
Coming to the Homestead 
Ranching and Farming the Great Plains 



historic wagon built around 1915 

Imagine packing everything 
your family would need into 
this wagon to make a new 
home on the West River 
prairie. That’s what we’re 
going to do.  

Why did settlers come? 
Free land! 

The Homestead Act opened 
the Great Plains to settlers—
giving 160 acres of land to 
any person who would live 
there for 5 years. 



Homesteaders loaded wagons like 
these. But what did they need for the 
journey? 



Stop! All land west of the Missouri River belonged to the 
Great Sioux Nation by Treaty of 1868. 

After gold was discovered in 1874, the US government/
Congress started taking treaty land and opening more West 

River land to ranchers and homesteaders. 



Ranchers came first. 
Homesteaders or 
“sodbusters” came by 
wagons at first. Trains 
couldn’t cross the 
Missouri River until 
1907. 

WHITE 

Railroad owners 
advertised. They 
wanted settlers to come 
west. More settlers 
meant more business. 



Many families 
had only one 
trunk when they 
arrived from 
Europe by 
steamship. 
They brought 
clothes, family 
treasures, 
personal 
belongings and 
books in trunks.  



Taking care of a settler’s family was hard 
work. You will need a stove, cooking pans, a 

wash tub,, a boiler and pails.  



You will camp along the trail on the way to your 
homestead or “claim.” 

The Medicine Box and a Sewing Box were just as 
important to a family as a gun or farm tools. 



Every family needed a big tin tub, 
a copper boiler and tin pails.  
 
Homesteaders used many types 
of storage to store supplies. 
 
Small items get lost in a big 
wagon. 
 



Bring a plow, a harrow for seeding, a scythe for harvesting 
hay and grain. You will need hand tools and a good axe to 
build a house and make furniture. 



When the 
homesteaders 
arrived on their 
“claim,” they needed 
to find water and 
care for their 
animals. They built 
something to live in 
and started plowing 
land. 



What problems would our 
homesteading family have to face? 

Not much wood 
for stoves 

Lots of hot or cold 
weather 

Too little rain to 
grow crops 

Very hard work 
Loneliness, 

missing family 
No nearby stores 



Some settlers traded with and made friend with 
their Lakota neighbors on nearby reservations. 
Some did not.  



They showed courage and hard work, but 75-80 
percent of all homesteaders failed. Some just left. 
Others “proved up” their claim and quickly sold their 
“free land” to another homesteader. 
 
Other homesteaders learned that most West River 
land was better for ranching. 
 



Let’s load our wagons for the journey  
to the homestead in South Dakota. 

THEY TOLD 
US THE 
LAND WAS 
FREE! 


