement, railroads had to compete against detractors from a variety of backgrounds. One detractor
was Major John Wesley Powell, author of the 1878 publication Report on the Lands of the Arid Region of
the United States, (Fite 1966:97) who claimed that it was very difficult to successfully farm in the fairly
arid regions of the American West. Present day South Dakota was considered to be on the very edge or
actually within the section of the West considered to be too arid for farming.

Despite skeptics such as Powell, settlement continued at a phenomenal pace. At the height of the Boom in
1883, homestead entries in Dakota Territory accounted for 39% of the total filed in the entire United States
(Fite 1966:99).

Favorable rainfall in the first half of the decade helped produce impressive crop yields. This was an
encouraging sign to potential Dakota settlers. Spring wheat was an especially important crop in the central
and northern portions of East River South Dakota. As more farm operations became mechanized, many
more acres could be planted. A market for farm machinery developed throughout the newly settled regions
of South Dakota. Equipment available in the 1880s included endgate seeders, corn planters, drills, binders,
hay rakes, threshers and gang plows.
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