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In the early and mid-1880s, 2 families set out from the 
north-central and midwestern portions of the United 
States to start a new life. One family came from upper 
Michigan and the other from Ohio via Missouri. They 

ended up about 15 miles apart in southwestern Nebraska. 
They did not know each other. They probably did not even 
meet each other after moving to Nebraska. 

These 2 families came from areas where there was nor-
mally suffi cient rainfall to grow most crops of corn, grain, 
and hay. Native vegetation was tall or midgrasses. Trees were 
the normal problem: too many. 

The areas they came to in Nebraska had no trees. The 
vegetation on the uplands was a short grass. Some midgrasses 
grew along the streams. Although the soils were nothing like 
the productive loams of the Midwest, they would grow crops 
if there was suffi cient water (precipitation). Annual precipi-
tation was 16 to 20 inches per year.

These families had little or no experience with growing 
conditions under the semiarid conditions. There were no ex-
perts to whom they could turn for advice. They could only 
plan based on their past experience, which was limited. One 
family was a man and wife in their 30s and 40s and 2 teen-
age boys. After a few years of homesteading the father died, 
leaving the running of the farm to his wife and the 2 boys. 
The other family was a man and wife in their early 20s with a 
2-year-old son. The area where these families settled was just 
opening up to homesteads. There were a few neighbors. By 
today’s standard this was primitive living. These settlers were 
young people with no outside support. They were living by 
their hand. They survived or they left.

One family settled along a little stream called Frenchman 
Creek. The family built a small house from mortared river 
stones. The house is still standing to this day 120 years later. The 
farmable land was relatively small in acreage but had good soil. 
Native vegetation along the river was short and midgrasses. 

The other family settled on the upland, “divide,” area be-
tween the Frenchman Creek and the Republican River. This 

area was relatively fl at in most part but there were “breaks” 
where the uplands gave way to the river drainages. Their 
fi rst house was a “dugout” cut into the side of a bank along 
the breaks. In a treeless prairie they made do with what they 
had. A few years later they built a better house. It was a sod 
house above the ground. Times were tough but they survived. 
Within a few years there were enough children in the area 
that schooling was necessary. The children rode horses or 
walked to the schoolhouse. The schoolhouse was built of sod. 
As time went by the living quarters improved. Sawed lumber 
was hauled in by team from the rail station 18 miles away for 
a wooden-framed house.

The native vegetation in the area was dominated by short 
grasses, mainly blue grama and buffalo grass. Soils were rela-
tively deep, but at the breaks, stones from limestone outcrop-
pings made for poor farmland.

Farming in semiarid regions is not the same as farming 
in the higher-rainfall areas of the eastern United States. The 
families did not realize or stop to think that the native veg-
etation of Nebraska was a result of a long-time adaptation to 
the limited precipitation, fi re regime, and grazing patterns 
(primarily buffalo). Coming from areas more conducive to 
farming, they expected that all they had to do was to prepare 
a seed bed and plant the seeds. By keeping the weeds under 
control they would have expected to harvest a crop. 

They plowed the land forming a bare-ground seed bed, 
removing the native grasses, which were protecting the soil 
resource. The yields for the fi rst years are unknown but they 
must have been adequate. They survived and kept farming. 
It was a rough period. There were heavy snows, with wind 

Stonehouse built ca. 1884. Photo of house in 2006.
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resulting in deep snowdrifts. The treeless prairie did nothing 
to stop the wind. It blew all the time. James Michener’s book 
Centennial provides a good description of what these early 
settlers went through. 

Old-time photos of areas around the homesteads show 
a lot of weeds. Photos of the farmland are essentially non-
existent. Who would want to show a fi eld? The houses and 
livestock were more important. They were the “real” property. 
The land was there to be used. 

These early settlers did not realize that the winds in the 
area that blow almost daily can suck all the moisture from the 
soil in just a few days and that the next rain may be several 

weeks away. It was not an easy life. It was surviving. If the 
fi elds were left bare during the winter, the spring winds would 
blow all the loose soil to the sides of the fi eld and deposit it in 
piles in the vegetation alongside the plowed area. It is still pos-
sible to see some of these old “dirt” piles over 100 years later. 

This story is not unusual for the area. These families were 
not concerned about the sustainability of the land and natu-
ral resources. They were trying to survive. They were taking 
from the land. The land giveth.

Were these early settlers abusing the land? In today’s con-
text they were. One hundred years ago they were just using 
the land to make a life for themselves and their families. Al-
though these people were mainly farmers the same “overuse” 
of the rangelands was occurring by livestock operators across 
much of the West. Livestock operators, the great cattle bar-
ons, were moving into the open spaces from the more humid 
regions where there was suffi cient precipitation to grow the 
taller grass species. They saw the wide open prairies and did 
not realize that the forage resources were not as great as in 
the eastern or southeastern part of the United States. So what 
happened? By our current standards they severely overgrazed 
the land. To them, they were exploiting a resource that was 
unused, especially after the buffalo had essentially been re-
moved. In the livestock operators’ eyes, the land wasn’t good 
for anything else except grazing. 

Times have changed. Perceptions of good and bad have 
changed. Today one cannot plow up grassland to plant a crop 

Sodhouse (16 ft x 16 ft) built ca. 1889. Behind the two horses are the remains of the dugout (12 ft x 16 ft) built ca. 1886.

Children attending school ca. 1898. Schoolhouse was made of sod.
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without a detailed plan of how they are going to protect the 
soil resource. Ranchers are criticized for “overgrazing.” Farm-
ers are criticized for using water (irrigation) and fuel to grow 
crops on land that was originally grass-covered. To meet 
current conservation guidelines, farmers and ranchers are 
provided cost-share incentives to utilize practices that will 
“sustain” the resources. Ranchers are encouraged to use graz-
ing practices that allow the land some rest during the grazing 
season. Farmers are encouraged to leave residue on the soil 
surface to reduce or limit the potential soil erosion from wind 
and water. This is giving to the land.

Is this working? Are we returning to the land what has 
been taken from it for the past 100 years? Is this good or bad? 
We do not know. Only time will tell. There are indications 
that we cannot just abandon the land. On much of this semi-
arid land the vegetation will not revert back to the state that 
it was in prior to the coming of the settlers. 

There is ample evidence that many of the past activities 
were detrimental to the natural resources. It took decades of 
overuse of the land to reach our current state. We may never 
bring it back to the original state. The fact is that we cannot 
undo the past in a few years. It will take many years of using 
the best techniques known to even partially undo the conse-
quences of what happened when the early settlers were just 
trying to survive in a land they did not understand. 

The land gave to the early settlers. We must now use our best 
efforts to give back to the land for the future.

Author is Editor-in-Chief of Rangelands, gfrasier@aol.com 

Wooden framed house on homestead. Photo taken 1903.

Grass on original homestead in 2006 with 5th generation family member.


