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—An 1889 survey counted only 1 091 blson left in North America, by 2005 some 50 “conseryation” herds totaling 19 000 bison existed in i
North America. Today areas as large as 3,000,000 acres have been suggested for sustaining wild bison herds on an ecologically meaningful

scale.
-The Great Plains west of: thé"Mississippi were plowed up at a rate of 2.6 million acres a year from 1850 to 1950. 3

-Ten pcrcent«?f the ground w;ter in the Ogallala aqulfer has been depleted in the last 20 years, with a nine-foot drop in the water table in

Colorado’s portion. . 1\ T
)

_Eor the Eastern Pla'ins of the Rockies average farm size in 1930 was 1,061, in 1959: 2,479 acres and in 1997: 2,989 acres; over the same
erk)mnutﬁ"ber offarms declined from 71 ,289 to 33 0‘3?

median age for the Eastern Plains Agnlﬁultural Zone is 38 years, three years older than the entire Rockies region ‘1‘9"&‘ ' l

-One f: ';'today can produce more output- than five fanl;rmllérs in 1940. The number of farmers in the U.S. has dropped almost 80 percent = d I*"
i 10, &r_n 40 million to about threc million. | -\



Since the Lewis and Clark expedition first crossed the
Northern Great Plains and beyond into the highest reaches of
the Rocky Mountains, generations of explorers, settlers, and
policy-makers have been perplexed by the question, “What are
the Great Plains for, and what are we to make of them?” Lewis
and Clark’s 1804-1806 exploration, and the settlement during
the century to follow, plowed through “oceans of grass” with
abundant wildlife, vast landscapes, and undisturbed ecological
processes, as well encountered Native American tribes. The
expedition’s reports back to the “East”, along with those of Ze-
bulon Pike in 1806, and John Wesley Powell in 1869 helped
focus attention on the vast riches of the lands in
the Louisiana Purchase.

Beginning in 1862, the various Home-
stead Acts were an answer to the question about
the Plains, and were a call for waves of settlers
to “put into production” vast stretches of virgin
lands only considered valuable if humans extract-
ed a bounty of produce. The settlers could spread
democratic ideals by staking out straight plots
of land to make a living and hopefully a profit.
Agricultural development of the West served as
an answer to the question of the Great Plains,
but subjected economies, communities, and the
environment of the region to manic fluctuations
of boom and bust. Intense tilling, plowing, and
other *“sod busting” agricultural practices did
reach points of economic boom; however the
ecological processes and climate of the Northern
Great Plains were unable to support the long-
term agricultural settlement. Homesteaded lands
in the Eastern Plains of Montana saw their first
great bust in the beginning of the 20" century.
The more southern reaches of the Great Plains
saw decline with the environmental disaster of the
1930°s Dust Bowl, and later with the decline of available water,
including the continued draw-down of the Ogallala Aquifer. As
many farmers in rural communities began to sell their farms
to large corporations and move toward suburbs and cities after
World War 11, the Homestead Act’s “vision” of how to conquer
the region was shown to be an insufficient answer to the Great
Plains question.

In recent decades, loss of population and economic vi-
tality has affected many of the rural communities in the High
Plains. Numerous rural communities in the Eastern Plains Ag-
ricultural Zone (EPAZ), a small part of the larger Great Plains
eco-region, have lost population, and now register low levels
of economic prosperity as agricultural economies are largely
mechanized and corporatized. This has left large parts of east-
ern Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, and New Mexico, asking
the questions that the original Homestead Acts answered 150
years ago: “What are the Great Plains for and what are we to
make of them today?”

Today’s economic, environmental, and political climate,
resonating throughout national, regional, and local levels, has
given this question direction and opportunity. Since 2003,
there have been calls for a “new” Homestead Act by the fed-
eral government, intended to improve infrastructure and en-
courage working age populations to return to viable regional
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economies.! In 2007, Senator Bryon Dorgan of North Dakota
introduced new homestead legislation that called for bottom-
up economic revitalization through tax breaks, government
subsidies to start new businesses, and forgiveness of college
debts for those “resettling” in eligible counties. Additionally,
the push for alternative energy solutions has drawn many to
dream of widespread utilization of the abundant renewable
energy resources on the plains. Many areas in New Mexico
and Colorado boast rich solar energy potential, while the high
winds that were once a challenge to farmers and settlers across
Wyoming and Montana’s plains have been recognized for

Figurc 1:The Great Plains
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their great alternative energy potential. These renewable ener-
gies may provide long-term restorative environmental benefits
along with potential economic benefits if the necessary trans-
mission corridors are created and required capital is found to
construct vast energy collection arrays. In addition some have
called for a resurgence of economic and community vitality in
the region based upon a “nature-based economy,” that seeks
to restore the Plains to its pre-European settlement ecological
conditions. “Prairie reserves” could be an effort to restore the
High Plains to centuries’ past vast open spaces with roaming
herds of domestic animals and wildlife. There are hopes that
opening up the Plains as a “North American Serengeti,” can re-
store the region’s ecology from its damaged agricultural history
while infusing recreation and tourism-based economic activity.

Recently, there are many people critically analyzing,
evaluating, and reappraising what the Great Plains region rep-
resents, and what it has to offer in light of the current demo-
graphic and environmental situation. Finding an answer to the
question of the Plains means listening closely to all of the voic-
es that arise from the “sea of grass,” the solutions they suggest,
and the needs they hope to meet. The political, economic, and
environmental implications of these solutions represent a vari-
ety of interests found from region to region, state to state, and
county to county. The best answer to the question of the Plains



Figure 2:
Percent of Potential Grasslands Lost as Indicated by Major
Land Use Report (MLU) 1997 and National Resources
Inventory (NRI)

Source: Richard Connor, et al., United States Grasslands and Related Resources: An Economic and Biological Trends Assessment

(College Station: Texas A & M University, 2001)
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will come from a deliberation that both remembers the past and
recognizes the present in understanding future possibilities for
the Plains.

Characteristics of an Ocean of Grass and its Wildlife

As seen in Figure 1, four of the eight states in the Rock-
ies region contain eastern portions that overlap the Great Plains.
Large parts of Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, and New Mexico
are home to a prairie ecosystem, similar to that of Midwestern
states like North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas.
The Great Plains Research Project at the University of Michi-
gan, part of the Inter-University Consortium for Political Sci-
ence and Research, defines the limits of the region as the Cana-
dian border to the north, the 32" parallel to the south, the line of
700 mm or roughly 28 inches of average annual precipitation to
the east, and the lands 5,000 feet of elevation and higher to the
West as boundaries that fully encompass geographic common-
ality of the Great Plains. With agricultural settlement of this
region came conversion of virgin prairie to cultivated cropland.
The transformation of these natural ecosystems to agricultural
lands is seen in Figure 2. With settlement came the decline of
the grasslands west of the Mississippi, which were plowed up
on an average 2.6 million acres a year from 1850-1950. The
conversion of the short-grass prairie, which makes up the East-
ern Plains Agricultural Zone, to crop production, did not occur
until the 1880’s. Figure 2 shows an estimate of land west of the
Mississippi covered by native grassland and croplands since
1850, as indicated by the 1997 Major Land Use (MLU) report
of grassland pasture and range and National Resources Inven-
tory (NRI) report of non-federal rangelands. The graph illus-
trates a decrease in grasslands and increase of croplands over
10 year periods throughout the second half of the 19" century
until 1990.This simultaneous process of cropland conversion
and grassland plow-up saw fluctuations in populations in set-
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tlers. Though the prairie is still home to many communi-
ties, with numerous inhabitants being descendants of orig-
inal settlers, other parts of the region were long abandoned
by the middle of the 20" century.?

The Northern Great Plains (NGP), which has been re-
ferred to as an “ocean of grass,” is a natural habitat for a
variety of short and mixed grasses, insects, prairie dogs,
pronghorn, deer, elk, wolves, and the Great American bi-
son. According to the 2004 Conservation Assessment of
the Northern Great Plains, written in collaboration by a
group of ecologists, biologists, and conservationists, in-
cluding the World Wildlife Fund, the Northern Great
Plains eco-region is 279,000 square miles, North Amer-
ica’s largest grassland eco-region, comprising the north-
western quarter of the Great Plains.2 Most of the NGP re-
ceives less than 16 inches (40 cm) of precipitation a year.
Precipitation varies cyclically, however, as the region is
subject to prolonged drought amongst other things, natural
disasters such as sporadic fires occur.

The population trends of endemic species have often
been considered good indicators of ecosystem conditions
and thus act as a useful index to determine the overall
health of the ecosystem.® Today 1,595 species of plants
and 1,100 vertebrate species call the Northern Great
Plains their home.* Despite human settlement, the only ex-
tinct species that lived on the Plains before people settled
there is the now-extinct Rocky Mountain Locust. Others

species, like the grizzly bear and gray wolf, have been largely
reduced in population, and some like the black footed ferret
are highly endangered. In the Northern Great Plains eco-region
non-native species account for 13-30 percent of all species, and
major areas of the NGP’s biodiversity remain unaffected.*

Despite the resiliency of many Great Plains species,
there remains concern that their continued decimation will
threaten the fragile ecological systems of the region. Plant and
animal life was and remains dependent upon the natural sys-
tem prior to settlement. Thus, any one alteration could cause
a ripple effect across the entire sea of grass, threatening the
natural exuberance of the region. Great Plains ecologist Dan
Licht explains, “Nowhere in the Great Plains does there exist a
vestige of naturally functioning grassland ecosystem...because
the prairie ecosystem has lost not only grass, but also wild-
life.” He goes on, “The extermination of Great Plains wildlife
was probably the largest human-caused elimination of fauna, in
terms of biomass, the world has ever seen.” The decline of the
Great Plains eco-system is well indicated by the threatened and
endangered status of the region’s endemic species that have
evolved in the Great Plains and whose distribution is limited to
the NGP.

The protection of these endemic species is of central im-
portance to biodiversity conservation because their health and
survival is symbiotic with that of the local environment. Among
the species of grass endemic to the NGP eco-region (apart from
the blue grama and buffalo grass that remain largely abundant)
are Great Plains stickseed (Lappula cenchrusoides), second
bladderpod (Lesquerella arenosa), Dakota wild-buckwheat
(eriogoum nisher), and dense flower knotweed (polygonum po-
lygaloides). Others grass species are of significant conservation
interest because they are near-endemics, listed as endangered or
threatened by the U.S. and Canadian governments, or consid-
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ered at risk according to Natural Heritage Network standards.
The flora of the Great Plains is in need of a conservation plan,
for their habitat receives the lowest levels of government pro-
tection. Of the 404 endemic species in Wyoming, only 294 in-
habit protected lands with less than 15 percent of these species
having fewer than 10 percent of their populations preserved.®
Bird species of the grasslands face the greatest threat of deci-
mation over any other bird population in North America.

The NGP eco-region is home to 95 species of mammals,
20 of which are carnivores. Figure 3 shows the pre-settlement
territory of some of the major mammals in the eco-region.
Including shrew and bats, 23 of these species are insectivo-
rous mammals. In general, prairie carnivores have been the
group most affected by human settlement of the region. Griz-
zly bears and the gray wolf no longer roam most of the region
(though, populations do exist near Yellowstone and the Eastern
Rockies High Plains). River otters and wolverines were once
abundant within the region, but are now usually found only in
the outskirts. The presence of mountain lions has drastically
decreased, resulting in this species being threatened in South
Dakota and Nebraska; the black-footed ferret is highly endan-
gered as well. The swift fox, once more abundant than the red
or grey fox, is considered at risk in the entire eco-region and
occupies perhaps only 40 percent of its former range. Dramatic
shifts in the abundance of prey, disappearance of the wolf, and
predator control programs have altered the presence of mid-
sized predators. The populations of these predators, such as
coyotes (Canis latrans), have changed due to various factors.

The grassland elk that once roamed the tall grass prai-
ries and the arid short grass steppes, became extinct by the late
1800°s. Elk were once a primary Plains species, but their num-
bers have now dramatically decreased in the Northern Great
Plains, and are no longer quantified as “innumerable” as early
explorers of the plains once had described. Beavers have also
experienced reduced numbers as a result of ecosystem deg-
radation. Their absence is widely felt, for they have a strong
influence over hydrologic regimes and plant composition that
affects the distribution of other species, such as waterfowl and
amphibians.® The black-tailed prairie dog, which was once able
to thrive throughout the NGP eco-region, now finds itself a can-
didate for the Endangered Species Act. The Audubon bighorn
sheep, which occupied the badlands of the Dakotas, Nebraska,
and Montana, became extinct around 1925 due to over hunting.
The Great American Bison, once numbering 30-70 million,
were completely gone from the Northern Plains by 1883.”

Before settlement, the grasslands were regulated by wild
fires, initiated by lightning strikes and sometimes by the Na-
tive Americans. These fires helped recycle the dead grass and
renew the nutrients in the soil, while also ridding the grasses
of pests and plant disease. The presence of bison on the plains
helps contribute to the regulatory function of wildfires—bison
leave behind patches of dried grass from their grazing areas,
which helps host the next fire. Settlers who moved to the Plains
would extinguish these fires, disallowing the natural rejuvena-
tion process on the plains to occur. Plants would overgrow, and
weeds would eventually set in, altering and damaging the natu-
ral ecosystem functions.® There is currently heavy fire suppres-
sion on the plains with only 33.4 km?, or about .02 percent of
the total mixed grass prairie being affected by fire per year, and
only 14.2 km? of the 2,675.8 km? (.05 percent) of short grass

THE EASTERN PLAINS

Figure 3: Historic and Current Ranges
of Selected Species
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prairie being affected.® While fires were once a yearly occur-
rence on the long grass prairie, a three to five year occurrence
on the mixed grass prairie, and a major ecological driver on
the short grass prairie, government managers largely ignored
the important ecological roles that fires have played during the
past century.® Some range managers have begun reinstituting
fire as a management tool and the practice, when implemented
during the right season, has been shown to have several im-
mediate benefits to plant species on the prairie.® Callenbach
offers us these words:

“bison are wild, freedom-loving beasts. These weighty symbolic virtues
also pose difficult problems- conceptual and practical, economic and po-
litical, cultural and ecological. Indeed, if we are to let bison be bison, we
will have to modify some of our current ways of being human. These
changes will benefit us as well as bison, but they will be profound”. **

The American Bison (also known as buffalo) is among
the wildlife that was once abundant throughout the Plains, but
now is sparsely scattered throughout the NGP and EPAZ. The
enormity of the bison’s previous territory is shown in Figure
4. George Catlin, on his way up the Missouri River in 1832
in what is now Montana, left us with a prophetic image of the
American Bison upon witnessing them first hand. “What a
thrilling specimen for America to preserve and hold up to the
view of her refined citizens and the world in future ages! A
nation’s Park, containing man and beasts, in all the wild and
freshness of their nature’s beauty.”*? It is amazing how Catlin



Figure 4: Bison in North America
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foresaw the demise of the buffalo from the beginning of settle-
ment, and that their survival would be dependent upon govern-
ment protection.

Frederick W. Turner states that in 1835, “more buffalo
robes were being shipped down the Missouri than beaver
pelts—almost fifty thousand of them annually.”*® Killing bi-
son for hide and sport helped contribute not only to their own
demise, but to the alteration of an entire ecosystem. The 1860’s
brought not only railroads and settlement, but praise for the
buffalo hunter, William F. Cody, or Buffalo Bill, as America
would know him. These symbols of the American spirit seemed
to necessitate the eradication of the American Bison, and the
destruction of the ecosystem. “For five hundred dollars a month
Cody killed buffalo, and in a year and a half while employed by
the Kansas Pacific he dropped an estimate of 4,280.”** Between
1872 and 1874, Turner adds, an estimated 3,158,730 buffalo
were killed by the white man.*

The Northern Great Plains Conservation Assessment
determined that there were about 50 “conservation herds” of
buffalo in North America in 2005. Many believe that bison play
a necessary role in the strength of the Great Plains ecosystem.
While cattle have taken up a similar role in prairie ecosystems,
they do not truly fulfill the traditional ecological role of the
bison. In earlier centuries their rapid reproduction rate resulted
in vast herds, helping to sustain the biodiversity of grassland
carnivores, like the cougar and gray wolf. The absence of bison
on the plains is heavily reflected by the decline of the grassland
carnivore populations.’* The grazing patterns of these large
herds of bison were also instrumental in maintaining biodiver-
sity throughout the eco-region. Bison herds roam throughout
the plains, moving on from one grazing area to another. Their
large numbers (and appetite), make for heavily grazed areas,

THE EASTERN PLAINS

which are then temporarily abandoned and provide for a patch-
work of grazed land where other species can thrive. The native
species of grass have adapted to these grazing patterns. Their
impact on the native grasses helps spread seeds as a result of
their grazing patterns, playing a significant role in nutrient cy-
cling, and the distribution of prairie birds, prairie dog colonies,
and other large herbivores.’* The Northern Great Plains Con-
servation Assessment estimates that there are few communities
or species in the Northern Great Plains not affected, in some
form, by the presence of bison.*

The Northern Great Plains Conservation assessment in
2005 helped bring a concern for bison to the ecological fore-
front. Bison, according to the assessment, were ecologically
extinct from their historic herd locations, with the exception
of a handful of places. By 2005 there were approximately 50
“conservation herds” in North America. These herds are either
publicly owned, or managed by private organizations with
clear conservation objects. The animals in these “conserva-
tion herds” make up approximately 19,000 bison out of about
500,000 bison in North America.* Only six of these are free-
ranging herds; of these, only four are in the U.S.. They are lo-
cated in Henry’s Mountains, Utah, Yellowstone National Park
in Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho, along with the adjoining
Grand Teton National Park and National Elk Refuge in Wyo-
ming.** None of these are found within the NGP.** Captive bi-
son in the nine conservation herds in the NGP now occupy a
mere 280,000 acres (less than 0.1 percent of their former range
within the NGP). The few public herds that remain today are
heavily managed.**
As Earnest Callenbach, author of Bring Back the Buffalo!, ex-
plains,

“the only way to replicate the ecological symbiosis that free-roaming
herds once had with grasslands is to put bison, elk, pronghorn, and deer
back on large territories, along with their appropriate predators (including
humans, hunting on a year-round basis), and let them reestablish coexis-
tence with the grasses and the myriad other forms of life there.”

Bison ranchers like Ted Turner can do their part to set a new
standard, but much of the task, as Callenbach advises, will need
to be taken up by public lands. *°

In the grasslands, like any ocean, body, or natural eco-
system, one loose thread can unravel the entire ecosystem,
threatening the entire ecosystem. Approximately two-thirds
of North America’s mixed- and short-grass prairies have been
tilled, leading experts to conclude that the Great Plains is one

- ——
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of the most altered ecosystems in North America. Threats to
the Plains started developing with everything that accompanied
settlement. Sod busting, altered soils (and thus the species that
thrive on them), grazing practices, the mechanization of agri-
culture, fragmentation of lands, oil and gas development, the di-
minished Ogallala Aquifer, and effects of climate change have
all taken their toll on the Great Plains in significant ways.

It will require preservation on a vast scale to keep our
current grasslands intact; its true preservation requires that
grasslands become a national and global priority. The non-
profit, World Wildlife Fund, has identified the Northern Great
Plains as one of 10 large areas its works in, evidencing the im-
pressive ecology and importance to the world’s biodiversity.
There is much at stake if preserving grassland biodiversity is
left unaddressed, for it affects not only the environment but the
people who live there. The homestead acts and waves of settle-
ment helped characterize the plains as land used for agriculture.
The increase in agriculture and the simultaneous decrease in
grassland it brought about, along with the switch to large-scale
agricultural operations, have left many rural inhabitants on the
Plains facing uncertainties regarding the utility of the environ-
ment they live in.

High outmigration rates in rural areas over the past 20
years seem to indicate that many rural inhabitants have run into
limited economic opportunity living on the Plains. However,
there are those populations that remain, finding possibility for
economic opportunity through innovative and entrepreneurial
means. One example of this on the Plains is the alteration of the
Switzer family ranch in Nebraska, altering their cattle opera-
tion to provide a greater diversity of bird habitat. As a result of
this, the family has seen increasing returns to their cattle ranch
operation as well as the environment. The environmental bene-
fits that the ranch brings has led to its recognition and awarding
of the Important Bird Area Status from the Nebraska Audubon
Society.® Innovative and entrepreneurial thinking from local
landowners on the Plains, like the Switzers, shows the possibil-
ity for rethinking what economy and environment means for
the Plains.

Threats to the Great Plains Ecology

In the 100 years from 1850 to 1950, major conversion of
grassland to crop land started to occur. High demand for wheat
during World War 1, a short-grass crop, accompanied by the
Homestead Act and railroad developments, sent farmers west,
beginning “the Great Plow-up.”*" In those 100 years, three mil-
lion acres a year was converted to cultivated cropland. This
resulted in an average loss of three million acres per year in
grassland. * Human impact on the Great Plains has ranged in
level of severity over time and across different regions. Till-
age of soils from the great “plow-up”, fragmentation of lands
from high road densities and railroads, and the impacts of min-
ing and extraction industries were among the damaging fac-
tors accompanying human settlement. The “plow-up” is still
occurring on many lands in the Eastern Plains as commodity
prices rise, such as the price per bushel of corn which has risen
in recent years due to demand for ethanol production. It is
estimated that from 1982 to 1997 five to 10 percent of native
prairie acres on private land in north-central Montana (Blaine,
Phillips, and Valley Counties) were in decline, while crop sub-
sidies still encouraged farming on unsuitable lands, creating

“false” profitability.*

Modern domestic livestock grazing has also been found
to impact the ecological health of the Great Plains. Grazing
certainly comes with many ecological benefits and is a natu-
ral ecological process among Plains species. Light to moderate
grazing stimulates seed growth, distributes seedbed, and returns
nutrients to the soil. This was traditionally undertaken by ungu-
lates and prairie dogs among other species. Light to moderate
grazing also benefits many songbird species in the Great Plains.
Modern grazing practices, however, may affect the biodiversity
of the ecosystem.?® Current range management practices vary
among ranches. Uniform grazing patterns, however, tend to be
exhibited within management practices.?* The impact of graz-
ing on the ecology of the Plains has been indicated through its
bird populations, which have been found to concentrate their
populations based on species and grazing preference.?’ Some
species that prefer heavily grazed sites, like the horned lark and
chestnut-collard longspur, tend to proliferate in those areas.
Variation of bird densities across the Plains has been a noted
effect.?® Whether or not these variations are detrimental to the
overall health of the Plains cannot be concluded based on this.

The extraction industry has posed threats to the grass-
lands that overlie large areas of oil, gas, and coal reserves. In
places like the Powder River Basin of Montana and Wyoming,
much of it located in a National Grassland, coal-bed methane
extraction has affected the biodiversity and functioning of its
ecosystem.? Water discharge with a high salinity is a byproduct
of coal-bed methane mines, affecting the nutrients in the soil,
and thus the vegetation and wildlife endemic to the region.?

A whole host of other impacts accompany the mining
industry in the Great Plains, including those on humans, along
with the high density roads and infrastructure that are needed.
Additionally, the negative impact of removing native prairie
for fossil-fuel extraction poses another problem as grasslands
provide environmental benefits that are in high demand with
increased climate change. Prairies may be one of the leading
global repositories of sequestered carbon, containing more car-
bon per unit area than those of most other ecosystems world-
wide. As the tillage of more and more prairie continues, stored
greenhouse gases are released into the atmosphere, further con-
tributing to global greenhouse effect. Not only does this plow-
ing release greenhouse gases, this prairie has great potential for
carbon sequestration if left untilled and undamaged. Recent re-
search has shown that native prairie vegetation acts as a strong
sink for carbon and a minor sink for methane.?* While grazing
lands still produce nitrous oxide (N20), a greenhouse gas with a
greater impact than carbon dioxide, research out of the USDA’s
Agricultural Research Service Northern Great Plains Research
Lab shows that native prairie vegetation produces three times
less N2O than seeded forage.?* Considering this information,
an examination of the long-term role of grasslands, not just re-
gionally, but also globally should be considered when evaluat-
ing the future of our native prairie. The native sod still left in
the Great Plains has witnessed more than a century and a half
of agricultural intervention beginning with the earliest Western
explorers This past has left many an irreparable mark on the
Plains, but a better understanding of the prairie’s value both
ecologically and economically may change the trend for the
future.



Westward Expansion and Agricultural Settlement of the
Rockies

“The most destructive force in the American West is its commanding
views, because they foster the illusion that we command.” (Richard Man-

ning)

Explorers

After acquiring the Louisiana Territory from Napoleon
in 1803, Thomas Jefferson was interested to discover what he
had purchased from the French and sent forth multiple expedi-
tions to explore the newly acquired territory. These expeditions
are outlined in Figure 5. First and most famous of these ex-
peditions was Lewis and Clark and their Corps of Discovery.
In the spring of 1804 the explorers set forth from St. Louis in
order to find a “direct water communication from sea to sea
formed by the bed of the Missouri and perhaps the Oregon.”?
They would eventually find their way across the vast expanses
of what is now the western United States, and while they failed
to find a commercial water route across the region, the stories
and reports they returned with ignited the frontier settlement
craze that persisted well through the 19" century. Other expe-
ditions would follow Lewis and Clark, such as Zebulon Pike’s
exploration of the southwest United States from 1806-1807.
The expedition sustained itself on the large herds of bison that
populated the plains. Their numbers were so great that Pike
commented, “I will not attempt to describe the droves of ani-
mals we now saw on our route. Suffice it to say that the prai-
rie was covered with them...their numbers exceeded imagi-
nation.”?® Pike’s expedition took a more southerly route than
the previous explorers and led him directly across the Eastern
Plains of the Rocky Mountains to the mountain that now bears
his name. While attempting to climb what we now know is the
eastern most 14,000 foot peak in the Rockies, Pike and two oth-
er expedition members were forced to spend the night in a cave
without supplies. Pike and his companions “arose hungry, dry,
and extremely sore...but were amply com-
pensated for [their] toil by the sublimity of

the prospect below. The unbounded prairie gﬁ
/l

was overhung with clouds, which appeared

like the ocean in a storm; wave piled on wave y
and foaming.”?® The vantage point offered é
the explorer a look out on to the grasslands

of the Eastern Plains that in less than a cen-

tury would see a flood of settlers spurred on (
by free land and the prospect of prosperity in \J‘F
the newly opened West. Y

\
Homestead Acts/ Legislative History of Ag- 1
ricultural Settlement o~
Growing industrialization and com-

mercialization in America during the 19ih  SelectedPaths

the original Homestead Act into law in 1862, which entitled
citizens over 21 or the heads of households to apply for plots of
land up to 160 acres, which they would then cultivate and im-
prove for five years, after which they would be fully entitled.?”
The prospect of free land for cultivation appealed to the tra-
ditional American values and the “yeoman” ideal, motivating
settlers to migrate to and cultivate available land in the Eastern
Rockies portion of the Great Plains. The development of farm-
land on the Great Plains of the Rockies region can be seen in
Figure 6.

After building a home and then successfully complet-
ing the five years of cultivation required under the Homestead
Act, settlers could obtain a final patent or deed to their farm.
The agricultural settlement in the newer territories in the late
19" century, which today includes much of our eight-state
Rockies region, shows a very strong correlation with settle-
ment of Homesteads in those areas.?” In 1880, there were a
total of 4,506 farms in Colorado and five years later in 1885,
4,804 final homesteads had been deeded to individuals.?” Be-
tween 1880 and 1885 in Montana, the census counted 1,519
total farms, 1,094 of which had obtained deeds by 1885.%

At the same time that land was being opened up to
settlers through the Homestead Act, Congress was giving away
land to corporations under the Pacific Railroad Act, expanding
the land given away to railroads to 127 million acres within a
10 year period.?

The dominant gaze that explorers had earlier cast upon
the American West envisioned the wealth that could grow out
of tilling the soil; however, their eyes deceived them. The land
west of the Mississippi was untouched, and those in Wash-
ington thought that the land could universally grow crops and
graze cattle, all of which could be shipped as freight to the
thriving demand from the East. There were, however, those
explorers who saw a different reality of the American West. In
1869, John Wesley Powell set out on the Colorado and Green
rivers, becoming one of the first to realize that Congress had
made a grave mistake opening up lands for public use. Pow-

century opened up new markets for farm-
ers, shedding light upon the Great Plains as
a source of raw material, cultivation, and
the promise of economic prosperity. Seeing
great economic opportunity in the lands west
of the Mississippi, President Lincoln signed
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Figure 6: Progression of Farming Settlement
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ell’s account of the West’s dry and arid landscape was largely
ignored by settlers and land policy-makers, despite his seat on
the first public-lands commission. Powell’s report emphasized
Congress’ oversights in passing its Homestead legislation and
commented that “All of the lands were supposed to be AR-
ABLE LANDS.”® Looking back at the situation in an op-ed
piece for the New York Times, Nicholas Kristof labeled the 150
year period of Plains over-settlement as “one of the longest-
running and most costly errors in American History.”?

Powell voiced his concern to Congress regarding
Homesteads in his 1878 Report on the Arid Lands of North
America and suggested a classification of lands into either tim-
ber, or irrigable lands and “all of the lands falling without these
boundaries would be relegated to the greater class designated
as pasturage lands.”*® Powell called for a minimum of 2,560-
acre homesteads on pastoral lands separate from irrigable ar-
eas, recognizing that “in general, the lands greatly exceed the
capacities of the streams” and thus pastoral activities should be
encouraged on lands that were not suited for planting.*® How-
ever, fears in Congress and throughout the country of “baronial
estates” and “land monopolies,” coupled with a desire to in-
crease the population in political jurisdictions resulted in Pow-
ell’s suggestions and thus those of the nation’s first public lands
commission falling on deaf ears.®* Had a land policy been in-
stituted allowing for more acreage per homestead, settlement
frequency and proximity would have declined, making it more
difficult for territories to become states. Allowing larger home-
steads and thus fewer settlers would have impeded political
power in Washington that directly correlated to federal funding
as well. However, had a different course been taken, perhaps
settlers would have been better able to implement practices of
agriculture suitable to the climate, rather than a practice suit-
able to politicians back east.

Subsequently, little was made of Powell’s sugges-
tions. The blind utilitarianism persisted throughout the early
years of the 20" century. A United States Geological Survey
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(USGS) report from the time claimed “The
High Plains continues to be the most alluring
body of unoccupied land in the United States,
and will remain such until the best means of
their utilization have been worked out.”*? Once
again, government officials failed to heed Pow-
ell’s warning and encouraged the settlement of
more homesteads on lands that were not suit-
able for the agriculture being practiced. Lack
of knowledge regarding the climate of the High
Plains, coupled with wet years during the height
of homesteading on the Northern Plains lulled
settlers into a false sense of security.*® Coin-
cidentally, the years from 1906-1916 proved to
be the wettest on record for eastern Montana
during the 20" century, with the five years that
followed resulting in severe drought.®* Belief
in the Dry-farming Doctrine and claims of “rain
follows the plow” disappeared with the return
of drought to the upper high plains, especially
eastern Montana.®

In 1909, recognizing that most easily
irrigable land had already been homesteaded,
Congress amended the original Homestead
Act of 1862 by passing the Enlarged Homestead Act. This act
doubled settlers’ allotments to 320 acres and allowed for some
successful homesteading in the arid areas. It encouraged the
construction of irrigation ditches on the Great Plains, so that
those lands could be settled. The rationale for this act met a
number of interests. Theodore Roosevelt wrote in his message
to Congress, “the western half of the United States would sus-
tain a population greater than that of our whole country today
if the waters that now run to waste were saved and used for irri-
gation”.® Also behind Roosevelt’s thinking was that if settlers
were to depend on irrigation and a healthy clean water supply
for their economic success, then it would be in their interest to
protect the upstream forested land.*®

Roosevelt’s concern for the nation’s forests resulted in
the creation of the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) in 1905, and
the formation of a second public-lands commission. Gifford
Pinchot was the first head of the USFS, having been head of
the Division of Forestry in the Department of the Interior since
1898. He also took on a leading role in the second public-lands
commission that came to many of the same conclusions Powell
had previously voiced to Congress. The new commission held
that public lands be used to “effect the lar