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. . . I do know this, that what I saw in those early pioneer days of Wyoming 
and what I experienced then seemed as all right and life as good and as worth 
living as it seems today with all its conveniences and modern inventions.

—Eva Ogden Putnam, discussing her 
early years on a homestead and ranch near 
Sundance

Eva Ogden Putnam, “Pioneering in Crook 
County,” Annals of Wyoming, 3 (April 1926): 
203-205 
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he way we understand the significance of specific 
historical events and places is by considering them 
in context, by understanding the broader patterns of 

history of which they were a part. This means that we con-
nect those places and events with what came before, what 
happened afterwards, and what was going on at other places 
at the same time. This idea of historic context is important as 
we seek to understand our past in Wyoming and as we try to 
understand the physical remains of the past, remnants that 
we call historic resources. Since the way we deal with those 
resources when they are impacted by modern developments 
depends on their historic significance, studies that identify 
the patterns of history to which they belong can be a power-
ful tool for the state, for private developers, and for the Wyo-
ming public.

The development of historic context studies is a respon-
sibility of the Planning and Historic Context Development 
Program in the Wyoming State Historic Preservation Office. 
That office, working with an Advisory Committee on Historic 
Context Development comprised of specialists from the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, Forest Service; the U.S. Depart-
ment of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management; the U.S. 
Department of Interior, National Park Service, and repre-
sentation from private industry, has established priorities for 
investigation and context development and the state legisla-
ture has sponsored the preparation of several reports. One 

of these investigations focused on the extensive resources 
across Wyoming relating to the state’s history of homestead-
ing, ranching, and farming. The primary result of that study 
was the preparation of a substantial historic context analy-
sis that examines the contours and complexity of Wyoming 
agriculture, both socially and economically, from the forma-
tive years to 1960, and that study, a much longer document, 
is available at the State Historic Preservation Office website. 
This booklet is a companion piece to that study and is de-
signed to make some of the major historic patterns and con-
clusions available to a wider audience. 

The subject of this historical inquiry is both simple and 
complex at the same time. Most of us are familiar, to some 
degree, with the history of Wyoming and are aware of the 
important roles that ranches, farms, and homesteads have 
played in that history—at least generally. Too often, though, 
there is a tendency to compartmentalize the past into sepa-
rate episodes or developments unrelated to each other. And 
too many times we freeze the Wyoming past at certain mo-
ments in time and generalize from those moments to a much 
broader period as if the processes and forces of history had 
somehow stopped for a while. But when we narrow our vision 
to include only specific episodes or periods we also pass over 
large parts of the past and distort the significance and mean-
ing of those parts highlighted. The settlement and growth of 
ranches and farms and homesteads in Wyoming cannot be 

preface
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reduced to just a few episodes without distorting the larger 
history of which they are a part. It is essential that we under-
stand the past as a complex, evolving set of patterns of his-
tory that need exploration. This study attempts to do exactly 
that. It is not a study of individual ranches and farms, or even 
of the families associated with them. This study should help, 
however, as individual families seek to place their own opera-
tions into the patterns of history; in that way they may gain 
an understanding of the broader significance of the farms and 
ranches they already know so well. Whether the reader lives 
in the countryside or in the city, the hope is that this study 
will provide a closer understanding of how the historical pat-
terns involving ranching, farming, and homesteading shaped 
the Wyoming that we see around us today. It will hopefully 
thereby also give us a closer appreciation of the resources as-
sociated with the past and, not incidentally, a better apprecia-
tion of how we got to where are today. As we move into the 
future, it is essential that we understand our past.

While this study deals with homesteading, ranching, and 
farming, those three activities have seldom been as separate 
from each other as they have sometimes been made to ap-
pear. At a minimum, they overlap widely. It is not at all unusu-
al to find ranches in Wyoming history that are also farms, if 
only in the production of oats for horses and other grains for 
domestic consumption, and to find farms that are also ranch-
es in that they run a small number of cattle or sheep. More-
over, many ranches and farms often began as homestead 
claims under one of the various laws opening public land to 
settlement and the farm and ranch would be referred to as a 
homestead into the third generation, or more, of the family 
operating it. In other words, the distinction between farms, 
ranches, and homesteads winds up being arbitrary and gen-
erally confuses the investigation as much as it clarifies it. It is 

no surprise that historically the U.S. Census in its ten-year tal-
lies simply lumped all three together and called them farms. 
Although there are points in history in which the activities as-
sociated with homesteading, ranching, and farming are fairly 
clear and separate, even in opposition, this study does not 
generally attempt to draw impossible lines between the three 
which, in the resources they left behind, so often fit together 
like the braids of a rope in which the whole is greater than 
the sum of the parts. 

The history of Wyoming agriculture is an ongoing history 
in two ways. First, Wyoming’s rural population continues to 
address the issues and opportunities associated with mak-
ing a living on the land and this modern effort is as much a 
part of our history as earlier developments. Second, histori-
ans continue to examine this history and are cautious about 
drawing lines in time abruptly starting or stopping develop-
ment. That said, however, every study needs to have a gen-
eral termination point and the date used in this study (and 
in the longer historic context) is 1960. The current registra-
tion form for the National Register of Historic Places requires 
properties whose historic significance begins or extends be-
yond a point fifty years in the past to be justified separately as 
being “of exceptional importance.” For several years, discus-
sion has proceeded at different levels to blur this line, and 
there are substantial reasons to do so, but as of this writing, 
the registration form requires that fifty-year division and this 
study does not attempt to formulate an alternative standard. 

This booklet is drawn from the larger study and in some 
ways represents a summary of the main historical narrative 
presented in that historic context. It uses some of the same 
examples and conclusions and even some of the same lan-
guage as it tries to encapsulate some of this history. Accord-
ingly, in the interest of saving space and avoiding duplication, 
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the reader is directed to the larger study to explore these is-
sues with greater depth and breadth. In addition, while some 
footnotes were used here to provide sources for specific quo-
tations or other references, the documentation provided in 
the longer study, including an extensive bibliography, will be 
much more helpful to the reader who seeks to dig deeper. 

Many people have contributed to this study and it is not 
possible to name them all here. But the Wyoming State Leg-
islature and Governor Dave Freudenthal deserve special rec-
ognition and gratitude because of their vision and leadership 
in funding a historic context study of ranching, farming, and 
homesteading in Wyoming so that we may better understand 

and appropriately manage the state’s resources associated 
with that history. In addition, the Historic Context Advisory 
Committee, and its member professionals, provided thought-
ful perspectives on a multitude of complex issues. From the 
beginning of the project, Judy Wolf, Chief of Planning and 
Historic Context Development, has provided guidance and 
assistance essential to this study. I thank all of these people 
and agencies, and especially the people of Wyoming who 
lived this history and who continue to draw upon it as they 
face the future. Of course, no one who has contributed to the 
study bears responsibility for any errors of fact or interpreta-
tion. That is mine alone.
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tweed ranch, Beaver creek, fremont county, 1903. note hay-

stacks and large garden. hand tinted photograph from stimson 

collection, negative 674, wyoming state archives. 
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ven newcomers to Wyoming understand quickly 
that the state has a very special history. History is all 
around us. There are the museums and historic sites 

that attract us, there are the signs alongside the road that 
tell us what happened there, and there are the celebrations 
of frontier pasts, with varying degrees of authenticity, that 
are important in many Wyoming communities. But there 
are other aspects of Wyoming history too, that we see every 
day, remnants of the past that tell stories that go beyond the 
textbooks, artifacts that serve as bridges between today and 
earlier times, and places that are landmarks, not just land-
marks on the map, but landmarks in time. Together these 
landmarks illustrate and make tangible the contours of our 
history. They even provide a sense of direction, for they tell 
not only where we have been, but, to the careful observer, 
suggest where we are going. 

Walk along the streets of any town or city and the artifacts 
of the past are there, although sometimes hidden in the 
shadows of newer buildings. Drive the countryside and 
Wyoming’s history is there too—a creaking old windmill, 
an abandoned homesteader’s cabin, strange-looking farm 
implements from years ago that look more like dinosaur 
bones than tools, an occasional sheepherder monument of 
rocks stacked and standing tall on a ridge, or a forlorn row of 
trees stretching into the distance, obviously planted, but not 

introduction

into the landscape, into the past

for a clear purpose. Almost anyplace you go in Wyoming, on a 
highway, on a two-track road far from pavement, or on a hike 
in the mountains, do not be surprised if you find remnants 
of Wyoming history standing in the same places where they 
were built by earlier generations, where they were important 
parts of someone’s life, where they were used for purposes 
almost beyond comprehension a century or so later. 
Sometimes they have nearly blended back into the land from 
which they came, but those buildings and other remnants 
usually reflect work and sacrifice, and almost always reveal 
someone’s dreams of the future.

Whether the buildings and structures that punctuate 
the Wyoming landscape are still in use or were long ago 
abandoned, they tell a story. Understanding what that story 
is, however, is not always easy. Rarely can a building’s historic 
significance be appreciated just by looking at its structure 
and design. Generally we can understand the significance 
of a historical resource only when we see what came before, 
and also what came after and the historical value of a building 
or structure will become clear only when it is connected with 
others, even with others far away, like fitting together the 
pieces of a puzzle that have been scattered. Understanding 
the pieces of the puzzle requires also looking for the larger 
picture, the larger pattern of which they are a part—or 
even to which they are an exception. When we look at the 

E
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landscape from this perspective, the buildings and structures 
there become a meaningful part of Wyoming history.

Wyoming’s history is not something frozen in time. It is 
not just a matter of then and now, old and new. Instead, it is 
complex, fluid, evolving, and multi-dimensional. A central 
part of that history, the part associated with homesteading, 
ranching, and farming, is directly connected to the buildings 
we see in the Wyoming countryside. For at least a century 
and a half, some Wyomingites have made their living on the 
land. Whether they claimed land under the homestead laws, 
grazed livestock, or mainly grew crops—or all three—life on 
the land has always been important in defining Wyoming. 

This is not just a matter of economics. For agriculture in 
Wyoming has also provided the basis of a way of life, has 
offered the hope of independence and freedom in a difficult 
and uncertain world, and has brought people of different 
genders, ethnicity, and classes to a place where a new start 
could be made for new lives. Life on the land has traditionally 
been something more than and different from working 
on an assembly line in a factory or selling manufactured 
goods in a retail business. For the young family settling on a 

homestead, for the substantial rancher, for the single woman 
homesteader, for the immigrant from Eastern Europe, for 
the workers following the harvest, for the migrant worker 
and tenant farmer, and for the sheepherder who carved a 
name onto a tree using the marks of another language, the 
landscape of Wyoming was a land of promise for the future, 
sometimes a last hope. 

Accordingly, for the first half-century or so of Wyoming’s 
existence as an organized territory and state, people flocked 
onto the land, filing claims and placing their hopes in parcels 
carved out of the public domain. Farms and ranches emerged 
and neighborhoods formed with country schools, rural 
post offices, and sparsely populated communities. The open 
spaces of the countryside were a beehive of activity when it 
came time to brand the cattle, cut the hay, put up the grain, 
and otherwise follow the requirements and rituals of agrarian 
life. The challenges were many and the going was often 
difficult. And, as with other journeys in life, not everybody 
who started the homesteading, farming, or ranching 
endeavor reached their goal. But many proved up on their 
land, endured the challenges, and found satisfaction, and the 

an abandoned ranch on 

powder river. photo: 

michael cassity, 2006. 
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numbers of farms and ranches continued to increase until 
the 1920s and 1930s. At that point, though, the curve turned 
downward, and more people left the land than moved onto it. 

Making a living on the land has been hard from the very 
beginning, and it remains that way. The physical ordeals 
involved in working crops and livestock and providing for 
families in a severe climate and demanding topography 
are clear enough. On top of that, however, there have 
been other pressures and hardships. It is well known that 
different people have been at odds with each other and 
have sometimes made life difficult for each other. Ranchers 
and farmers, sheep growers and cattle ranchers, Anglos 
and Hispanics, women and men, large operators and small, 
and others, have sometimes looked upon each other with 
suspicion and derision. In some instances, tensions escalated 
and even became violent. In addition, there have also been 
the tensions caused by the transformation of agriculture 
itself: the shift from self-sufficient farming to commercial 
agriculture, from labor-intensive farms and ranches to 
mechanized systems, from independent family farms and 
ranches to specialized and integrated operations attuned to 
national and global markets. The series of changes that some 
people view as a parade of progress has for many farmers and 
ranchers been just one hardship after another. The people 
who have lived with these tensions and challenges are the 
people who made the history we are trying to understand 
and preserve. 

In the twentieth century, as machines replaced people, as 
commercial agriculture replaced self-sufficient, subsistence 
operations, small farms and ranches were replaced by 
ever larger units, often owned by someone other than the 
people who lived and worked on them. The rural population 
thinned out, the farms and ranches declined in number, 

and a growing number of homes and barns emptied of their 
occupants. Farm and ranch people joined an exodus that 
continues today, moving to the towns and cities of Wyoming 
and to the towns and cities of other states. The same people, 
or their children, who once built houses and barns and 
corrals and sheds and a host of other structures as part of 
their life on the land, now were leaving behind those parts 
of life. Those buildings are often what we see today when we 
pause to look around. They reflect the two powerful trends—
people moving onto the land and then moving off of it—that 
form the core of the history of Wyoming ranching, farming, 
and homesteading. 

Many of the buildings and structures built years ago are 
still in use, sometimes by the same families that settled there 
and developed their homesteads, their farms, their ranches. 
The history associated with them is often kept alive by the 
families, and their operations provide visible anchors not just 
to their neighborhood and community, but to past events 
and developments. But even those farm and ranch buildings 
that are just shells of what they once were also hold keys to 
the past. Although they are empty now, they also were built 

abandoned granary 

on a farm in star 

valley, near fairview, 

wyoming. photo: 

michael cassity, 2009.
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at that specific place, at a certain time, by specific people 
with their own dreams and hopes. The buildings once were 
busy with people and were shaped to meet their needs, and 
they still reflect the lives they led. The barns, sheds, corrals, 
ditches, windmills, and other features that we can still see 
were once used by someone, day-in, day-out, for years or 
even decades, for as long as life and circumstances allowed. 
The fruits of their labor, however, were finally left to the 
elements when they no longer could sustain their life there. 
The history represented by these remnants of times past is 
still filled with the lives of the people who built them and lived 
in them and used them. History is alive on the Wyoming 
landscape. 

The farm and ranch buildings and structures that remain 
across Wyoming have their own individual stories, but 
those stories are also connected together in the patterns of 
history at the local and state level. Those patterns can be 
seen in the common origins and development of homesteads, 
farms, and ranches in various parts of the state. What 
brought those people to the same area at the same time 
or at different times? How did they settle it? What was the 
role of the land laws? They can also be seen in the way their 
operations evolved, or, for that matter, remained the same in 
a changing world. Did their livestock practices change? Did 
they farm differently? What kinds of changes were taking 
place elsewhere in their own county and in the state? What 
was the pattern of experiences of women, both alone and in 
families, of different ethnic groups, and of different classes? 
The patterns of history can be seen in the way farm and 
ranch people made decisions about their life, in the way 
they responded to the storms wrought by nature and to the 
stresses of farming and ranching in an industrial society, and 
in the way they persevered through it all. For that matter, the 
patterns of history can also be seen in the way some had to 

leave the land, despite their best intentions, prodigious effort, 
and resolute determination.

Some of the historic buildings and structures involved 
in homesteading, ranching, and farming in Wyoming are 
significant in and of themselves. They may be examples 
of a particular type of historic building, they may exhibit 
distinctive methods in their construction, they may show 
high artistic value, or they may otherwise be distinctive 
for the way they were built. The vast majority of the farm 
and ranch buildings, however, are less distinctive in their 
architecture. But these buildings too may be historically 
significant because they reflect the patterns of history. The 
homesteads, farms, and ranches these people developed, 
and the buildings and structures still on the ground, reflect 
the patterns of settlement, the changes, and the continuities, 
in agriculture, the role of conservation, and the changing 
organization of society. When we research the stories of 
individual properties, we learn how those buildings fit into 
the patterns of history.

Some of the ranchers and farmers and homesteaders, 
such as prominent ranchers like John Kendrick and Frances 
Warren, left wonderful collections of their papers and these 
documents help us gain insight into their lives. But they 
were exceptional and their lives did not represent the daily 
life of most of their counterparts across the state. In fact, 
most people left very little in the way of written materials. 
Their mark was on the land, in the buildings they built, and 
in the records at the courthouse, newspaper, and library, and 
their lives have to be pieced together from many scattered 
sources. The total combination of historical sources, though, 
when creatively used, can sometimes reveal life more clearly 
and in more dimensions than an autobiography. 

Historians and others sometimes forget that the people 
who lived in those buildings were not abstractions, and 
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they were not just statistics or economic units or nameless 
representatives of categories. And sometimes historians, 
economists, and others disapprove of and dismiss those 
people and their endeavors, like the dry farmers or the 
homesteaders, because of the choices they made and the 
obstacles they faced. But these people on Wyoming’s farms 
and ranches lived life, their buildings were parts of their 
lives, and those lives are an essential part of history. And 
the patterns formed by those lives are ultimately what make 
the buildings carry a larger meaning. Those lives are worth 
remembering and understanding, and when we preserve the 
past, we do both.

In the 1920s, Eva Ogden Putnam gave voice to some of 
the richness of lives past when she reminded people that 
just because material comforts were fewer, those earlier 
lives should not be dismissed or forgotten. Putnam’s father 
homesteaded in Crook County not long after he arrived there 
in 1882. While she was just a girl, her father started “in the 
fall of the year on a totally new place with not even a house 
anywhere near completed, no feed for the cattle, no sheds, 
 . . . .” While life in the family’s new cabin was not sumptuous 
by any measure, it seems to have had its rewards: “we were 
happy and content in that simple life, altho I confess it would 
be very hard to go back to it now. We had health and an 
unbroken family. We had plenty of good, wholesome food, 
milk, butter, eggs, cream, and from the first summer a fine 
garden. We had beef and pork occasionally, and a neighbor, 
who was a hunter, would go up into the mountains any time 
we requested, killed and dress a deer (no game laws then), 
bring it on his pony for the big sum of one dollar.” Surely the life 
of Putnam and many others knew privation and hardship, but 
their own perspective carries a different tenor: “. . . I do know 
this, that what I saw in those early pioneer days of Wyoming and 

what I experienced then seemed as all right and life as good and 
as worth living as it seems today with all its conveniences and 
modern inventions.”1

These are lives—lives of homesteaders, lives of ranchers, 
lives of farmers—that were worth living. And the history 
of which they were a part is worth understanding and 
preserving.

lx Bar ranch of 

senator John kendrick, 

campbell county; 

powder river in 

background. photo: 

richard collier, 

wyoming state 

historic preservation 

office. 
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part i

a heritage of homesteading, 

and found a kinship with nature and Native Americans that 
marked them as refugees from forces that other people 
called progress. As Russell once commented on matters ag-
ricultural, “the rude and untaught savage feasts on better 
beef and Mutton than the most learned and experienced Ag-
riculturists now,” and the meat of bison, “which are reared 
upon the food supplied them by Nature,” was, he said, vastly 
superior to that of domesticated cattle “fed on cultivated 
grasses and grains.”2 

Within a few years, these two views were poised for 
conflict as people elsewhere began to contemplate the 
agricultural opportunities of Wyoming, some seeing 
agriculture as a refuge, a foundation of independence, 
and others finding in agriculture a lucrative business 
opportunity. Travelers on the Oregon – California – 
Mormon Trails that wended their way across the land 
that would someday become Wyoming noticed the lands 
and saw that they could be suitable for grazing livestock, 
and ranches and farms emerged along the trails, usually 
associated with some kind of trading post or fort. In 
addition, the development of new trails, like the Bozeman 
Trail to the north, and the growing military exploration 
of the area increased pressure for settling the land. The 
more the land was explored, mapped, and talked about—
which it was increasingly in the 1850s and 1860s—the more 
the pressure grew for the land to be occupied by white 

ranching, and 
farming

lmost from the beginning of the time that white people start-
ed to displace Native Americans, two different visions of what 
Wyoming should be guided the actions of the people who 
were shaping its future. There were, first of all, clearly those 
people who sought to bring to this area the institutions, val-
ues, and systems of the expanding commercial civilization of 

the East. Included in that culture were 
systems of production and exchange 
associated with markets, commercial 
opportunities, and a view of the re-
sources of nature as exploitable com-
modities. 

There were others, however, who 
sought to escape that pattern of so-
cial organization and its commercial 
priorities by venturing into the “wil-
derness” of the western Great Plains 
and Rocky Mountains. Mountain men 
of the fur trade, people like Osborne 
Russell who traversed Wyoming in 
every direction, often expressed con-
tempt for the society they left behind 

A

i helped my husband cut logs up on the 
mountain side and haul them down to 
canyon creek where we built a cabin, 
about ten miles below the home ranch. 
it was crude, with dirt floor and dirt roof, 
but it was sure and we looked upon it 
with the same pride that a monarch might 
look upon his kingdom.

“life of martha waln, pioneer of 
tensleep,” 29, wpa collections, 
subject file, 856. the wpa 
collections are located in the 
wyoming state archives, cheyenne.
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people. As historian William Goetzmann noted, “waiting in 
the wings as the all-important silent partners . . . were the 
settlers who would take full possession of the Continent as a 
result of these labors in western exploration.”3

The Jeffersonian Heritage
That impulse toward settlement was guided by a set of 

laws and purposes that goes back to the early years of the 
nation, to Thomas Jefferson’s political, economic, and social 
vision of a nation of independent farms. In that agrarian vi-
sion, democracy would be protected by families owning small 
pieces of land on which they might not become rich, but on 
which they could be self-supporting, on which they would be 
able to get by. That system of family farms, of self-sufficient 
subsistence agriculture, was central to the dream of agrarians 
across the nation, with important exceptions (most notably in 
the slave South), and the country was overwhelmingly rural 
and would remain so until well into the twentieth century. Di-
versified production—livestock, grains, grasses, poultry, and 
so on—flourished and in many ways the family was the basic 
unit of production in the economy. A crucial aspect, though, 
was access to the land. If people could work their own land, 
they could produce for themselves and then market to others 
what they did not consume—but primarily the land was for 
their own subsistence. 

Although the framework for distribution of the public do-
main in the early part of the nineteenth century emphasized 
selling the land to speculators in order to increase govern-
ment revenue, public pressure mounted to reform those 
laws. The movement to make the land more widely available, 
to give it to the American people, and to fulfill the promise 
of Jeffersonian democracy gained power as the century wore 
on. The 1820 Land Act marked a small beginning in that di-

wyoming territory, mid-1880s. detail of map of montana, idaho, and wyoming, from Cram’s 

Unrivaled Atlas of the World (chicago: george f. cram, 1887); from collection of michael 

cassity.

rection by discouraging speculative land purchases on credit 
and by lowering the price of land to make it within reach of 
more people. In 1841 Congress endorsed the practice of pre-
emption whereby individuals could settle on unsurveyed land 
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and then claim it later. The major breakthrough, however, 
came in 1862 when Congress, in the midst of Civil War, al-
lowed people to claim 160 acres of land if they would live on it 
and improve it. This law, the Homestead Act of 1862, was aug-
mented in 1873 with the Timber Culture Act, which provided 
more land if the settlers would plant trees on it, and by the 
Desert Land Act of 1877, which provided more land if the set-
tlers would irrigate it. Notably, the Homestead Act, which has 
probably received greatest attention (and criticism), was not 
used in Wyoming as much as the laws of 1820 (as amended 
in 1841) and 1877. 

As important as the laws were that encouraged home-
steading, the dominant force stimulating the initial white set-
tlement of Wyoming was not farming or ranching; it was the 
railroad. The farmers and ranchers and homesteaders were 
in the slim minority of the population when the first census 
tallied the number of Wyomingites in 1870 and the people 
generally lived in communities along the Union Pacific Rail-
road. The same year that Congress passed the Homestead 
Act it also passed the Pacific Railroad Act of 1862, and then 
two years later modified it, subsidizing the construction of a 
private railroad across the nation and granting to the Union 
Pacific large parcels of land in a checkerboard pattern across 
the future state. Development in Wyoming took place along 
that line and cities emerged before the surrounding ranches 
and farms took shape. Changes were coming, though, and 
the herds of sheep and cattle, initially located in the south-
west corner of the territory around Fort Bridger and in the 
southeast corner east of Cheyenne, began to spread both 
northward and along the railroad, attracted by the vast public 
domain that fed not only livestock but all kinds of visions of 
the future. 

The Public Domain and the Beef Bonanza

The defining feature shaping Wyoming from the begin-
ning was exactly that public domain. The realization that 
native grasses would cure in the dry air and provide winter 
forage and that the plains and mountains could feed large 
numbers of sheep and cattle, all for free, attracted a swelling 
tide of people and their herds. The ranches that emerged in 
the 1860s and 1870s tended to work both sheep and cattle; 
in the middle of the 1870s there even were more sheep than 
cattle in the brand new territory. More and more sheep were 
moved in, herded north from New Mexico, east from Or-
egon, and west from the Midwest. A multitude of small flocks 
of sheep, numbering in the hundreds and then several thou-
sand, with a few flocks as large as ten thousand head, were 
mainly located in the southern part of the territory—near the 
railroad, essential for shipping the wool. Many of these herds 
started out “on shares,” a system in which the owner would 
turn sheep over to another person for care, with the owner 
receiving half the wool and half the increase in sheep. This 
system worked, with many of the prominent operations in the 
Wyoming sheep industry tracing their origins to this kind of 
arrangement. It worked, though, because of the availability 

cattle and sheep not only live but thrive and get fat during 
the winters, needing neither shelter nor prepared fodder 
the year round; the whole cost being in paying men to herd 
them. hence, stock-raising and sheep and wool growing, 
requiring comparatively small outlay, and yielding large 
profits, will be the leading business in this territory for 
years to come.

m. o. healey of cheyenne to frederick wells, u.s. 
secretary of agriculture, cheyenne Daily Leader, 
July 1, 1874
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of free public land. Ultimately, but slowly, the sheep herds 
moved north into the upper Green River valley, into central 
Wyoming, into the Powder River Basin, and into the Big 
Horn Basin. They were not, however, alone.

The free land proved to be an even greater magnet for peo-
ple interested in raising cattle. In the 1870s and early 1880s 
the expansion of cattle ranching in Wyoming was nothing 
short of remarkable, especially in the southeast corner of the 
territory, and huge numbers of Texas Longhorn cattle were 
driven each summer to the northern plains. Several features 
are especially important about this migration of cattle. One 
is its size, for this movement was truly massive and between 
1866 and 1884 more than five million cattle were driven north, 
a good portion of them going to Wyoming. It constituted, as 
geographer Terry Jordan observed, “the largest short-term 
geographical shift of domestic herd animals in the history of 
the world.”4 Another aspect was the system of ranching that 
migrated with the cattle. The system of ranching that had 
emerged in Texas was one that had at its core the ranging 
of cattle, untended, over a broad range on the public domain, 
with the cattle being looked after only at particular times of 
the year—in roundups for branding and separating for mar-
ket. Senator John Kendrick, who had trailed and branded his 
share of cattle as a young man, later recalled, “Under the orig-
inal order, no provision whatsoever was made for any kind of 
cattle. They were simply branded and turned loose and left 
to take their chances and survive or perish according to the 
conditions, such as the amount of feed, the weather and the 
strength and vitality of the animal.”5 This was, appropriately, 
the Texas System of Ranching and it took hold in Wyoming. 

This system grew rapidly in Wyoming and a frenzy of 
cattle raising—the “beef bonanza” it was called—took off. In 
1880 the census reported 278,073 domestic cattle in the ter-

ritory and these were mainly in small herds. One survey of 
ranches in 1880 listed seventy prominent operations, only 
four of which had more than two thousand head of cattle. The 
majority (forty-four) had fewer than five hundred head of cat-
tle. A great many more, not included in the list, ran herds of 
fifty, a hundred, or two hundred head. Five years later, Wyo-
ming had at least 750,000 cattle and perhaps as many as two 
million. Several ranches had more than a hundred thousand. 
The biggest ranches bought out the small ones (who some-
times then moved to a more remote part of the territory and 
started up another small ranch), and became huge. There 
was a division in the cattle ranches between the large and 
small, but there was another division too. Some ranch owners 
saw their occupation as a calling, as a way of life. Others saw 
it as an investment opportunity with little regard for anything 
else. This division was another feature of the Texas system 
as it operated in Wyoming. There were, as it turned out, two 
Wyomings. 

This “beef bonanza” of the 1880s attracted money from all 
across the nation and even more notably from England and 
Scotland, and ranches with a hundred thousand head of cattle 
were managed from boardrooms across the ocean with hired 
ranch operators who sometimes saw their livestock only at 
roundup. These investors expected to get rich quickly and 
easily. The main expense was in purchasing cattle that would 

slowly but surely are the choice range locations being bought up by the whales of 
the western cattle business, who are fencing the small fry away from the best water 
supplies. every week or so some startlingly large sale is reported to one or more of 
the gigantic livestock corporations which are operating in the ranching regions.

cheyenne Daily Leader, february 7, 1882
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then get fat and reproduce, multiplying their numbers; the 
cost of land and feed was zero; the cost of hired help was kept 
low by hiring cowboys on a seasonal basis. It looked to be a 
sure thing.

Not all was well in this system. Differences in culture and 
lifestyle, with English lords and barons conspicuously de-
manding the royal treatment to which they were accustomed, 
caused considerable tension. Englishmen Moreton and Rich-
ard Frewen even built what was termed a castle at which they 
entertained European nobility and ran an enormous cattle 
ranch but owned very little, if any, land. More importantly 
and more broadly, the class differences were huge between 
the small ranchers with their scattered homesteads and their 
very different, intensive kinds of operations, on the one hand, 
and the big ranches that grazed the land over several arcs of 
the earth’s surface. Some grazed their cattle from Sheridan 
to South Dakota, and from Casper to Nebraska. There were 
some who regarded the entire territory as their range. With 
such expansive notions, there was a built-in tendency to over-

moreton frewen’s “castle” near powder river. photo: moreton 

frewen papers, american heritage center, university of wyo-

ming.

ow ranch, near hat creek, 1883, showing 

the bunkhouse at recreation time. photo: 

wyoming stock growers association collec-

tion, american heritage center, university 

of wyoming.
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stock the range. If the number of acres where cattle could 
be ranged was infinite, as some apparently believed them to 
be, then an infinite number of cattle could graze there. But 
the ranges were not infinite, and, in fact, given that the cattle 
needed water and would graze generally near water, much of 
the range remained only lightly used while other parts were 
heavily, very heavily, grazed—and overgrazed. 

Plus, this was a system that may have worked well in the 
balmy climate of coastal Texas, but Wyoming winters were 
different from the gulf coast or even central Texas. In 1881 
a severe storm caused many Wyoming ranchers to rethink 
just how well their livestock would be able to endure serious 
winters, yet the practice continued and the numbers of cattle 
on the range increased. Finally, a breaking point came during 
the winter of 1886-1887 as one storm after another hit the 
northern plains and wrought destruction, suffering, and 
death among the cattle herds. After the snow and ice thawed 
in the spring, dead cattle were everywhere to be found, not 
in ones and twos but in large numbers, huddled together in 
protected areas, vainly seeking shelter, clumped in creek 
bottoms, or gathered around a willow bush seeking food. 
Thousands and thousands lay dead. While some herds were 
spared, others were almost completely wiped out. As one 
woman summed it up, “By spring the stench was terrible.”6 

Fall of the Cattle Kingdom

The consequences were profound for the ranchers. The 
biggest ranches succumbed to the combination of herd loss, 
casual bookkeeping (keeping inventory of their livestock 
by what the books showed they should have instead of by 
actual head counts), and large debts that could not be paid. 
With those forces working against them, they could not 
continue as they had. The ranches that endured did so only 

by making changes. Foremost among these were putting up 
hay to feed their cattle during the winter, and that meant, in 
turn, cultivating hay, harvesting it, fencing the pastures to 
keep neighboring livestock out and to feed only their own 
livestock, and otherwise paying closer attention to the herds 
year-round. This meant also smaller herds; between 1890 
and 1900 the number of cattle in the state, already reduced 
because of the storms and the necessary selling of livestock 
to pay debts, declined by about forty percent. If ranching 
had been revolutionized in the years before the devastating 
winter of 1886-1887 (and the winter of 1889-1890 in western 
Wyoming), it was revolutionized once again following that 
devastation. 

Another trend was the increase in very small operations, 
small ranches and farms of people using the homestead laws 
to claim a piece of the Wyoming landscape for themselves 
and their families. In 1880 there had been 457 farms (a farm 
being either a crop farm or livestock ranch in the census 
definition) in the territory; in 1890 there were 3,125 farms 
and ranches. Settlers were moving in and they were taking 
up more and more of the land that had previously been 
grazed by the huge herds of cattle. By 1900 the number had 
almost doubled again with Wyoming showing 6,095 farms 
and ranches in the census. Clearly, the countryside was 

in those times the calf tally was notched on a shingle, and the check book was the 
only additional record kept. By reference to his balance or overdraft at the bank, 
the rancher judged the degree of his success.

1884 wyoming stock growers association report, quoted by lewis 
atherton, The Cattle Kings (lincoln: university of nebraska press, 1961), 
169.
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changing. Wyoming was becoming a state of small farmers 
and ranchers, people who intended to stay. 

The increase in the small farmers and ranchers when the 
cattle kings already felt vulnerable led to the conflict that we 
know as the Johnson County War. A continuing stream of 
small ranchers and farmers were taking up the land and water 
that had been part of the open range. The fences of the small 
ranchers further challenged the big ranchers. And disputes 
over ownership of cattle, especially the unbranded calves, 
created an increasingly tense environment. When some of 
the large ranchers moved against the small operators in 
Johnson County with an armed force of “invaders,” that effort 
failed to either intimidate or eliminate the homesteaders 
and further weakened the hold of the big ranchers on the 
Wyoming landscape. Wyoming was a cattle kingdom no 
more.

Forces of Migration and the Appeal of 
Homesteading 

The migration to the countryside of people eager to claim the 
land in Wyoming actually ran counter to the dominant trend 
in the United States. America was rapidly becoming an urban 
nation. In the East and the Midwest cities were growing rap-

idly and people were leaving the farms to find jobs in the new 
urban centers. They were not leaving just because of the at-
traction of the bright lights and opportunities in the city; in 
the years following the Civil War it was increasingly difficult 
to stay on the farm. During the Civil War, because of the farm 
labor shortage, horse- and mule-drawn implements became 
much more common. Those implements, however, were 
expensive and, in order to justify the expense, farmers had 
to purchase additional land to put them to best use. Both of 
those purchases usually meant borrowing money and mort-
gaging the farm. Even more basic to the change, those farms 
also shifted to commercial production, families producing for 
the market instead of simply producing for their own use. 
This further meant switching to the most commercially suc-
cessful crop or livestock, moving in the direction of special-
ized, single-crop production instead of the diversified crops 
and livestock they had previously raised. 

Those changes were wrenching enough, but there was 
more. After the farms enlarged their holdings of land and 
equipment, and did so with greater debts, the monetary sys-
tem of the United States began to shrink. There were literally 
fewer and fewer dollars in circulation, despite the fact that 
the population and economy were both growing. That pat-
tern of deflation, in which each dollar was worth more each 
year, especially hit hard anybody who had taken out a long-
term loan—like the farmers—since they would have to pay 
back the loans and mortgages in money that was more valu-
able than the money they had borrowed. As if that weren’t 
enough, because of advances in technology and shipping, the 
crops they produced were in greater abundance and also in 
greater competition with those of other farmers elsewhere. 
Thus, while farmers had to pay their debts with increasingly 
valuable money, the prices they received for their crops fell 

. . . the public sentiment of this country is, and always has been, strongly opposed 
to the disposition of the public lands in large quantities, either to one person or 
to corporations. the genius of our institutions is in favor of comparatively small 
holdings, and the result of practical experience under this policy since the first 
settlement by colonists upon our shores, has caused it to become a cherished feature 
of our method of disposing of the public lands.

Joseph nimmo, Jr., Report in Regard to the Range and Ranch Cattle Business 
of the United States (washington: government printing office, 1885), 39.
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lower and lower. They suffered from both heavier debt bur-
dens and declining income—a devastating combination. Un-
able to pay their debts, they were foreclosed or otherwise 
forced from the farms. Some moved to the city. Some moved 
to places like Wyoming. There, land could still be homestead-
ed, acquired without a mortgage. And the hard work making 
improvements on the land would result in ownership and, in 
true Jeffersonian fashion, would bring some degree of free-
dom from the market instead of greater dependence on it. Al-
ready pushed around the face of the map by the forces of the 
market, a homestead of their own would provide an anchor 
and a refuge.

All over Wyoming homesteaders were staking their claims 
and building their houses, making their farms and ranches. 
True to form, they went to the water initially, settling along 
the drainages first, working their way up the streams higher 
and higher as the lower lands were taken. Then, once the 
streams were settled, they used irrigation to bring the water 
to the benches and flats, diverting the streams into canals to 
water their lands miles away. By the 1890s and 1900s, wheth-
er conceived as scourge (as ranchers often viewed them) or 
as Jeffersonian agrarians (as they often saw themselves), set-
tlers were virtually everywhere in Wyoming. 

Not only were homesteaders moving into Wyoming in 
larger numbers, they were also moving into areas that were 
sometimes more remote, or at least less accessible, and 
sometimes onto land that was more severe in its climate and 
topography, and they were taking up homes there too. Star 
Valley, Jackson Hole, the Big Horn Basin—each of these in 
the 1880s and 1890s saw people moving in, and in each of 
those areas the movement was often from west to east, and 
with definite religious bonds, as Mormon migrations from 
Idaho, both sanctioned and unofficial, focused on unsettled 

areas of Wyoming. As with many of their predecessors, the 
families of farmers and small ranchers in this wave of settle-
ment did not plan to get rich growing crops and raising a few 
head of cattle. But they did plan to be free and independent 
and largely self-sufficient. They seldom took out mortgages 
to acquire their new land; they filed on homesteads.

The key to some of this settlement was irrigation and the 
key to irrigation was the policy instituted by Wyoming Terri-
torial (and then State) Engineer, Elwood Mead. At the core of 
Mead’s policy was the idea that water was a natural resource 
that belonged to the public, not to private individuals. The 
public could grant rights (“first in time, first in right”) to its 
use by private individuals and corporations, but ultimately it 

experience has shown that wheat, oats, barley, rye flax, potatoes, sugar beets, 
turnips, rutabagas, lettuce, peas, carrots, alfalfa, millet, buckwheat and early onions 
can be raised successfully in the platte valley, wherever water can be put on the 
soil.

Bill Barlow’s Budget, february 10, 1892
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belonged to the public. This kept water from being entirely 
monopolized and Mead worked to make it as broadly avail-
able to the homesteaders, to the entire public, as possible. Ir-
rigation projects all over the state were developed in the late 
nineteenth century, ranging from farmers and ranchers dig-
ging a ditch with a shovel to corporations developing land and 
selling parcels to be irrigated by elaborate systems of flumes, 
ditches, and laterals. By 1897 the Evanston newspaper could 
say, “We cannot call to mind any of the populated valleys in 
the county in which canals and ditches do not thread the sur-
face from north to south, and from east to west.”7 Many of 
the irrigation companies, however, proved just as unreliable 
as the promise of rain, and when they encouraged the home-
steaders who bought their land to mortgage the properties, 
the homesteaders were sometimes left holding the bag—a 
very dry, empty bag. 

The development of federal irrigation projects after 1902 
on a much larger scale attracted still more homesteaders. 
They settled (1) in the Big Horn Basin with the construction 
of dams on the Shoshone River, with the Buffalo Bill Dam the 
effort’s centerpiece, (2) on the North Platte with Pathfinder 
Dam and also a diversion dam near the Nebraska border, and 
(3) on a project on the Wind River Reservation using lands 
that had been taken from the Shoshone and Arapaho Indians 
after tribal lands had been distributed to individual members. 
Yet another project, which enlarged Jackson Lake, encour-
aged homesteading mainly downriver in Idaho where potato 
fields would be watered by the Snake River. 

In addition to the development of irrigation in some places, 
the expansion of railroads around the turn of the century also 
stimulated settlement in other parts of Wyoming. The rail-
road, in fact, transformed large parts of the state by provid-
ing access to shipping and connection to markets previously 
unavailable and in that way encouraged production of cash 
crops. Livestock had conventionally been driven sometimes 
two hundred miles or more to the railroad, but that option 
had not been present for the growers of crops or the produc-
ers of wool where long, difficult wagon hauls were the only 
method. Plus, the railroad would be able to bring in heavy 
implements for the farms, dimension lumber for the build-
ings, and windmills to pump the water, and it imported on 
special “emigrant cars” more and more homesteaders seek-
ing a home of their own, and all of these—machinery, people, 
water, trains—transformed the Wyoming landscape. 

In addition to the homesteaders, another feature was ris-
ing on the plains and in the mountains. The census report for 
1890 showed Wyoming with 712,520 sheep. Ten years later 
the census showed a total of 5,099,613 sheep, an increase of 
716% in the decade. Sheep growing once again tallied more 
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animals than cattle ranching in Wyoming, and there was 
hardly a valley or range that did not see cattle being pushed 
aside or replaced by sheep. That is important because the 
practices in the two livestock operations were very much dif-
ferent. Critical to the grazing of sheep and collecting their 
wool is the necessity of moving them on both a daily and a 
seasonal basis. Separated into bands of 2,500-3,000 sheep 
under the protection and guidance of herder and dogs, 
the sheep would spend the summers in the high mountain 
country and the winters at lower elevations, often in places 
difficult for cattle to graze, like the Red Desert with its sage 
covered plains. During the days, the herder would customar-
ily take the sheep to graze a different area than the day be-
fore, moving outward from the camp, where the sheepherder 
wagon and the sheep would bed down at night, in different 
directions like the spokes of a wheel. When one grazing area 
would be fully used, the wagon, herder, and sheep would 
move on to another location where the pattern would be re-
peated. Then in the spring, the sheep would gather at central 
locations to be shorn, dipped, and docked, and lambs would 
be born before they moved to the high country again. 

This constant movement of sheep required substantial 
land and they often used the public domain—both the land in 
what was being set aside as national forests in the decades at 
the turn of the century and in the other lands that were open 
to homesteading and grazing generally. In addition, there 
were the outfits called “tramp herders,” people who ran their 
sheep but did not have a home base where they would graze 
or shear them; they would simply roam, sometimes in huge 
herds of tens of thousands of animals, across the countryside, 
antagonizing homesteaders, cattle ranchers, and other sheep 
operators wherever they went. Tensions rose along with the 
number of sheep in the state and, especially in the first de-
cade of the twentieth century, violent episodes erupted be-
tween the sheep operators and the cattle ranchers. The use of 
“deadlines”—lines etched on the ground or defined by topo-
graphic features—both resolved some of the tensions, since 
they would separate cattle from sheep in a given area, and 
produced conflict, when sheep and herders crossed the line 
into cattle territory. The consequences of crossing a deadline 
were sometimes fatal. A rash of incidents in the 1890s and 
1900s amounted to a virtual war between cattle and sheep op-
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erators. Thousands of sheep were killed, herders and owners 
were beaten and even murdered, and an atmosphere of ter-
ror pervaded the countryside. That violence subsided only af-
ter some cowboys in the Big Horn Basin were prosecuted—
and convicted—for murder at what was known as the Spring 
Creek Raid in 1909, and after the imposition of regulations on 
grazing in the national forests. Those regulations, which re-
quired herders to own or lease land they could use when they 
were not on the forest, substantially reduced tramp herding, 
at least on the national forests. 

A Surge of Homesteading

The number, the vitality, the diversification, and the extent 
of homesteading in Wyoming has often been minimized be-
cause of widely held beliefs that Wyoming was never meant 
to be farmed, only grazed. That general view took several 
forms including the assumption that the land was too dry for 
farming, that it could only be productive in sizes far greater 
than any available to homesteaders, that the various home-
stead laws were pernicious both for the homesteader and ev-
erybody else since they ruined the land, and that those who 
tried to operate a small farm or ranch were destined to fail-
ure, sooner or later. These attitudes can easily be traced back 
to the large ranchers in the 1880s who saw homesteaders as 
a menace and they have since become deeply embedded as 
truisms in the cultures of agribusiness, economists, histori-
ans, and land managers. 

 The historical record, however, is somewhat different 
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from the prevailing assumptions. These people were not in-
evitable failures. Homesteading worked. In 1910, Wyoming 
had 10,987 farms and ranches, of which 89.01%--were oper-
ated by their owners. These were not share-croppers, tenant 
farmers, renters, serfs, or any other group beholden to the 
owner of the land they tilled; these were people living out the 
Jeffersonian formula of freehold democracy. While a small 
number were large operations, the kind that one might ex-
pect in a state where ranches at one time were bigger than 
counties, the overwhelming majority (81%) of these opera-
tions were each under 499 acres. In fact, the most common 
census grouping of farms, measured in terms of acres, were 
those in the 100-174 acre category. That classification includ-
ed 3,816 farms, more than a third (35%) of all the farms and 
ranches in the state. Nearly half of all the farms and ranches 
in the state, 5,219 of them, were small operations of 174 acres 
or less. Possibly the most revealing fact is this: of the 9,779 
farms owned by their operators in 1910, 7,815, or four out of 
every five, were absolutely free of any kind of mortgage on 
their property. Those eighty percent of the farms did not owe 
a dollar.8 This is not a usual attribute of failure. If anything, it 
suggests that the Jeffersonian dream was being put into prac-
tice and was being realized in Wyoming.

The farms and ranches were, in other words, decentral-
ized, small, owner-operated, and independent of the lords of 
finance and, for that matter, independent of the ravaging po-
tential of the market. The vast majority of Wyoming’s farms 
and ranches grew both livestock and a variety of crops, and 
were diversified so as to produce the materials that the fami-
lies on the farms needed and used. If there was a surplus, it 
could be sold on the market to obtain other goods, but selling 
was a choice, and even a luxury, not a requirement for sur-
vival. The formulation in all this is utter simplicity in its con-
ception and is so straightforward and guileless as to appear 
almost naïve, but it is also a critical element that formed the 
foundation of economic, social, and political arrangements. 

the rich smell of the virgin soil being turned over was 
gratifying to both of [my parents]. it held the hope of an 
inheritance that few before them had achieved. the dream 
of one day owning their land made all of the sacrifice and 
labor worthwhile.

margaret dillinger Bowden, 1916: Wyoming, Here We 
Come! (gillette, wyoming: privately printed by James 
h. Bowden and Jessie outka, 2002), 17.
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Dry Farming

One of the conspicuous developments in Wyoming agricul-
ture in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was 
the increase in dry farming—the practice of growing crops 
without irrigation. Although some advocates of dry farming 
were almost religious in their zeal, and some made claims 
that “the rain follows the plow,” arguing that the more crops 
are grown, the more the rain will fall, by the end of the nine-
teenth century few people actually believed that. On the 
other hand, the techniques developed to produce crops with 
minimal rainfall—deep planting, plowing the moisture under 
after every rain to capture it, letting fields lie fallow every 
other year or more to accumulate moisture—had proven suc-
cessful. And this was important too as the stream of immigra-
tion into Wyoming continued into the twentieth century. As 
settlement expanded, the amount of irrigable land dwindled 
with each claim taken out, and the methods of the dry farmer 
were applied to the land more and more. 

In addition, the land laws changed to allow larger claims 
so that more land could be left fallow and thus retain more 
moisture for the crops when they were planted. Wyoming 

congressman Frank Mondell, a powerful figure in the U.S. 
House of Representatives and a leading advocate for dry 
farming, secured enactment of the Enlarged Homestead Act 
of 1909 (also known as the Dry-Farming Homestead Law) 
which increased the allowable size of a homestead claim to 
320 acres, provided that the claimant cultivate one-fourth 
of the land, and it stipulated that there be no irrigable land, 
timber land, or mineral land within the entry. 

At the same time, the Agricultural Extension Service, 
operating out of the University of Wyoming, surveyed those 
who had been practicing dry farming and shared the results 
with others around the state, providing essential information 
without making claims of magically turning deserts into the 
Garden of Eden.9 The farmers responding to this survey 
reported “that dry farming has been profitable in the locality 
for the past 19 years;” “there has never been an entire failure 
in the locality;” “thinks dry farming profitable if one could 
have 125 acres with proper equipment;” “the locality has been 
cropped profitably for 20 years.” The experiences varied, but 
farmers who responded to the survey made an important 
point: people were practicing dry farming with considerable 
success. Both at that time and since, the prevailing view has 
been that dry farming, at least in Wyoming, is inherently 
unsuccessful, and when successful requires much larger 
tracts than those available under the law for the support 
of a family. While it is certain that some who practiced 
dry farming did not succeed, why they failed can only be 
speculated; what this survey reveals, though, is that their 
failures, at any rate, were not due exclusively to the size of 
their farms or to the inherent folly of dry farming.

So the laws encouraged further settlement and dry farm-
ing made up a considerable portion of the growth in the num-
ber of farms between 1910 and 1920. Although the Enlarged 
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1919. postcard from 

collection of michael 

cassity.
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Homestead Act of 1909 made possible larger homestead 
acreages than before, pressure still mounted in Congress for 
even bigger claims and for easier terms. In 1912 Congress 
reduced the five-year residence requirement on the land to 
three and permitted the homesteader to be away from the 
farm for five months in each of those three years. In addition, 
the 1916 Stock Raising Homestead Act allowed homesteads 
to be established with 640 acres. This land had to be “chiefly 
valuable for grazing and raising forage crops,” and could not 
have timber that could be potentially harvested commercial-
ly, could not be susceptible to irrigation from known sources 
of water, had to be reasonably compact, and had to be land 
where that size was “reasonably required for the support of a 
family.”10 Not just the laws were being changed; the changes 
in the laws encouraged changes on the landscape and more 
and more settlers took up land, made Wyoming their home, 
and looked to the future with promise and hope.

Above: a powerful image of the fertility of the area and the future 

of dry farming in northeast wyoming, this stimson image was 

made at the agricultural experiment station in weston county. 

photo: J. e. stimson collection, wyoming state archives, nega-

tive 2298.

Right: geraldine lucas homestead cabin on cottonwood creek, 

now part of grand teton national park. in the 1990s and 2000s 

the cabin was carefully restored. photo: michael cassity, 2009.



30

wyoming, 1909.  “hammond’s 8 x 11 map of wyoming” (new york: c. s. hammond & co., 1909). 

from collection of michael cassity.
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part ii

transforming farms and ranches,  
transforming lives in the early twentieth century

Only a few generalizations can be offered about the experi-
ence of women on the homesteads at that time and research 
in this subject is constantly being expanded and revised. It 
is clear, however, that women plainly had special and distinc-
tive burdens because of their gender, including their mater-
nal roles and often isolated lives, at least isolated from other 
women. It is also clear that women’s work on the farm and 
ranch was part and parcel of a family system of production 
in which there was plenty of work to be done by everyone in 
the family. No one was exempt from that work and jobs and 
chores on the homestead required physical exertion, careful 

any of the ranchers and farmers lived in extremely 
modest dwellings, sometimes dugouts or humble 
cabins, and those were not always just temporary 

quarters until a proper house was built. The building materi-
als were close at hand and the price was right. On the other 
hand, there were also the large, ornate homes and ranches 
that in some areas have gained legendary status, but the 
most common operation was the middling farm / ranch of 
a few hundred acres or less on which homesteaders grew a 
small herd of cattle, some hay, some oats and barley, select 
other crops, some draft horses, ample poultry, a few pigs, and 
a vegetable garden that could be measured as a fraction of an 
acre—or acres. And it is important to remember that the size 
of the house does not determine its historical significance. 
The small or modest dwellings and ranch buildings of the 
multitudes were as much a part of the lives, perhaps more 
even, of those who worked to build the ranches and farms of 
the region. 

The challenges of homesteading, in the broadest sense of 
developing a farm or ranch, were especially demanding if the 
homesteaders happened to be women—which a considerable 
number were. The roles and lives of women in early Wyo-
ming constitute a large subject, filled with complexities and 
paradoxes, and in some respects those roles and lives varied 
from homestead to homestead and from person to person. 

M

as a girl back in england i had not been taught to do any house-work, but had 
always enjoyed the comforts of a modern home, and the shift from england to the 
Big horn Basin was one that stands out as i review my life. i was neither a house-
keeper, a cook, nor was i trained in the things of life that a mother should know, so 
you can perhaps imagine my plight as i assumed the responsibilities of wife, house-
keeper and mother. my husband and i were very close. we loved each other, but to 
say the least, i was completely lost, and to make it worse i had grown as a child to 
love flowers, finery such as dainty curtains, pretty dishes, pictures, etc., as well as 
pretty clothes for myself. a woman’s life at that time in the Basin was a substantial 
one, but not full and pleasant. 

“life of martha waln, pioneer of tensleep,” wyoming state archives, wpa 
collections, subject file 856.
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coordination, and a broad sense of responsibility. Everybody 
working in that system was expected to perform a variety of 
jobs that often crossed gender lines. There also appears to 
be a general correlation between subsistence, production-for-
home-use agriculture and blurred gender roles on the one 
hand, and tightened gender roles and commercial agricul-
tural production on the other hand. As the organization and 
purpose of agricultural production transformed, to too did 
gender roles on the farms and ranches.

As it happened, the organization of labor and produc-
tion on the farm and ranch, its relationship to markets, the 
role of technology, the role of gender and ethnicity, and the 
very purpose of their operations were all subject to stresses 
and strains in the early twentieth century. The farms were 
increasing in number, growing like a thriving crop in the 
field, Wyoming and a few other states still seemingly exempt 
from the larger national trend where people left the farms in 
droves and moved to the cities to become part of the urban 
working class. From 1910 to 1920 the number of farms in 
Wyoming increased from 10,987 to 15,748—an impressive in-
crease. And still those farms and ranches were small—nearly 

two-thirds of the farms (64%) were less than 500 acres in size. 
In 1920 still eighty-five percent of the farms were operated 
by the people who owned them. There were other trends, 
however, that suggested that the traditional system of farm 
organization and operation was being undermined, was be-
ing transformed. In 1890, 87% of the owner-operated farms in 
Wyoming were free of mortgages. This dropped to 80.8% in 
1900 but it remained steady at that approximate level, despite 
the considerable growth in number of farms, and in 1910 still 
79.9% of Wyoming’s owner-operated farms were free from 
mortgages. By 1920, however, the percentage had plummet-
ed and only 50.9% of the owner-operated farms in Wyoming 
could say that they had no mortgage.11 This was a significant 
turning point in the lives of those people who took out the 
mortgages, and it was a significant turning point in the his-
tory of homesteading.

Technology and Agriculture

Obviously something deeper was going on than people sud-
denly deciding to mortgage the farm or ranch. Actually 
several things were going on. For one, the technology of 
agriculture was changing dramatically and, in turn, that tech-
nology was transforming the rural landscape. Sometimes the 
technology of agriculture is taken as a given and changes in 
technology are frequently lined up as a parade of progress in 
which the burdens of tilling the soil are gradually reduced, 
the productivity of the farm unit is increased, and all the ad-
vantages of modern life are brought to those outside the city. 
The historical record, however, is more complex. The tech-
nology clearly increased productivity, but instead of giving 
the farmer greater control over the elements of her or his 
life, the increasingly sophisticated and expensive technology 
undermined traditional systems and relationships and placed 
the farm in an increasingly precarious position. 

then the place looked like a real farm, fenced, buildings, 
the green crop coming up and i looked upon it with pride. 
  —J. tom wall

after you prove up, it’s yours and nobody can come along 
and tell you to get off.
 —wall’s neighbor

from J. tom wall, Crossing Old Trails to New in 
North Central wyoming (philadelphia: dorrance & 
company, 1973), 189.
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The main implements of farming and ranching at the end 
of the nineteenth century were hand-held, were inexpensive, 
and were not much changed from what they had been even 
in biblical times. But a process of change began in which the 
implements grew bigger and more expensive, became more 
specialized, and required different kinds of agriculture. That 
can be seen in the process of threshing. People would thresh 
their grain in Wyoming, whether it was wheat for their bread 
or oats for their horses, with a flail—a simple tool that con-
sisted of something like a short and a long broom handle 
attached to each other with a leather thong. The thresher 
would put the bundle of grain on a clean floor in the barn and, 
swinging the long handle like an axe, would bring the short 
piece crashing down on the bundle to separate grain from 
straw. This was a slow process, but it was exactly right for 
the small acreages of grain planted—several acres, say—and 
the rhythm and scale of operation was deeply and humanly 
comprehensible to everybody. It worked. It fit. This was a 
system of agriculture not suited for large-scale production for 
the market; it was a system that worked when producing for 
home consumption. 

The simple flail was replaced by two machines—one, the 
thresher, to perform the actual work of threshing on a large 
scale, and the second, a mechanical engine to power the 
thresher. Several kinds of threshing devices emerged. Some 
were driven by horses walking in a circle, some by horses 
walking on a treadmill, and others were powered by steam. 
The steam-powered machines soon replaced the horse-pow-
ered threshers and this represented a major transformation 
of agriculture. 

The thresher was a big machine and it performed a cru-
cial part of the harvest process, separating the nutritious 
grain from the rest of the plant. After the grain had been cut, 

threshing on w. J. Barker’s ranch, parkman, wyoming, 1910 

or earlier. this postcard illustrates the new, mechanized thresh-

ing process. wagons bring shocks of grain to the site where the 

threshing machine is parked at right in the field that has been 

harvested. the man on the wagon is taking grain bundles from the 

wagon to put into the machine; the straw and grain are separated 

by the thresher and the grain is then winnowed by a fan and clean 

grain is sacked; the straw is piled after it leaves the blower. the 

machine is powered by a long belt connecting it to the drive wheel 

of the steam tractor at left. a total of eleven workers are involved 

in this scene. postcard (postmarked august 22, 1910 in ranches-

ter) from the collection of michael cassity.

the use of the flail. source: J. t. trowbridge, “song of the flail,” 

Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, 49 (september 1874): 501.
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after it had been gathered into bundles, after the bundles 
had been arranged in stacks called shocks or cocks, they 
were taken to the thresher; the machine did not journey 
into the fields but was parked at a convenient point. Wagons 
would converge, bringing bundle after bundle of wheat or 
oats or other grain to be handed in daisy-chain fashion to 
an operator feeding the grain into the machine. The thresh-
ing machine would feed the bundles of grain tossed onto 
a conveyor belt or chain into its innards and separate the 
straw from the grain; the grain and the chaff—the husks 
surrounding the kernels of grain—would fall into a different 
compartment and a fan would blow the chaff and dust away 
from the grain during the drop so that only the grain itself 
landed in the bottom. An elevator, or conveyor, would then 
lift the grain continuously up to be expelled by the machine 
either into bags or into a stack. The straw would continue 
separately through the thresher, flailed more, as it were, 
to be sure that all grain was removed and captured and the 
straw was blown out of a chute to form a separate stack. The 
whole process was fast and continuous and the crew operat-

ing the thresher had to work hard and fast to keep up with 
its ravenous appetite for grain. 

That cluster of tasks occupied some of the threshing crew. 
Others were involved in keeping the machine operating, man-
aging burps in the flow of the crop and transforming it from 
cut plants into separated grain, straw, and chaff. Still others 
were positioned at the output to bag the grain and stack the 
bags. It was, in a sense, an assembly line, and the thresher 
was, in the same sense, a factory in the field. As with facto-
ries, the rhythm and speed of work had changed so that now 
workers paced their actions in response to the needs and 
demands of the tool, not the tool responding to the workers’ 
guidance, speed, and needs. 

Besides the threshing machine, the other part of the sys-
tem was the steam-powered traction engine, a powerful en-
gine capable of moving itself as well as powering other equip-
ment, towing the other equipment along behind it. The steam 
engine would be fired up and its drive wheel connected to 
the threshing machine by a long canvas belt so that the two 
machines were usually around forty or fifty feet apart. That 
distance was necessary to keep the fire for the boiler far 
from the dried grain. In the future, the steam-powered trac-
tion engine would be called simply “tractor,” but in the early 
years the outfits were mainly steam engines that could move. 
The early steam engines, in fact, resembled more railroad lo-
comotives than they did modern tractors. They were huge, 
they were loud, and they required two operators, sometimes 
three, on the engine itself, and always more if the people 
hauling fuel and water are included. With their enormous 
weight and their great steel wheels, their tracks were like the 
tracks of the giant dinosaurs that once roamed Wyoming. As 
they left a striking imprint on the earth, they left just as in-
delible an imprint on the minds of those who beheld the ar-

we hear its approach long before we can see it—a distant clank and rumble beyond 
the crest of the hill. louder and louder. a massive bulk materializes, black in the 
thickening twilight, a smoking monster with a fiery glow in its belly; it drags behind 
it an even massier bulk. . . . the traction engine grunts cautiously down the hill, the 
separator lurching behind it, and is directed to its berth near the grain stacks. pails 
of water from the ditch quench the fire in its belly; a neglected spark could send a 
whole season’s harvest up in flames. the engineman comes to the house for a wash, 
a late supper and a bed in the bunkhouse. the rest of the crew will report in the 
morning.

ted olson, Ranch on the Laramie (Boston: little, Brown and company, 1973), 
186.
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rival of the big machines and on the social order the engines 
helped to transform.

The mechanical thresher and the steam engine held many 
consequences for the organization of production, but they 
especially encouraged expanded production, and especially 
expanded production of those grains that could be sent to 
market—in other words, they powerfully promoted the 
commercialization of agriculture and the shift away from 
production for use in home consumption to production for 
market. This was not just an encouragement but an absolute 
necessity since these were very expensive machines, even 
expensive to rent (and to pay for the crew), and that expense 
could only be justified by increased production and increased 
production of cash crops at that. That further implied the 
necessity of expanding the acreage so that more could be 
planted to be harvested. And generally this purchase of land 
involved acquiring a mortgage. One other consequence of 
the use of a mechanical thresher and steam engine was the 
inauguration of a system of transient labor following the 
harvesters, over time replacing the networks of neighbors 
helping each other out. Finally, the steam “traction engine” 
was on its way to becoming the tractor, although that 
evolution would take several decades to become complete.

If the threshing process sometimes resembled a factory in 
the field, a factory near the field or in the towns served by the 
fields could initiate changes that rippled through the entire 
countryside. Flour mills routinely encouraged area farmers 
to put more land into wheat; alfalfa mills similarly provided 
an enticement for the cultivation of alfalfa so that local crops 
could be turned into alfalfa meal for livestock feeding. Both 
appeared in many parts of the state. But it was the sugar beet 
processing plants that worked a more powerful influence. 
In the Big Horn Basin, the various irrigation projects had 

opened up land for settlement and farming especially in the 
northwest part along the Shoshone River, and in the eastern 
part along the Bighorn River, with those areas farther from 
streams remaining ranch land. But the farms were small and 
many. And, despite the financial burdens associated with ir-
rigation assessments, often involving mortgages, they were 
to a surprising degree oriented to producing for use rather 
than for the market, managing to scrape together enough to 
meet their obligations by selling just a little on the market. 
One account that examined the agriculture of the area report-
ed, “Small farms, diversified crops, and intensive cultivation 
if great yields were expected, were the chief characteristics 
of the irrigated area of the Big Horn Basin after all the proj-
ects were in operation. A few of the old cattle ranches had 
placed considerable tracts under cultivation, sometimes as 
many as a thousand or more acres, but the forty or eighty 
acre farm unit predominated.”12 This changed when sugar 
beets became an important part of the basin’s production. 
Various political, economic, and educational leaders urged 

steam plow on unland’s 

farm, douglas. this steam 

tractor is the same device 

that would power thresh-

ing machines; here it is 

breaking sod. the huge 

machine required two oper-

ators on board, both visible 

in this photograph. photo: 

J. e. stimson collection, 

wyoming state archives, 

negative 2925.
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farmers in the areas susceptible to irrigation to take up sug-
ar beets. To produce sugar beets, however, a factory had to 
be near since the beets could not be shipped long distances 
or stored where they might freeze. The problem was that a 
factory would not locate in those areas until sufficient beet 
production was assured. It was a chicken-or-egg situation, but 
the impasse was broken by farmers contracting to produce 
enough beets and the railroad stretched its lines closer and 
closer. In 1907 Lovell shipped out thirteen cars of beets. In 
1916 that community sent to Billings three hundred cars of 
beets and that appears to have been sufficient to cause the 
Great Western Sugar Company to build a factory in Lovell 
the same year. The next year the Utah Wyoming Sugar Com-
pany built a factory at Worland.

Along the Bighorn River, the shift to commercial agricul-
ture was substantial and beets became the focus of a single-
crop system of production. This held other consequences 
too, especially in the matter of farm labor. The fields were 

larger and the family’s own labor was not enough to tend the 
labor-intensive beets, so outside workers were imported. His-
torian Charles Lindsay, who made a close study of this pro-
cess, records, “The first success with beets was achieved by 
importing German Russians to do the field labor required to 
grow them. Later on these laborers were replaced by large 
numbers of Mexicans, who contracted by the acre to thin and 
cultivate the crop, and were satisfied to realize a living wage 
on the labors of all members of the family, old and young.”13 
Not only were the fields and farms larger as a result of the 
shift to commercial sugar beet production, but the labor sys-
tem changed so that migrant labor became a fixed feature. 

The same forces unfolded elsewhere in the state. At Doug-
las, Wheatland, and Torrington, a major push began in 1915 
and 1916 to promote the growth of sugar beets on the irri-
gated lands there, and once again contracts were signed ob-
ligating farmers to plant the beets for five years. Elsewhere, 
the Holly Sugar Company opened a sugar factory in Sheri-
dan in 1915, and thereupon Levi Leiter, who had taken over 
the Pratt and Ferris cattle ranch, “leased his operation to the 
Holly Sugar Company and by means of the tenant system, 
brought hundreds of families into the Lower Clear Creek Val-
ley for the production of sugar beets.”14 The Ucross Founda-
tion, later a resident on some of that land, is more explicit: 
“Gradually, the properties were divided into individual tenant 
farms and leased to many of the Russian-German immigrants 
who had come west. This tenant ‘project’ was called the Leit-
er Estates, and most of the farmers grew sugar beets.”15 This 
was a single-crop, commercial system of agriculture with an 
exclusive focus on the market and this was the same pattern 
evident in the Big Horn Basin. It was also the pattern of the 
future. 

If farming was changing, so too was livestock raising. The 
open range had largely disappeared by the 1910s and the 

germans from russia, 

the wostenburg family 

is shown harvesting 

sugar beets near wor-

land. undated photo 

by rico stine in dan 

healy photo collection, 

washakie county mu-

seum, worland. photo 

is provided compli-

ments of the washakie 

museum-worland, 

wyoming.
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Texas system had generally been replaced with something 
resembling the Midwestern system. Fences criss-crossed 
the range keeping some cattle in and other cattle out, and 
ranchers grew tons and tons of hay for the winters ahead and 
stored it in stacks that were works of art—plumb, straight, 
and secure. Maintaining fences and ditches, once unthink-
able on Wyoming ranches, became a continuing chore and an 
object of pride as well as of functional significance. Roundups 
continued, but they were not the huge open-range activities 
that once prevailed; they would be smaller events and often 
would take place on private land, even within the corrals adja-
cent to the barns and ranch houses. Some ranches began to 
specialize, turning in many instances to dairy cattle, an enter-
prise that could take handy advantage of new technology for 
separating cream and also make use of the beet tops from the 
growing sugar beet operations. Dairy cattle, after all, would 
not range far and a system of feeding was an integral part of 
the operation. 

The dairy industry was indeed an industry, but wool grow-
ing had already taken on industrial contours with the system-
atic processing of sheep, and it became even more industrial 
in technology and in organization in the 1910s. Those years 
were difficult years for the sheep business; during the decade 
the number of sheep in Wyoming dropped from 5,397,161 to 
1,859,775, a decline of two-thirds. Blizzards had exacted a ter-
rible toll on both human and beast in 1911-1912; plus, very 
much like the 1886-1887 winter had done for the cattle ranch-
ers, the winter kills also forced the owners to sell sheep they 
had left in order to cover their huge debts. The sheep opera-
tors were being thinned just as the herds were. The sheep 
business became more intensively managed and adopted 
systems to protect and increase their sheep, such as lambing 
sheds, and in some instances feeding them corn and alfalfa 
through the winter, not just in the storms. But these were en-

hancements in the operation that not everybody could afford; 
if anything, this more “scientific” and industrial organization 
of sheep and wool production separated the large, well-capi-
talized operator from the owners of small herds who contin-
ued on in the traditional ways. 

The major innovation in the sheep industry, though, was 
the introduction of factory system methods and organization 
in the shearing process. The design of the seventeen “Aus-
tralian” shearing sheds constructed in Wyoming in 1915 and 
1916 was “merely the highly organized system peculiar to an 
Eastern factory brought to a Western shearing shed,” accord-
ing to W. T. Ritch, who actually designed and built them.16 
It was an assembly line in which sheep were prepared for 
shearing in sweating rooms, channeled into a big shearing 
room where twenty shearers removed their wool with elec-
tric clippers, doing so in a systematic fashion that separated 
belly wool from the rest, and then the wool was skirted (fur-
ther separated according to location and fineness), and finally 

Branding at 41 ranch, 

1915, near Buffalo. the 

end of the open range 

sometimes meant that 

branding would take 

place near the ranch 

headquarters. photo: 

Johnson county library, 

local history collec-

tions.



38

the fragments were sorted and baled by hydraulic presses—
all in huge sheds organized and arranged to facilitate the pro-
cessing. These sheds were at the heart of the new system of 
processing sheep and wool, and they continued to be used for 
decades afterwards. The system within, the Australian sys-
tem, however, was quickly dropped when dealers and manu-
facturers opposed it (since the traditional system of bagging 
unsorted wool allowed buyers to pay lower prices) and when 
the closely shorn sheep proved more vulnerable to spring 
storms. There was, however, no mistaking that the sheep in-
dustry was actually an industry—just as much as the indus-
tries and factories dominant in other parts of the nation. And 
in that industry, the owners lived in town and the workers 
stayed in the countryside, practicing their own herding craft, 
which was pre-industrial to the extreme, often representing 
vastly different cultures, especially the Basques and Mexican 
Americans.

Diversity on the Homestead

That latter point underscores a further element of Wyoming 
homesteading, ranching, and farming: it was not a monolithic 

culture of similar people all sharing the same kinds of lives 
and experiences. The experiences of African American home-
steaders are coming to light increasingly and they show that 
additional burdens were placed on their shoulders because 
of the color of their skin. The migrant workers who supplied 
the labor in the fields were increasingly not the Germans 
from Russia who initially traveled to Wyoming to work, but 
Mexican Americans and Japanese Americans. And women 
who took advantage of the homestead laws, once they were 
broadened to allow for more than “heads of families,” faced 
the same challenges of growing crops and livestock as the 
men did. In addition, however, they had to overcome social 
and cultural obstacles that men did not, one of which was a 
lack of support and even resistance from men, which com-
plicated their own struggles. Even Dr. Bessie Rehwinkle, a 
woman who made her own way in a man’s world when she 
became a physician, homesteaded near Carpenter and had 
to go against the advice of her “good father [who] was very 
unhappy about my plans and tried his utmost to persuade me 
to change my mind.”17 And what they found, when they suc-
ceeded in one way or another, may have been all that more 

constructed as a model australian shearing 

plant at walcott, the australian system was 

soon dropped but the sheds became a criti-

cal part of large-scale shearing operations. 

source: stanley h. hart, Wool: The Raw Ma-

terials of the Woolen and Worsted Industries 

(philadelphia: philadelphia textile school 

of the pennsylvania museum and school of 

industrial art, 1917), 107.
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meaningful given those circumstances. Elinore Pruitt Stew-
art, famous for her Letters of a Woman Homesteader, widely 
and eloquently publicized the virtues and rewards of home-
steading for women. The fact that Ms. Stewart did not actu-
ally prove up on her homestead in Sweetwater County, and 
acquired her original claim only through careful maneuver-
ing within the technicalities of the law and taking advantage 
of the opportunities available to different members of a fam-
ily, suggests both the importance of families in successful 
homesteading and the complexity sometimes involved in the 
realization of a dream of independence.18 

Agriculture, Homesteading, and the 
Challenges of Modern Society

Rural life was becoming more complicated, more challeng-
ing, and more “modern.” As if the powerful currents of 
change were not already strong enough to reconfigure the 
countryside, Wyoming’s farms, ranches, and homesteads re-
ceived an additional jolt from the forces of war. Although in a 
crude way war seemed to be good for the domestic economy, 
and for agriculture in particular, because of the additional de-
mand it created, a closer look reveals serious problems with 
that picture. World War I not only provided a different eco-
nomic and social stimulus for changes in farming and ranch-
ing in Wyoming but also marked the beginning of a larger 
transformation of the structure, purpose, and processes of 
the farms and ranches, and challenged the nature, the mean-
ing, and the future of the homestead. Farm price supports 
increased income for those crops, like wheat, which the gov-
ernment encouraged to support the war, and Wyoming pro-
duced more wheat than ever before—a lot more in fact. This 
meant taking land out of production of other crops that had 
been used for home consumption, especially oats, but the op-

portunity was in many cases irresistible and people were, at 
any rate, only doing what their government asked of them. In 
addition, the higher prices received as a result of World War I 
encouraged farmers and ranchers to expand their operations, 
to purchase additional acreage, to increase their herds, and 
to invest in machinery. And that required borrowing money 
and often mortgaging the farm. 

Those changes and those obligations were possibly not 
a major concern at the moment since higher prices and in-
creased production seemed to outweigh other considerations 
in the short run. But when the war was over, when price 
supports were dropped, and when those countries that had 
been at war started producing agricultural goods again, the 
situation was significantly bleaker. Debts had to be paid but 
income to pay them dwindled. Plus, there were now industri-
al farms, giant operations that were owned by banks instead 
of farmers, that used a dozen or more big tractors at once, 
that measured their size in the thousands of acres, and that 
produced exclusively for the market, not for family use, that 
produced just a single crop (usually wheat), and that were 
in virtually every sense, factories in the field. The end of the 
war marked the beginning of a long downward spiral in the 
nation’s—and in Wyoming’s—farms and ranches that would 
not end until World War II. 

the feeling of being a landowner was a new and an exhilarating experience to 
me. to be able to say that this fine stretch of land is my own, my very own, does 
something to one’s ego. it gives one a sense of security, of stability, of belonging, and 
of being a part of the land itself.

dr. Bessie efner rehwinkle in her autobiography, in marcia meredith hensley, 
Staking Her Claim: Women Homesteading the West (glendo, wyoming: high 
plains press, 2008), 171.
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However much Wyoming homesteaders and farmers and 
ranchers saw themselves as independent sovereigns on the 
land, and many did, sometimes they were connected to the 
rest of the world in subtle but powerful ways that left them 
vulnerable to changes in distant places. When war broke out 
in foreign lands, the prices they paid or received fluctuated 
accordingly. If they were dependent on those prices, their 
own lives also altered. If they had taken out loans and the 
bank had problems because of the system the banks were a 
part of, then the farmers and ranchers also had problems. A 
banking crisis somewhere else could create a crisis in even 
the most remote parts of Wyoming. People’s fates in life 
seemed to have less and less to do with their own hard work 
or thrift or strong values, unless, of course, they could stand 
independent of the marketplace and the modern economy in 
some kind of self-sufficient, subsistence agriculture. 

The extent of their involvement and dependence on this 
new system sometimes came as a shock to people who 
thought they were doing everything right, people who sac-
rificed and scrimped and saved to build up their homestead. 
A fairly typical family near Moorcroft learned the hard way 
how the modern world worked. Charles Floyd Spencer’s par-
ents had immigrated to a homestead near Thornton, lived 
in a tent, then built a homespun house, and raised their own 
grains and poultry and livestock and vegetables in the usual 
diversified, self-sufficient way. They gradually acquired a few 
more head of cattle and milk cows and some sheep. When 
World War I came, their son, Charles Floyd Spencer, joined 
the army and was away for two years; when he returned 
he was old enough to file on his own homestead, which he 
did. The family expanded its operation and purchased more 
sheep. A bank in Moorcroft knew Spencer and knew that 
he was experienced and reliable and sold him five hundred 

“fine young breeding ewes that were due to lamb the first of 
May.” (The bank had acquired these sheep in another action 
involving their former owner—possibly a sign of events to 
come.) The price was high, but they were good sheep, soon 
to increase in number and soon to be shorn too. Besides, the 
bank would loan the money for the purchase. Spencer’s fa-
ther put up the family homestead as collateral on the mort-
gage, which was no problem since the initial mortgage that 
the bank wanted was just a short-term loan for six months; in 
the fall it would be replaced with a long-term note. In that six-
month period, however, the price dropped on livestock and 
“We were caught along with many others who could not meet 
the short-term loans.” The Moorcroft bank closed when its 
parent bank in Cheyenne called in its notes, and “dad’s home-
stead, that he had labored on for ten years, and all the sheep 
in the newly-purchased band, together with their lambs, were 
turned back to the bank for the cancellation of notes due 
them.”19 Since Spencer had only recently filed on his own 
homestead, and did not yet have title to it, it was not cov-
ered in the mortgage; he was thus able to keep it. He started 
over again there, but his parents moved to Washington state, 
where they too started over again, their Wyoming homestead 
dream crushed in the juggernaut of the modern system of ag-
riculture and banking.

It is always difficult to define the end of one historical era 
and the beginning of another since history is never neat and 
tidy. But sometimes there are events that symbolize the larg-
er changes taking place and the downturn that took place at 
the end of World War I was probably such an event. In this 
case, it marked, not on a calendar but on a spectrum of social 
organization, the demise of individual homesteading and the 
rise of modern, economically integrated, commercial agricul-
ture. 
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part iii 

leaving the land behind

a legacy of agriculture in the twentieth century

sented the wave of the future. Possibly the clearest indica-
tor of the transformation underway came in the mortgages 
these operations were trying to pay off. In 1920, the number 
of owner-operated farms and ranches without mortgages 
was still a majority, but just barely so—51%. Ten years later 
that percentage had dropped to 30%. By 1930 the vast major-
ity, even of owner-operated farms and ranches, had taken out 
mortgages and were paying on them. They were fully en-
twined with the local, state, and national economy.

There were advantages to that market connection, of 
course, and with it farmers and ranchers had access to more 
outlets for their production. The hazard of the market con-
nection was high, though, especially since most of the 1920s 
was marked by an agricultural depression. After 1924, agri-
cultural income declined while debts contracted earlier had 

he pattern that shaped Wyoming ranches and farms, 
from the small self-sufficient homestead to the large 
corporate operation, was one very much familiar to 

modern observers. Production becomes increasingly special-
ized, interconnected, synchronized, and organized—not at 
all independent and local. To put it even more simply, when 
the farm and ranch became more of a business than it was a 
way of life or the anchor of an independent existence, a cor-
ner had been turned. As it happened, most farms and ranch-
es in the 1920s were still closer to Jeffersonian homesteads 
than they were to modern business operations, but change 
was in the air. By the end of the 1920s, three-fourths of all 
farms and ranches still had no tractor. The vast majority of 
Wyoming’s farms and ranches (12,195 out of 16,011) were 
operated by their owner—family farms. General farming op-
erations continued to make up a substantial part of the farms 
and ranches—as opposed to the narrowly specialized group-
ings. And the number of farms and ranches continued to in-
crease during the 1920s, although not with as much growth 
as in previous decades. (Almost half the counties in the state 
showed an increase in numbers of farms and some counties, 
like Campbell, experienced a virtual land rush in the decade 
with homesteaders setting up dry farms.) On the other hand, 
by 1930, the diversified agriculture of the self-sufficient farm, 
at one time the hallmark of the homestead, no longer repre-

T

homestead entries flourished in the late 1910s and into the early 1920s. settlers 
arrived primarily from neighboring states, established homes, and developed a 
permanent community. they attempted farming with mixed success and failure, 
and they supplemented their operations with animal husbandry. during the 1920s, 
a number accomplished their objectives, as is evident in the improvements and 
subsequent patenting of their homesteads.

william p. fischer, “homesteading the thunder Basin: teckla, wyoming, 1917-
1938,” Annals of Wyoming, 71 (spring 1999): 23.
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to be paid, leaving the farmers and ranchers caught in be-
tween with no place to turn except to their local banks for 
extensions of their loans. But if farmers and ranchers were 
in trouble during the 1920s, so were the banks. The nation’s 
banking system was in crisis throughout the 1920s and the 
most vulnerable part of that system was the small banks in 
the rural communities. Between 1921 and 1929 nearly 6,000 
banks failed in the United States, an amount equal to twenty 
percent of the total. Wyoming lost 101 (out of a total of 153) 
banks during the 1920s, and only thirty-two banks opened 
for business in the decade. Sixty-seven communities in Wyo-
ming lost banks during that period. The first few years of the 
decade saw the banking system contract sharply but the fail-
ures of the banks shot up dramatically in 1924. The problem 

was that when the farmer’s bank was in trouble, so was the 
farmer. And when the farms and ranches were in trouble, so 
too was the bank that held their mortgages, but it was usu-
ally the bank that got its money from the farms, not the farms 
winning out over the banks. The numbers are fuzzy at best, 
but there is no mistaking that foreclosures (and bankruptcies 
and defaults on contracts, and sales to avoid foreclosure, and 
surrendering the title to avoid foreclosure) became increas-
ingly common during the 1920s. A migration away from the 
farms and ranches that people had built up in Wyoming was 
underway. 

The Great Depression that officially began in 1929 with 
the stock market crash merged with the already serious ag-
ricultural depression to make life difficult for Wyoming’s 
farmers and ranchers and to transform their lives in powerful 
ways. There was the matter of the bank crisis which deep-
ened and almost with each passing day took a greater toll on 
the farms and ranches. Then there was the crisis in the cities; 
urban unemployment may seem a world away from life on 
a ranch or farm in the Green River valley or Laramie Plains 
or Big Horn Basin, but when workers in the cities lost their 
jobs, they were not able to buy the groceries—the beef, the 
lamb, the corn, the wheat—that their families needed, nor 
could they buy the sweaters and jackets and shoes to keep 
warm. When consumers in the cities could not afford to buy 
what Wyoming agriculture produced, Wyoming farmers and 
ranchers also suffered. Their income fell and they too could 
not pay their bills, their debts mounted, and their banks want-
ed their money. As if that were not enough, the drying up of 
purchasing power in the rest of the nation combined in the 
early 1930s with another force, a force of nature that dried 
up the lands that farmers and ranchers used. The years be-
tween 1931 and 1936 were dry years—very dry years. Three 

wool and mutton prices were falling [1924], and it became harder and harder for 
my father to pay the bills and meet a payroll. the vagaries of climate in wyoming, 
always a gamble for ranchers and farmers, also had its part in our loss of income. 
the Bigelow Bank in ogden, where dad had his savings account, closed its doors. 
only a few cents on the dollar was ever recovered from our account and that over a 
period of years. the final blow came when dad couldn’t meet payments on his bank 
loan in evanston, and they foreclosed on the ranch.
 i will never forget that day when dad received the foreclosure notice. he sat on 
the front porch with his head bowed. tearfully, he said, “all i know how to do is 
work with my hands.” he was sixty-three years of age, a time nowadays when most 
people retire. it was a terribly sad day for all of us, when they came to take most of 
the livestock, wagons, sheep camps and equipment. they took ownership of all our 
acreage in utah, and most of the wyoming land except the original homestead and 
the ranch buildings, leaving about 10,000 acres in our ownership.

ruth m. irwin, “life on a wyoming ranch: early 20th century,” in ruth m. 
irwin papers, 1990-1992, american heritage center, university of wyoming, 
part 2, 1
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years—1933, 1934, and 1936—were terribly dry, even worse 
than the others. In 1934, Lorena Hickok, dispatched by Sec-
retary of the Interior Harold Ickes to provide him a first-
hand report on the situation in the West, wrote Ickes from 
eastern Wyoming, “I saw range that looked as though it had 
been gone over with a safety razor.”20 Livestock had to be 
sold since feed and water were scarce. Crops even on irrigat-
ed land withered in the field, if they ever started. And then 
crickets and grasshoppers marched across parts of the state. 
The farmers and ranchers were in trouble. In 1933, promi-
nent cattle rancher A. L. Brock in Johnson County effectively 
captured the situation when he observed, “Many of the once 
well-to-do farmers and stockmen have lost their farms and 
homes, largely on account of the financial conditions of the 
country. Many of the stockmen in Wyoming are using more 
or less borrowed money and owing to the present financial 
conditions of the country many of them have very little eq-
uity left.”21 

It would seem that the problems facing the ranchers, farm-
ers, and homesteaders in Wyoming were impossible to solve. 
Working harder, the traditional solution to life’s problems, 
would not, by itself, turn around a social problem of such 
huge dimensions. But since the problem had a great deal to 
do with the organization of society and the operation of na-
tional markets and institutions, many people felt that gov-
ernment might be able to make some changes. And a new 
administration, Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, came into 
office in 1933 pledged to do exactly that. Then the question 
became: What kind of changes? Benefitting whom? For what 
purpose? Those questions are still debated and there is al-
ways room for vigorous discussion. But there appears to be a 
general pattern in the New Deal that can be traced. 

Perhaps most central and also most controversial, wheth-

er it was for better or worse, was the New Deal’s emphasis 
on planning. A centralized planning structure ran counter 
to the values and philosophies of people who considered 
themselves rugged individualists, even if precisely the same 
concentration and centralization of power was at work in the 
private sector. Henry Wallace, Secretary of Agriculture, and 
Rexford Tugwell, a key figure in the Department of Agricul-
ture, however, had concluded that the individualism of farm-
ers and ranchers was making their problems worse, that they 
needed to act collectively to help themselves and each other. 
At that point, the issue took an interesting turn. According to 
the planners in the Agriculture Department, the problem of 
the Depression was one of overproduction; the prices farm-
ers and ranchers received were so low because the markets 
were glutted, forcing prices to the bottom while the nation 
wallowed in surplus grains and meats. According to this ap-
proach, the way for farmers and ranchers to help themselves 
was first of all to drop their attacks on big business and to 
recognize that farming is a business, not a way of life. Sec-
ondly, they needed to collectively cut production of their 
crops and livestock, thus creating an artificial shortage which 
would cause commodity prices to rise, bringing more money 
to the producers. All this had to be done collectively, the ar-
gument ran, since individual farmers and ranchers could not 
accomplish this by themselves; if some reduced their produc-
tion others might increase it and cancel out any gains or even 
take advantage of the sacrifices of the others by profiting 
from their losses. 

There were, of course, critics of this approach and of this 
whole philosophy. Some, even inside the administration, ar-
gued that the problem was not really overproduction, but 
underconsumption. Farmers and ranchers are in bad shape, 
these critics maintained, because people in the cities do not 
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have the income to buy what is being produced on the farms 
and ranches. The solution from this perspective was to in-
crease employment through government works projects and 
thereby increase consumption—purchasing power—and 
also to reduce consumer prices on agricultural products by 
breaking up the concentrations of food processors and other 
middlemen through enforcement of the anti-trust laws. This 
combination would hopefully both lower retail prices and in-
crease farm and ranch income and in that way bring about a 
more decentralized economy in which individual farmers and 
ranchers would once again prosper and people in the coun-
tryside would share an interest and healthy economy with 
the people who lived in the cities instead of working against 
each other. 

The programs set forth by the New Deal followed the 
formulation of the problem as that of overproduction, not 
underconsumption. Accordingly, the federal government 
moved to reduce production especially by using the 
Agricultural Adjustment Administration and the Drought 
Relief Program in 1933 and 1934 and following years. 
The AAA provided, among other things, for farmers who 

produced specified “basic commodities” to voluntarily agree, 
in actual contracts, to reduce production in exchange for 
government payments; the formula was complex but the goal 
of the payments—ever since known as farm subsidies—was 
to generate commodity prices closer to what they had been 
in more prosperous times. This was a long-term reduction 
program, and it would take a long time to see results, but 
the problem was also immediate, so the government also 
sought to thin the livestock herds immediately. Some of the 
animals purchased by the government were used for relief 
purposes, but the image of slaughtering cattle, regardless of 
the number, and letting them rot just so meat prices would go 
up at a time when people were hungry, endures as one of the 
most discussed and controversial legacies of the New Deal’s 
agricultural programs. A similar program reduced acreages 
of crop production by calling upon farmers to take some of 
their land out of cultivation. The object of both programs was 
to reduce production to increase prices on farm and ranch 
commodities. 

The Wyoming Stock Growers Association and others in 
Wyoming did not care for government administration of 
the program although the WSGA asked for the government 
to purchase 7,000 head of cattle per day and its leaders had 
advocated herd reduction for some time. The chief critics of 
the program in Wyoming were the small operators with only 
a few head of cattle or a few acres to take out of production. 
By using a system that paid subsidies on a per acre or per 
animal basis, the operators who needed the most help, those 
with the smallest herds and acreages, received the least. 

The issue was framed in similar terms when the govern-
ment addressed the problem of erosion and overuse of the 
public domain. The national forests were already regulated 
and permits were issued for a set number of livestock to 

killing the cattle, . . . and just leaving them lay. . . . when we’d drive in from the 
osage field to osage there would be cattle just lying along the road. Bloating in the 
sun, their legs stiff and up in the air. they’d pay the ranchers $20-$25 and then shoot 
the cattle and leave them lay there. they wouldn’t let anybody go in and butcher 
them to use for meat because that would be defeating the purpose of the slaughter 
of the cattle in the first place. it was to try to make the price go up and reduce the 
supply.

mabel Brown recalling herd reduction program of the 1930s. oral history, oh-
412, mabel Brown interviewed by phil roberts, may 9, 1979, wyoming state 
archives.
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graze those lands in a way that was supposed to prevent over-
grazing. That still left large amounts of public land, lightly ad-
ministered by the General Land Office, essentially unregulat-
ed and thus often overused. The tramp herds of sheep grazed 
in those areas and land was still available for homesteading. 
In 1934 Congress wrote into law the Taylor Grazing Act, a 
measure which created a new agency, the Division of Graz-
ing (later the Grazing Service and then the Bureau of Land 
Management), to regulate use of that land. This law also re-
versed course on homesteading; where the laws for nearly a 
century had become increasingly lenient and encouraging of 
homesteading, the Taylor Grazing Act eliminated new claims 
on the public domain except in Alaska and in projects admin-
istered by the Bureau of Reclamation. The Wyoming Stock 
Growers Association had expressed its opposition to the 
federal regulation of the range, preferring instead that the 
federal government simply turn over the lands to the states 
for distribution to private hands. In truth, however, the cattle 
ranchers and the wool growers, certainly the major opera-
tors, found provisions to like in the measure, especially the 
part ending homesteading. 

The activities designed to improve the range brought a va-
riety of government agencies into action generally to make 
the land more usable for livestock. Thus the government 
created programs to drill wells, build dams and stock tanks, 
build corrals on national forests, construct bridges for sheep 
over streams, build dikes and ditches, clean out springs and 
seeps and improve them for better access, and put in trails 
and driveways as well as camping areas for herders and their 
sheep. The Civilian Conservation Corps provided much of 
the workforce for these many projects, especially in the For-
est Service and the Division of Grazing which had minimal 
staffing.

Aside from halting homestead claims and rebuilding the 
range, these programs also attempted to undo what they saw 
as damage done by homesteading in years past. The home-
steader who was once a folk hero for the nation now became 
vilified, blamed for the erosion and depletion of the grass-
lands of the Great Plains. In the 1930s, the official view was 
that the areas of the state where erosion had taken place were 
extensive and included the area with most farms: “The farm 
land areas in Wyoming which are considered problem areas 
are chiefly centered in the eastern half of Wyoming. These 
areas include portions of Campbell, Weston, Niobrara, Con-
verse, Goshen, Platte and Johnson counties. In most of these 
areas erosion is prevalent.”22 Homesteading had been espe-
cially popular in those counties and small farms and ranches 
dotted the plains. But to withdraw some land from cultivation 
and promote better farming practices on the remainder and 
to turn farmland into grazing land involved removing farm-
ers who had been tilling the soil and growing a few head of 
livestock. Mainly the farms to be removed would be “small, 
dry-land farms, unsuited for cultivation and too small to pro-

corrals built by ccc 
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account books were widely distributed to encourage farmers 

and ranchers to become more business-like and profit-oriented in 

their operations. ironically, given the nature and the purpose of 

the account books, entries in this book from converse county re-

vealed a significant amount of barter continuing in 1933 (above). 

account book from collection of michael cassity. 

the new system of commercial bookkeeping was a world away 

from the prevailing system used by wyoming farmers and 

ranchers. final accounting procedures for poultry in record book 

distributed by agricultural extension service. source: a. f. vass, 

Account Book for Poultry Production and Costs (laramie: wyo-

ming agricultural extension service, 1930), 21
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duce a satisfactory living.” The Resettlement Administration 
planned, as one agent said, to “remove farm families from 
waste land and transfer them to more productive sites where 
they can maintain life on an economic basis.”23 

To determine exactly which ones would be removed, the 
AAA and the Resettlement Administration examined the 
farms and their accounting ledgers to chart their income and 
expenses. Those that did not turn a profit, that did not dem-
onstrate an ability to generate capital, were the ones deemed 
too small to produce a satisfactory living, even though they 
had been getting by on the land for years. Where farmers 
and ranchers had traditionally judged their success by their 
ability to make income meet their cash expenses at the end 
of the year, the new standard was to set up accounts where 
all labor was calculated as an expense, even if it was not paid 
labor, where each building, ditch, and implement was to re-
coup its costs over a certain number of years, where livestock 
(and poultry) were assessed rent on the buildings that were 
used for them, and where a profit had to be shown above all 
those expenses. Or, more basically, where once the purpose 
of homesteading had been to provide an independent way of 
life, where a family would not have to be involved in the mar-
ket, now the government said turning a profit using modern 
bookkeeping was a requirement; not only were farms expect-
ed to be businesses first and foremost but they were to be 
businesses that could demonstrate greater returns on invest-
ment than the same money could generate when invested in 
other business opportunities.

Finally, the plan was that the farm families to be removed 
would then be relocated to other areas, but both nationally 
and locally it was only a small number who were relocated 
onto government land. The vast majority received no assis-
tance at all. These people joined a migration from the farms 

to the city, the same migration that had been underway in the 
rest of the nation for decades, leaving behind their homes, 
their barns, their sheds, their improvements. In 1935, the 
number of farms and ranches in Wyoming reached its all 
time high—17,487; after that the number began a steady 
decline until it generally leveled off in the 1970s. As for the 
farms and ranches that remained, they were not only fewer 
but bigger. In 1920, the average size of farms and ranches 
in the state was 749.9 acres. Ten years later, after enduring 
the agricultural depression of that decade, the average had 
climbed to 1,469—almost doubling in those hard times. By 
1935 the average farm had grown yet again, this time to 1,610 
acres, and five years later, in 1940, had grown still more to 
1,866 acres. In addition, the farms and ranches were less like-
ly to be operated by their owners than they had been in the 
past. There had been a time when the prevailing practice was 
that of an owner family operating the farm or ranch on which 
they lived, but increasingly the owners lived elsewhere and 
did not work the land. Plus, an increasing number of farms 
and ranches were mortgaged and mechanized. Not only were 
tractors becoming common on the countryside (more than 
a third of the farms and ranches had a tractor by 1940), but 
trucks were also increasingly used, replacing cattle drives to 
market. 

in the dry-land farming areas of southern goshen county, the majority of the 
farmers keep enough cows, hogs, and poultry to supply the family needs, but 
comparatively few produce livestock or livestock products on a large commercial 
scale.

resettlement administration, “research Bulletin: natural and economic 
factors affecting rural rehabilitation in southeastern wyoming (as typified 
by goshen county),” [1937] 10.
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Increasing specialization, mechanization, consolidation, 
and industrial organization characterized the farms and 
ranches of Wyoming by the end of the 1930s. This also in-
cluded the trend toward single crop production, with the 
most obvious examples being wheat and sugar beets. Farm 
labor changed too, and more of the workers who had labored 
on farms and ranches were displaced by new machines. 
These people also joined the growing exodus from the farms 
and ranches and moving to town. The work force increasing-
ly, especially in the sugar beet fields, was migrant labor and 
tenant farms—neither of which held much promise for the 
future for the families involved and neither of which seemed 
to correspond to the Jeffersonian vision of a freehold, home-
stead democracy. 

Although employment increased and consumption also in-
creased, the Depression lingered in Wyoming and the nation, 
and on the eve of World War II, the nation’s economy still had 
not climbed back to its 1929 level. When World War II began 
in Europe in 1939, the impact was felt on Wyoming’s farms 
and ranches almost immediately and this would continue until 
1945. That impact generally amounted to increased purchases 
of Wyoming’s agricultural output bringing greater economic 
returns to the ranchers and farmers; in addition, the labor 
shortage caused by the war, once the economy reached its 
wartime footing and the U.S. mobilized its military apparatus, 
generated additional changes. This combination of forces—
more money and fewer workers—brought even greater mech-
anization of the countryside. This marked a major threshold, 
in fact, since at the end of the war a majority of Wyoming’s 
farms had tractors. In those parts of the agricultural sector 
where machines were not yet available, the labor shortage was 
critical and potentially disastrous for land owners. The gov-
ernment, at the behest of the owners, imported workers from 

Mexico—Braceros—temporarily to farm the sugar beet fields. 
In addition, the Japanese American internees at Heart Moun-
tain Relocation Center were likewise put to work in the fields 
and so were prisoners of war from Italy and Germany in the 
eastern part of the state. When the smoke of war lifted, Wyo-
ming was a very much different place.

Wyoming’s farms and ranches had been transformed not 
just by the war but by the Depression, by the droughts, by 
the new government programs, by the technology, by the 
shift in demographics, by a combination of social and eco-
nomic changes the state had never seen before. The farms 
and ranches were fewer and they were bigger, they were 
mechanized, and they were commercial operations. There 
were exceptions, a great many of them, but they were also ex-
ceptions to the mainstream of American agriculture now. The 
self-sufficient homesteads were fewer, and they were anach-
ronisms now in their purpose and organization; the self-suf-
ficient, small agricultural operation was as much in keeping 
with American agriculture after the war as the dugouts and 
small cabins that they had often been associated with were—
which is to say not at all. Once the hubs of life’s circles, they 
were now relics and artifacts. And the structures were, on 
the one hand, the complexes of buildings associated with the 
modern, mechanized, vertically integrated, agribusiness op-
erations that had emerged, and, on the other hand, the sur-
viving, enduring family farms and ranches that struggled as 
much against the tides of social change as they did against 
the elements of Wyoming’s climate and topography. In be-
tween were the other structures, the isolated ranches that 
had been absorbed by others, the tenant quarters, some of 
them still in use, and increasingly the abandoned farms and 
derelict buildings dotting the countryside, reminders of for-
mer lives and hopes, symbols of broken dreams.
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In the years following the war, a brief and small resur-
gence of homesteading took place on lands managed by the 
Bureau of Reclamation. A small number of war veterans won 
the right in lotteries to homestead two irrigation districts 
and they moved in and began to farm the Heart Mountain 
District where the relocation center had been situated, and 
also the Midvale Irrigation District near Riverton. As always 
with homesteading, the going was often difficult, the hours 
were long, the work to be done vast, and the prospect of be-
coming wealthy negligible, if that. But likewise, as always, 
these homesteaders brought their dreams of independence 
with them, dreams as old as the republic, even though those 
dreams seemed to some sorely out of place in the middle of 
twentieth-century industrial America. 

The truth was, in fact, that agriculture of all kinds was 
changing in the postwar years, continuing to follow a course 
toward more scientific, and more centralized, practices re-
quiring greater capital investment, more (and more sophisti-
cated) technology, and larger acreages. The pressures on the 
farms and ranches were powerful and usually the pressure 
was to change, to adapt, or to die, as it was often put. These 
were the years of what became termed the “productivity rev-
olution,” a time after the war when agricultural production 
climbed dramatically. Crop yields per acre increased signifi-
cantly, milk yields per dairy cow jumped, and even beef cattle 
grew bigger and faster. About the only part of the livestock 
and farming operation that did not see production rise was 
the sheep industry, and that sector continued to languish. 

Some of this increase in production had its source in 
mechanization. In 1950 the number of tractors in Wyoming 
exceeded the number of farms and ranches by fifty percent. 
Plus the tractors were bigger and pulled bigger implements 
and were joined by combines and other machines; by 1950, 

all smiles, the war behind them, and their future ahead of them, mr. and mrs. lawrence 

sirola in 1951 pondered their new homestead on the midvale irrigation district near 

riverton. photo courtesy riverton museum.

just five years after the end of the war, fewer than a thousand 
(980) Wyoming farms and ranches had no tractor and just 
used horses or mules, whereas 2,281 of them had at least one 
tractor and no horses or mules.24 The dairy operations in the 
1950s mostly used vacuum-driven milking machines. Even 
work in the sugar beet fields became more mechanized. In 
1954 center-pivot irrigation made productive land that previ-
ously had been beyond reach of water, but, like other inno-
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vations, this carried a significant price tag. Plus, the postwar 
technologies were sometimes barely visible, or even invis-
ible, and involved chemicals, additives, and genetic engineer-
ing through hybridization, and at the same time were more 
and more specialized. 

Troubled Times—Again

During the decade and a half following World War II, there 
were fewer and fewer farms and ranches in the state. In 1940 
there had been a total of 15,018 farms in Wyoming but by 
the end of World War II that number had dropped to 13,076. 
At the end of the 1950s, in the agricultural census of 1959, 
the number had fallen to 9,744—a loss of one out of every 
four farms and ranches in just fourteen years. In addition, 
the farms and ranches that survived were larger and larger. 
In 1940 the average farm and ranch size in Wyoming was 
1,866.2 acres. That increased substantially during the war 
so that the average was 2,532.6 acres in 1945. Jump forward 
fourteen years to the 1959 census and the average farm in 
Wyoming was 3,715 acres, an increase of almost fifty percent. 

The small farms and ranches, the family farms and ranches, 
were in trouble in the years after World War II, pretty much 
as they always had been, at least since the 1920s, but the 
pressures were even more powerful now and the options 
fewer, short of moving to town to find a job. Those that fared 
best in the new system, that those continued to show a profit, 
were the larger operations that continued to get larger. And 
these were the ones that could borrow more and invest more; 
these were the ones that were more mechanized, more sci-
entific, and more specialized. And, given the formulas for 
subsidies which encouraged consolidation and concentration, 
these were often the operations that received the largest gov-
ernment payments. And generally these were the operations 
that acquired the properties of their neighbors who could not 
survive in that system.

Small and middling operations did manage to survive, 
although the solution for many involved substantial sacrifice. 
Homesteaders from the very beginning had occasionally 
resorted to finding temporary work off the ranch to help 
generate some income to pay for food, seed, tools, and 

loading pens and chute, Johnson county—a sign of 

the increased use of trucks to go onto the range to 

load cattle instead of herding the cattle on foot to a 

shipping point. photo: michael cassity, 2006.



51

general provisions while they were trying to prove up, waiting 
for their first crop, or supplementing the funds they had 
brought with them. After they were more settled but ran into 
hard patches they would once again hire out, often bartering 
labor for something they needed. But these were not routine 
practices and were looked upon as temporary. In the middle 
of the twentieth century it became commonplace—almost a 
standard feature—on family farms for one or more member 
of the family to find employment elsewhere, often driving 
to town, to support the family’s farming or ranching habit. 
Increasingly this family member would be the wife and 
mother while the husband / father worked the fields; such 
was the modern division of labor. When two generations 
operated the same ranch or farm, more people worked in 
town or otherwise found employment off the farm. 

In addition, there have been, and remain, others who have 
retained traditional methods of farming and ranching, who 
have minimized their dependence on markets, who continue 
to grow much of their livestock and garden produce for their 
own table. There remain families in the upper Green River 
valley, in the Platte River valley, in the Big Horn Basin, in the 
Powder River Basin, in southwest Wyoming—everywhere in 
the state—who still put up their hay with a beaverslide and 
horses, who feed their livestock on frigid February mornings 
by loading hay on a wagon pulled by stout Percherons, and 
fork it off to the cattle. There are ranch and farm people all 
across Wyoming who struggle to have their small herds of 
livestock pay their bills each year, who herd their animals to 
summer grazing in the high country and back again in the fall, 
who know their sheep and cattle individually and who know 
when one is missing. They watch in dismay as their schools, 
medical services, and stores migrate to the larger cities along 
with their neighbors, and they see themselves as part of a 

dwindling, but proud, community closely linked to the past 
despite the compromises that have been necessary to remain 
on the land. And these people are the ones close to the land, 
these are the people who, no matter their income level, are 
closest to the Jeffersonian vision, and who, perhaps, are closest 
to living their own dreams as a matter of choice and resolve. 
They follow this traditional way of life, but it is not easy.

Not everybody who wanted to stay on the land has been 
able to do so. An ongoing stream of people leaving the farms 
and ranches of Wyoming has been an undeniable feature of 
life in modern Wyoming. The cowboy state has been losing 
its cowboys—and its ranchers and farmers and settlers and 
homesteaders and nesters and herders. In the years after 
World War II that migration accelerated as each subsequent 
census until the 1970s showed fewer and fewer farms—and 
farm families—in the state. This is a national trend, too, and 
Wyoming is squarely within that pattern. Teresa Jordan 
in her memoir, Riding the White Horse Home, writes about 
living—and leaving—life on a ranch in the Iron Mountain 
area. She and her family, finally, moved off the ranch in the 
1970s because they could no longer afford to keep it, and the 
sense of loss was huge, but she put it into a broader context: 
“When I turned around I had to confront not only the loss of 
people I loved and land that had defined my family for nearly 
a century but also a way of life. My family was not alone when 
we left ranching. We were part of an exodus of around 13 
million people who have left the land during my lifetime.”25 
When they left the ranch, these people also left a way of 
life, and usually, but not always, with a sense of regret more 
than a sense of escape. The homesteads, the ranches, and 
the farms proved powerful, as Teresa Jordan implies, in the 
shaping of identities, and the grieving over the various levels 
of loss has been both deeply personal and profoundly social.
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conclusion 

landmarks in time

the valleys, in the lush irrigated fields, and in the dry lands 
far from water. Even lands within the national forests and na-
tional parks sometimes bear the marks of historical changes 
associated with settlement and agriculture. Sometimes we be-
come so accustomed to seeing ongoing farm and ranch oper-
ations, and also the decaying ranch buildings, the barns and 
houses that long ago ceased their busy routines, and other 
marks on the land, that we take them for granted, as if they 
have always been there and always will be, relics from an-
other time that have little to do with our own lives. But those 
buildings and structures that once knew busy schedules, and 
those that still do, often stand on the Wyoming landscape as 
landmarks in time as well as space. 

 At first they were landmarks on the road to a beckoning 
future that their builders saw ahead; when they built their 
own homes and ranches, they were building the future. As 
these people lived lives in and around their buildings and 
structures, and as their lives became the essence of Wyo-
ming history, their homes and ranches reflected the con-
tours of that history, the ups and downs, the bitter and the 
sweet. So the structures that once marked the pathway to 
the future now become landmarks from the past, signposts 
that reveal the values, goals, priorities, and ways of life of ear-
lier generations. In many instances they mark the contours 
of a way of life that was constantly challenged by powerful 
social and economic forces, forces that proclaimed progress 

Out of the Past . . .

A popular expression has it that “Wyoming is what Amer-
ica was.” The usual, and probably intended, interpretation of 
these five words is that Wyoming has escaped the forces of 
modernization, industrialization, and urbanization, and, fur-
ther, that Wyoming thereby remains a refuge to those who 
are uncomfortable with the direction that modern life has 
taken. This is an appealing vision of the state and much of 
it derives from Wyoming’s rural character, its popular image 
as the Cowboy State, its small population, and its vast open 
spaces that to many seem unmarked by the hand of humans. 
It is a romantic image and one that many Wyomingites no 
doubt, at one time or another, and for one reason or another, 
embrace. But it also is an image that may suggest that the 
rural and isolated parts of the state remain pretty much as 
they always have been. As geographers John Jakle and David 
Wilson observe in a national context, “In an urban world of 
constant flux, rural America appears to be established, fixed, 
permanent, anchored—a refuge from modern-day turmoils.” 
They also note, though, “the vision is an illusion, for changes 
in rural America are profound.”26 

The forces of change shaping Wyoming ranching, farm-
ing, and homesteading have indeed been profound. They 
have been powerful, constant, and subtle. The visible signs of 
the transformation of agriculture over the past century and a 
half, what we know as historic resources, can be found from 
one corner of the state to another, in the mountains and in 
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through specialization, consolidation, centralization, deper-
sonalization, and the business-like organization of life, but 
somehow wound up leaving on the margins many who saw 
farming and ranching and homesteading as ends in them-
selves rather than as means to a narrower and more quan-
tifiable end. When we look at the historic resources on the 
Wyoming landscape, we are looking into the past; when we 
ponder buildings from the past, our vision of the past links up 
with an earlier vision of the future.

We need not share the commitments to homesteading or 
farming or ranching that those landmarks often represent, and 
we should not romanticize the lives that they symbolize, but it 
is important to understand why the buildings and structures 
are there—what the vision was behind their creation, how they 
have changed (and also remained the same) over their years 
of continued use, and in some cases what the circumstances 
were behind their being left behind. For those landmarks are 
not just context-less artifacts, randomly distributed in time and 
space; they are keys to understanding the past, and thereby 
also the present. Just as those lives were worth living, the his-
tory of those lives is worth preserving.

Although time has not been kind to many of these build-
ings and structures, there are good, important reasons to 
hold on to them, to learn from them, and to protect them. 
Historic preservation carries substantial benefits to the own-
ers of the properties, to the community, to the state, and to all 
who share in the proud legacy of Wyoming ranching, farm-
ing, and homesteading. 

The cultural benefits of historic preservation are pro-
found. When we explore Wyoming’s ranching, farming, and 
homestead heritage, we enter the world of cultural icons 
where symbols and images are key. So much of Wyoming’s 
identity is tied up with that heritage that it is more than a little 
disturbing to contemplate what Wyoming would be without 

those remnants of the past. Many Wyomingites, wherever 
they live, whatever they do for a living, would agree that the 
state depends on its rural past for its self-image. When the 
vestiges of that past are gone, what is left to mark Wyoming 
as different from other places? 

There are also the aesthetic benefits of preserving these old 
buildings and structures, a benefit that takes only a quick look 
at modern standardized, modular, and short-life-span buildings 
to appreciate. Often these old buildings appear to have almost 
emerged from the landscape, and in the case of so many that 
were constructed with natural, locally available materials, in 
a sense they did. When those buildings are used, when they 
are maintained, the aesthetics of earlier times continue into the 
present and those aesthetics are sorely needed. The education-
al benefits of preservation are many and just as a good num-
ber of people can remember school field trips to a local farm 
or ranch to see how those operations worked, such excursions 
are now critical for providing a sense of history and a sense of 
direction in social change, offering up lessons about history, 
about economy, about the environment, about the building 
crafts, and, for that matter, about the real world in its most au-
thentic sense. And all of this takes place in a local environment 
where the sense of scale, where the associated names, where 
the local lore are all comprehensible and relevant. Real issues 
and real object lessons become less abstract, less remote, and 
even less sterile when connected with actual places and build-
ings that can be seen, visited, and touched. 

The economic benefits of historic preservation sometimes 
seem to be missing from the equation because too often the 
projects that threaten historic resources claim themselves to 
be the sole carriers of economic gain. But historic preserva-
tion translates into tangible benefits easily and those benefits 
flow to not just a few individuals but to whole neighborhoods 
or districts, and the benefits are long term, not just flash-in-
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the-pan windfalls. Aside from the direct savings from reha-
bilitating historic structures as opposed to replacing them 
with new ones, there are indirect gains in the enhancement 
of property values. Moreover, the growth of heritage tourism, 
an economic factor of increasing importance in the twenty-
first century, is demonstrating significant results and doing 
so in a low-impact way in Wyoming. Finally, it is also evident 
that a commitment to historic preservation, and an interest in 
reaping its cultural, economic, educational, and aesthetic re-
wards, can bring yet one more benefit of larger significance: 
it can help hold together communities (in the broadest sense 
of the word) that are often torn, fragmented, and adrift, not 
with an imposed conformity, but with a mutual respect that 
comes from preserving something held in common—a heri-
tage. Holding on to the past and seeking to understand past 
lives that were worth living can, ironically, make lives more 
worth living today also. The buildings of the past, landmarks 
in time that they are, can point us in a meaningful direction as 
we move ahead.

. . . And Into the Future 

As valuable as they are, and as familiar as they sometimes 
are, the buildings and structures from Wyoming’s home-
steading and ranching and farming history are not always ap-
preciated and valued. As a result, the remnants of that past 
are rapidly disappearing. In a tragic spiral, one thing leads to 
another: without a sound knowledge of the past, our respect 
for and protection of historic resources diminishes; and with-
out the material resources and reminders of our history, our 
understanding of the past often becomes less immediate, less 
connected to the present. How can we break that cycle? How 
can we hold onto and learn from the past while we proceed 
into the future?

Preserving the past in a world of constant change is no 
mean feat. But it is possible. In this case, it requires a broad 
education effort, focused research into Wyoming agricultural 
and social history, recognition of the historic resources that 
we now have, a systematic program to identify and evaluate 
properties of potential historic significance, and a commit-
ment to preservation. 

Education. A solid understanding of the historical pat-
terns associated with this part of the Wyoming past can con-
tribute significantly to the respect, sensitivity, and preserva-
tion attention that those resources deserve. Most people in 
the state are familiar with elements of Wyoming’s farming 
and ranching past, and also, to a lesser extent, homestead-
ing in Wyoming. At the same time, however, much of that 
understanding is limited to the romantic or nostalgic and 
often it focuses only on particular episodes of high drama, 
leaving aside the equally fascinating but less visible matters 
of daily life and social change. The larger study from which 
this brief discussion is taken, “Wyoming Will Be Your New 

stove from abandoned 

homestead, campbell 

county. photo: michael 

cassity, 1981.
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Home . . .: Ranching, Farming, and Homesteading in Wyoming 
1860-1960,” is designed to provide a context in which the many 
historic rural properties can be considered. That study was 
prepared for use by the Wyoming State Historic Preservation 
Office (SHPO) and cooperating agencies but is also available 
for broader public distribution on the World Wide Web. In 
addition to the SHPO, the schools of the state, the Wyoming 
State Historical Society, local museums and libraries, Certi-
fied Local Government preservation boards, and a variety of 
other public agencies involved in dealing with agriculture, 
public lands, and rural programs around the state all partici-
pate in that education effort—directly and indirectly. Prob-
ably all of them recognize the importance of understanding 
the past to guide us for the future, and they are performing 
critical roles in that regard. Whether the lessons in history 
they provide are part of a formal plan or not, whether the use 
of the past they include is accurate or not, these agencies and 
groups, and others too, are shaping the popular understand-
ing of Wyoming history. It is vital that this be done well. 

Research. Anyone who has engaged in serious historical 
inquiry understands intimately that history is not a static 
discipline, nor is it a complete body of information where 
we already know all that we need to know. Rather, the study 
of history, including Wyoming agriculture, is an infinitely 
expanding field, where all concepts and categories are subject 
to revision and reformulation and where new insights, new 
evidence, and new answers are always possible and always 
needed. This means that research into Wyoming’s past must 
be ongoing and the researcher must be willing to reconsider 
even long settled historical issues. The good news is that the 
opportunities for research in the history of Wyoming’s farms, 
ranches, and homesteads are abundant, are exciting, and are, 
like the ranches themselves, available throughout the state.

Recognition. Recognition goes a long way in encouraging 
the preservation of Wyoming’s farms and ranches by letting 
their current owners and operators know that the labor 
and sacrifice over the generations is appreciated, that the 
historical roots they nourish today are valued, and that their 
continued effort in preserving historic resources is a public 
priority. Wyoming’s Centennial Farm and Ranch Program 
honors families each year that have owned and operated 
the same farm or ranch for a hundred years or more. This 
is not just a recognition of the age of these operations; it is 
also an explicit recognition of the value of family-owned and 
operated agriculture, of the role of these farms and ranches 
in preserving open spaces, and of the importance of retaining 
this essential element of the small business community of the 
state. This recognition is an important way of keeping alive 
important elements of our history as they continue to make 
history.

Another program, the National Register of Historic Places, 
also provides recognition to historic properties. The National 
Register is a federal program, operated by the National Park 
Service, that constitutes a list of buildings, sites, districts, 
structures, and objects significant in American history, 
architecture, engineering, and culture. The list is constantly 
expanding and individual properties and groups of properties 
are nominated, reviewed, and, if they meet the requirements, 
listed on the register. Being listed is a substantial honor, 
but it does not bring cash prizes or other tangible rewards, 
although tax credits are available for those who, following 
required procedures, rehabilitate certified historic structures 
(and some others as well) for income-producing purposes. 
Inclusion on the National Register does not provide automatic 
protection for historic properties, but resources that are 
eligible for the National Register and are on federal lands or 
are impacted by projects that involve federal funds or federal 
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permitting must be managed in a way that takes into account 
their historic values. 

It is important to remember that not every old ranch or 
farm is historically significant and eligible for the National 
Register. Age alone does not make a property significant. 
Size does not make a property significant. Who owned it does 
not make a property significant, except in particular cases 
where a technical justification can be presented that the place 
is the most appropriate property associated with a significant 
individual. Instead, the National Register of Historic Places 
uses a set of standards to determine which properties can be 
listed. In order for a farm, ranch, or homestead property to 
be eligible, it has to meet at least one of four criteria:

Criterion A. The property is associated with events that have 
made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our 
history. Generally, this means that the agricultural property 
must be associated with historic patterns of social and eco-
nomic change. A good way to approach this is to ask, Why is 
a certain property significant? Often, the best way to answer 
that question is with a more focused inquiry: What does the 
property reveal about ranching, homesteading, and farming 
in Wyoming? If a strong answer can be developed to these 
questions, there is a good chance that it will have significance 
under Criterion A. The vast majority of farm, ranch, and 
homesteading properties that are eligible for the National 
Register will qualify under Criterion A.

Criterion B. The property is associated with the lives of per-
sons significant in our past. There are specific farm and ranch 
properties that were intimately related to an individual’s his-
torical significance, not just the place where a significant per-
son lived, and these would qualify under Criterion B. 

Criterion C. The property embodies the distinctive character-
istics of a type, period, or method of construction or represents 

the work of a master, or possesses high artistic values, or repre-
sents a significant and distinguishable entity whose components 
lack individual distinction. The distinctive architectural fea-
tures of a building, the artistry and talent of the people who 
designed or built it, or the engineering elements involved 
in a farm or ranch structure could make a resource eligible 
for the National Register under Criterion C. Although many 
more historic properties will be eligible under Criterion A, 
the Criterion C properties are important and represent some 
of the best-known farms and ranches in the state.

Criterion D. The property has yielded, or is likely to yield in-
formation important in prehistory or history. This criterion has 
to do with the archaeological potential of a property. In gen-
eral, a property can be considered eligible under Criterion D 
if it promises to yield, in a systematic, professional archaeo-
logical investigation, specific kinds of information explained 
in a carefully focused research design. It is not a blank check 
for digging.

Clearly, not all old properties will rise to the standard of 
significance presented in these criteria. In addition, to be list-
ed the property must retain its integrity—meaning generally 
it must be authentic and true to its original design and ma-
terials; it must be in the same place it was during its historic 
period; that setting must be consistent with its historic char-
acter; the property must convey the feeling of the past period 
or time; and it must retain the historic association that makes 
it significant. Although a property does not have to meet all 
of these standards of integrity, if the property has been im-
pacted by change enough to compromise its ability to convey 
its historic significance, the property will not be eligible for 
the National Register of Historic Places. 

In order to facilitate the evaluation of these properties, to 
determine which of the multitudes of farm, ranch, and home-
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steading resources meet the standards of the National Reg-
ister, the Wyoming SHPO sponsored the development of a 
historic context study which identifies the processes at work 
in the transformation of Wyoming agriculture from the 1860s 
to 1960. This study is designed to help professionals evalu-
ate properties efficiently and consistently, and to determine 
which properties hold historical significance, and which have 
the necessary integrity. This is not a matter of guesswork or 
speculation. There is a common framework for all parties to 
use as they approach the issues surrounding historic preser-
vation and development. 

Preservation. There is more to preservation than pro-
tecting buildings from immediate threats. It is important to 
manage them, to look after them, and to help them retain 
their historic character and features. Neglect is as fatal as a 
bulldozer; it just takes longer to destroy the building. Given 
their sometimes remote locations, given that often the older 
properties have been made technologically or culturally out-
moded, or less used, and given that agricultural properties 
have often been consolidated and the less-used properties 
sometimes left to the elements, the challenge is substantial to 
hold onto these aging properties. 

A building that is unused is generally also a building that 
is not maintained, and a building that is not maintained is a 
building that falls ready prey to natural elements as well as 
to other forces of destruction. Often remote, or at least out 
of sight as well as out of use, they have dropped in priority 
as new owners, different operators, people with different vi-
sions of their role on the landscape become their stewards. 

Removal, destruction, renovation, vandalism, weather, wild-
life, and sheer neglect have taken a toll on those buildings 
and structures. 

It is thus important to find new uses for old buildings, uses 
that do not mar them, destroy them, move them around, or 
change too much the setting in which they have been located 
these many years. Adaptive reuse calls for creative energies 
and grand ideas, common sense and uncommon sensitivity, 
but it also provides a key to holding onto the past, using it 
productively, and there are many examples of successful ad-
aptation and reuse throughout the state. In those cases, ev-
erybody is a winner, including future generations who will 
seek guidance from the past that we pass on to them.

Wyoming has wonderful historic resources associated 
with its ranching, farming, and homesteading legacy. Those 
resources will not remain without careful stewardship by all 
involved—land owners and operators, public land managers, 
cultural resource professionals, and everybody who makes 
use of the rural landscape. At a minimum, the preservation of 
the ranching, homesteading, and farming resources of Wyo-
ming requires a pro-active program of identification, determi-
nation of eligibility or contributing status, and sustained pres-
ervation management. None of this preservation will take 
place without public interest and concern and involvement. 
That is where we all enter the process of historic preserva-
tion. Just as we all share the history of Wyoming farming, 
ranching, and homesteading, we also all share the prospects 
for the future. And that means we share the responsibility to-
day of building on the legacy of the past for lives in the future 
that are just as much worth living.
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 1861-1864:  Horse and mule-drawn implements become more widespread in nation as a result of Civil War 
 1862:  Creation of U.S. Department of Agriculture
 1862:  Homestead Act
 1862:  Pacific Railroad Act of 1862
 1864:  Pacific Railroad Act of 1864
 1868:  Wyoming Territory Authorized by Congress
 1869:  Wyoming Territory organized
 1869-1870:  Durbin brothers begin their sheep operation near Cheyenne 

 1870:  Census shows only 165 people (164 men, 1 woman) occupied in agriculture, out of 6,645 pursuing an 
occupation in Wyoming Territory

 1870:  Cheyenne Land Office Opens
 1870:  Only small herds of cattle and flocks of sheep, mainly in southeast and southwest corners of territory 
 1870s, 1880s:  Southeast corner of Wyoming becomes heavily populated with cattle ranches
 1870s, early:  Sheep taken into upper Green River valley 
 1870s:  Sulky plow introduced in Midwest, reaches Wyoming gradually afterwards, slowly replacing walking 

plow
 1873:  Laramie County Stock Growers Association formed; becomes Wyoming Stock Growers Association
 1873:  Timber Culture Act
 1876:  Destruction of sheep flocks in blizzard, some ranchers turn to cattle raising exclusively
 1877:  Desert Land Act
 1877:  Evanston Land Office Opens
 1877:  Laramie Plains the “backbone” of sheep industry in Wyoming Territory  
 Late 1870s to 1886:  “Beef bonanza” of open range cattle ranching, especially in eastern Wyoming
 Late 1870s:  Cattle ranches emerge in Powder River Basin
 1879:  Although Charles Carter brings cattle into Big Horn Basin, cattle ranches are few until 1883
 1879:  Dan Budd takes cattle into upper Green River valley

 1880:  Census shows 457 farms / ranches in Wyoming
 1880s:  Consolidation and incorporation of ranches

timeline of ranching, homesteading,  
and farming in wyoming, 1860 –1960
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 1880s:  Star Valley settled with herding cattle as dominant 
 1881:  Blizzard sends a warning of climate limitations on open range ranching
 1882:  About 200,000 sheep on Laramie Plains 
 1882:  Sheep from Oregon are driven to Wyoming, part of larger migration
 1883:  Sheep are taken into Powder River Basin 
 1884:  Maverick Law enacted, giving Wyoming Stock Growers Association complete control of roundups and 

the proceeds from sale of mavericks
 1884:  White settlers begin to move into Jackson Hole
 1886:  Officially, 309,997 sheep and 898,121 cattle in territory, but territorial governor estimates two million 

cattle in Wyoming
 1886-1887:  Severe winter and a series of storms that essentially destroy open range ranching
 1887:  Biggest ranches begin to decline in number, replaced by multiple smaller operations
 1887:  Swan Ranch bankruptcy and reorganization, prominent among many, with others to follow
 1888:  Buffalo Land Office Opens
 1889:  Hanging of Ellen Watson (sometimes called “Cattle Kate”) and Jim Averill
 1889-1890:  Killing winter in Green River Valley

 1890:  Census shows 3,125 farms / ranches in Wyoming
 1890:  87% of owner-operated farms and ranches have no mortgage
 1890:  Douglas Land Office Opens
 1890:  Lander Land Office Opens
 1890:  Wyoming becomes a state
 1890s:  Increase in number of farms / ranches reflects increase in homesteads and small operations
 1890s:  Open range ranching increasingly replaced by ranching with fences and with winter feeding
 1890-1900:  Number of cattle in Wyoming declines by about 40 percent
 1890:  712,520 sheep in Wyoming, and the numbers continue to grow 
 1892:  Johnson County War
 1893:  Mormon migration to Big Horn Basin 
 1893-1897:  Depression in nation
 1894:  Carey Land Act to encourage irrigation and settlement in western states
 1895:  Settlement emerges around LaBarge and nearby areas on Green River

 1900:  Census shows 6,095 farms / ranches in Wyoming 
 1900:  80.8% of owner-operated farms and ranches in Wyoming have no mortgage
 1900:  5,099,613 sheep in Wyoming 
 1890s,  1900s: Sheep / cattle conflict grows, becomes increasingly violent
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 1900:  Dairy farming generally replacing beef cattle in Star Valley
 1900s:  Creation of national forests with the regulation of grazing on forest lands
 1900s and 1910s:  Arrival of steam powered traction engines to run threshing machines and pull plows
 1902:  Basque population emerges in Buffalo and Johnson County; Basques already present in Sweetwater 

County 
 1902:  Newlands Reclamation Act provides funds for irrigation projects in western states
 1907:  Rock Springs Grazing Association formed 
 1909:  Enlarged Homestead Act (also known as Dry Farming Homestead Law) 
 1909:  Spring Creek Raid, climax of sheep – cattle war
 1909:  Wyoming Extension Service studies and publishes survey on dry farming techniques and success
 1909:  Over six million sheep in Wyoming

 1910:  Buffalo Bill Dam completed on Shoshone River
 1910:  Census shows almost 11,000 farms / ranches in Wyoming 
 1910:  79.9% of Wyoming’s owner-operated farms free from mortgages
 1910:  5.5 million sheep in Wyoming
 1910s:  Dairy farms become important in Big Horn Basin
 1910s:  General ending of open range for cattle
 1911-1912:  Severe winter for sheep in Wyoming with huge losses and decimation of flocks
 1912:  Congress reduces five year residence requirement on homesteads to three years
 1912:  First steam engine enters Star Valley
 1914:  Elinore Pruitt Stewart, Letters of a Woman Homesteader published, after being published as articles in 

the Atlantic Monthly, encouraging women to homestead
 1914-1918:  World War I in Europe creates market for Wyoming agricultural production
 1915:  Australian shearing shed built at Bitter Creek, the first of 17 such sheds built in Wyoming in 1915 and 

1916
 1915:  Holly Sugar builds plant at Sheridan, encourages single crop production in that area
 1916:  Beet production increase in World War I (and stimulated by new sugar plants) in turn contributes to 

growth of migrant labor in beet fields
 1916:  Construction of beet plant at Lovell stimulates beet production
 1916:  Lambing sheds and winter feeding of sheep in use near Douglas 
 1916:  Stock Raising Homestead Act
 1917:  Construction of beet plant at Worland stimulates beet production there
 1917-1918:  U.S. enters World War I
 1918:  Farm Loan Act creates Land Banks, helping and encouraging farmers and ranchers to expand their 

operations
 1918:  Government calls for farmers to use more machinery to help in war production
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 1918:  Large scale commercial, mechanized agriculture emerging with vast farming operations near Sheridan 
and Lingle 

 1918-1920:  Post World War I agricultural crisis produced by end of wartime demand, removal of price supports, 
increased debt burdens with a surge of foreclosures

 1920:  6.2% of Wyoming farms have a tractor
 1920:  Average farm / ranch size in Wyoming: 749.9 acres (64% are under 500 acres)
 1920:  Census shows 15,748 farms and ranches
 1920:  50.9% of the owner-operated farms in Wyoming have no mortgage
 1920-1921:  Banking crisis, “Contraction of 1920-1921”
 1920-1924:  Great Western Sugar builds colony for migrant workers at Lovell
 1920s:  Homesteading surge, especially in dry farm areas
 1920s:  Increasing specialization of farms and ranches: single crop production, dairy farms, wheat farms, 

dude ranches; each part of agriculture organizes by producer specialization to promote that particular 
commodity

 1920s:  Modernization takes hold increasingly on farms and ranches, undermining traditional purpose of 
agriculture and also ranching and farming practices

 1921-1929:  About 20% of U.S. banks fail, including 101 of 153 banks in Wyoming; only 32 open during same period
 1924:  Banks fail in about 30 Wyoming communities
 1924:  International Harvester introduces Farmall, all purpose gasoline tractor
 c. 1924-1929:  Agricultural Depression of 1920s (merges with Great Depression, does not end until World War II)
 1929:  Stock market crash, beginning of Great Depression
 1929-1933:  Over 20% of U.S. commercial banks suspend operations and others merge or are absorbed so that over a 

third of the banks in the country disappear in a new wave of bank failures
 1929-1933:  Unemployment in U.S. increases to about 25%; with growing unemployment, demand for Wyoming food 

and fiber also drops
 1926:  Dude Ranchers Association formed, reflecting the spin-off of this part of ranching into a separate 

endeavor 
 1927:  Snake River Land Company (secretly owned by John D. Rockefeller, Jr.), begins to purchase lands in 

Jackson Hole to be added to Grand Teton National Park 

 1930:  16,011 farms and ranches in Wyoming 
 1930:  30% of owner-operated farms free of debt
 1930:  Average farm / ranch size in Wyoming: 1,469 acres
 1930:  3,749 (23%) farms had at least one tractor 
 1930s:  Trucks become more commonplace on farms and ranches 
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 1931-1936:  Drought of 1930s (especially severe in 1933, 1934, 1936)
 1933:  Agricultural Adjustment Administration created to raise agricultural commodity prices by creating 

artificial shortages through subsidies 

 1933:  Civilian Conservation Corps created; pays young men to work in military-style units in national forests, 
grazing districts, national parks, state parks, and communities, to build livestock facilities, trails, plant 
forests, and construction recreation facilities

 1933-1934:  Drought Relief Program seeks to reduce crops and herds 
 1933-1941:  U.S. remains in Depression, although increased government spending and job creation stimulates 

consumption; Depression does not end until spending on World War II raises Gross National Product to 
above 1929 level

 1934, 1936:  Grasshopper infestation
 1934:  Secretary of Agriculture Henry Wallace addresses Wyoming Stock Growers Association in Douglas
 1934:  Taylor Grazing Act becomes law; regulates grazing on public domain, creates Division of Grazing, and 

ends almost all homesteading
 1935:  17,486 farms / ranches in Wyoming, highest number ever
 1935:  Franklin Roosevelt creates Resettlement Administration to relocate poor farmers and ranchers hurt by 

economy and AAA
 1935:  Wyoming Grazing District No. 1 (Worland) organized; first official grazing district in the U.S.
 1936:  Mormon cricket infestation
 1936:  Range Improvement Program includes variety of efforts including construction of dams, stock tanks, 

wells, improvement of springs, and fence building to increase grazing opportunities
 1936:  Roosevelt appoints Great Plains Drought Area Committee to investigate drought, its origins, and its 

remedies; Committee tours Great Plains from Texas panhandle to Dakotas, stopping in Gillette and 
examining situation in Campbell and Johnson counties

 1939:  World War II begins in Europe

 1940:  Average farm / ranch size in Wyoming: 1,866 acres
 1940:  Number of farms / ranches in Wyoming declines to 15,018 (below even the 1920 level)
 1940:  5,601 of the state’s farms and ranches have a tractor 
 1940:  Average size of Wyoming farms and ranches: 1,866.2 acres
 1941:  U.S. enters World War II 
 1941-1945:  Labor shortage stimulates increased mechanization of agriculture
 1942:  Heart Mountain Relocation Center opens for Japanese Americans removed from West Coast 
 1943-1945:  Prisoner of War Camps at various locations, often using former CCC camps, especially in southeastern 

part of state, house Italian and then German prisoners who are put to work as field labor
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 1943:  Bracero Program begins; Mexican nationals are imported to work in fields, including in Wyoming
 1943:  Franklin Roosevelt executive order creates Grand Teton National Monument, and is protested by 

ranchers in Jackson Hole and by Wyoming congressional delegation
 1945:  Heart Mountain Relocation Center closes; Prisoner of War camps close
 1945:  13,076 farms and ranches in Wyoming
 1945:  7,444 farms and ranches have at least one tractor; for the first time, over half have tractors
 1945:  Average size of farms and ranches: 2,532.6 acres
 1945-1960:  General post war period often referred to as “Productivity Revolution” or “Second Agricultural 

Revolution” because of dramatically increased production through mechanization and scientific 
agriculture

 1945-1960:  Increased use of ammonia fertilizers, pesticides, herbicides, antibiotics, additives, increased 
specialization of crops transform agriculture yet again

 1945-1960:  Serious decline in number of farms and ranches in nation and Wyoming; small farms and ranches in 
serious trouble 

 1947-1950:  Bureau of Reclamation opens land for homesteading by veterans at Heart Mountain and at Riverton 
Midvale Irrigation District

 1949:  Blizzard, or series of storms, wreaks havoc on Wyoming, the most serious winter since 1886-1887; 
emergency relief effort mobilized by state government; Operation Haylift by U.S. Air Force

 1950:  9,250 Wyoming farms and ranches have 15,610 tractors
 1954:  Development of center pivot irrigation systems
 1959:   9,744 farms and ranches in Wyoming 
 1959:  Average size of farms and ranches: 3,715 acres
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