
Life on Prairie Farms (1893) 

. . . the life of a poor settler on a homestead claim in one of the Dakotas or Nebraska. Every 
homesteader must live upon his claim for five years to perfect his title and to get his patent; so 
that if there were not the universal American custom of isolated farm life to stand in the way, no 
farm villages would be possible in the first occupancy of a new region in the West without a 
change in our land laws. If the country were so thickly settled that every quarter-section of land 
(160 acres) had a family upon it, each family would be half a mile from any neighbor, supposing 
the houses to stand in the center of the farms, and in any case the average distance between them 
could not be less. But many settlers own 320 acres, and a few have a square mile of land, 640 
acres. Then there are school sections, belonging to the State, and not occupied at all, and 
everywhere you find vacant tracts owned by Eastern speculators or by mortgage companies, to 
which former settlers have abandoned their claims, going to newer regions and leaving their 
debts and their land behind. Thus the average space separating the farmsteads is, in fact, always 
more than half a mile, and many settlers must go a mile or two to reach a neighbor's house. This 
condition obtains not on the frontiers alone, but in fairly well peopled agricultural districts. 

If there by any region in the world where the natural gregarious instincts of mankind should 
assert itself, that region is our Northwestern prairies, where a short hot summer is followed by a 
long cold winter, and where there is little in the aspect of nature to furnish food for thought. On 
every hand the treeless plain stretches away to the horizon line. In summer, it is checkered with 
grain fields or carpeted with grass and flowers, and it is inspiring in its color and vastness; but 
one mile of it is almost exactly like another, save where some watercourse nurtures a fringe of 
willows and cottonwoods. When the snow covers the ground the prospect is bleak and 
dispiriting. No brooks babble under icy armor. There is not bird life after the wild geese and 
ducks have passed on their way south. The silence of death rests on the vast landscape, save 
when it is swept by cruel winds that search out every chink and cranny of the buildings, and 
drive through each unguarded aperture the dry, powdery snow. In such a region, you would 
expect the dwellings to be of substantial construction, but they are not. The new settler is too 
poor to build of brick or stone. He hauls a few loads of lumber from the nearest railway station, 
and puts up a frail little house of two, three or four rooms that look as though the prairie winds 
would blow it down. Were it not for the invention of tarred building-paper, the flimsy walls 
would not keep out the wind and snow. With this paper, the walls are sheathed under the 
weatherboards. The barn is often a nondescript affair of sod walls and straw roof. Lumber is 
much too dear to be sued for dooryard fences, and there is no inclosure about the house. A 
barbed-wire fence surrounds the barnyard. Rarely are there any tress, for on the prairies trees 
grow very slowly and must be nursed with care to get a start. There is a saying that you must first 
get the Indian out of the soil before a tree will grow at all; which means that some savage quality 
must be taken from the ground by cultivation. 

In this cramped abode, from the windows of which there is nothing more cheerful in sight than 
the distant houses of other settlers, just as ugly and lonely, and stacks of straw and unthreshed 
grain, the farmer's family must live. In the summer there is a school for the children, one, two, or 
three miles away; but in the winter the distances across the snow-covered plains are too great for 
them to travel in severe weather; the schoolhouse is closed, and there is nothing for them to do 
but to house themselves and long for spring. Each family must live mainly to itself, and life, shut 
up in the little wooden farmhouses, cannot well be very cheerful. A drive to the nearest town is 



almost the only diversion. There the farmers and their wives gather in the stores and manage to 
enjoy a little sociability. The big coal stove gives out a grateful warmth, and there is a pleasant 
odor of dried codfish, groceries, and ready-made clothing. The women look the display of thick 
cloths and garments, and wish the crop had been better, so that they could buy some of the things 
of which they are badly in need. The men smoke corncob pipes and talk politics. It is a cold drive 
home across the wind-swept prairies, but at least they have had a glimpse of a little broader and 
more comfortable life than that of the isolated farm. 

There are few social events in the life of these prairie farmers to enliven the monotony of the 
long winter evenings; no singing-schools, spelling-schools, debating clubs, or church gatherings. 
Neighborly calls are infrequent, because of the long distances which separate the farmhouses, 
and because, too, of the lack of homogeneity of the people. They have no common past to talk 
about. They were strangers to one another when they arrived in this new land, and their work and 
ways have not thrown them much together. Often the strangeness is intensified by the differences 
of national origin. There are Swedes, Norwegians, Germans, French Canadians, and perhaps 
even such peculiar people as Finns and Icelanders among the settlers, and the Americans come 
from many different States. It is hard to establish any social bond in such a mixed population, yet 
one and all need social intercourse, as the thing most essential to pleasant living, after food, fuel, 
shelter, and clothing. An alarming amount of insanity occurs in the new prairie States among 
farmers and their wives. In proportion to their numbers, the Scandinavian settlers furnish the 
largest contingent to the asylums. The reason is not far to seek. These people came from cheery 
little farm villages. Life in the fatherland was hard and toilsome, but it was not lonesome. Think 
for a moment how great the change must be from the white-walled, red-roofed village of a 
Norway fjord, with its church and schoolhouse, its fishing-boats on the blue inlet, and its green 
mountain walls towering aloft to snow fields, to an isolated cabin on a Dakota prairie, and say if 
it is any wonder that so many Scandinavians lose their mental balance. 

 

[From E. V. Smalley, "The Isolation of Life on Prairie Farms," Atlantic Monthly, 72 (1893): 
378–83.] 

 


