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rirst, they had been there during the good crop years, 1908-
1916, when a fair economic base developed. Also, most of the
farmers raised cattle or hogs as well as wheat, He concluded
that the most important reason for their high survival rate
was a sense of community which had as its focal point Ebenezer
Lutheran Church.1
- At least one parallel example occurred in western

Roosevelt County. The community, Expanse, was in fact South
Benrud. Settled in 1916, Expanse lacked time to develop a
sound economic base as had Dane Valley, but Zxpanse shared
several characteristics of Dane Valley. First, it was made
up almost entirely of lNorwegians. Second, the community was
a virtual transplant of the younger generation of Elizabeth,
Minnesota. Settlers were reluctant to leave the community
they had established at Expanse. Although some homesteaders
left during the period 1919-1922, the sense of community
around Expanse held families in place that may have left other-
wise,

Some homesteaders simply lacked a place to go to or the
money to get there. One unidentified homesteader wrote to
the "People's Forum," where could "we... be sure we could
win out unless we had a farm already paid for in some eastern
state.... Without money we can't see how we could do better
by moving to a new place than sticking here."2

If some stayed in quiet desperation, there were counter-

parts who exemplified sheer intestinal fortitude. For in-



stance, Carl i, Carlson was so poor that he wrapped his feet
in newspaper in the winter of 1919. He worked for Frye Cat-
tle Company that year and made enough to save his farm. Fer-
sistance was not a unique quality. Many homesteaders simply
refused to knuckle under to adversity.

Those who failed in their homesteading endeavor were
the luckless, the late arrivals and the disheartened. Iliany
of the settlers driven by a romantic vision of fifty bushel
per acre grain, free land and easy money buckled under the
adverse conditions. Perhaps some lacked persistance, but
drought, poor land, absence of enough supplemental job oppor-
tunities and falling grain prices were not conducive to
success. The numerous problems confronting the homesteader
in many cases necessitated his departure.

Conclusion

Between 1919 and 1925, half of the farmers in the state
lost their la.nd.3 In Hill County three thousand homesteaders
were forced off the land in 1919 alone.u A 55 per cent rate
of failure in Roosevelt County was only slightly above the
statewide rate.

There were four factors which determined a farmer's
chances of remaining on the land. They included the charac-
ter of the soil, the rate of precipitation, aid from federal
and state governments, and the development of community
spirit. While each was vitally important, the latter two

were especially so.
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Those areas of the county which opened for settlement
in 1917, principally the coal lands, showed a markedly high-
er rate of failure than those areas which were settled earlier.
For instance, in townships 30li 53E and 30N 54E twenty-three
new filings were recorded on newly-opened coal land in 1917.

5

0f these, twenty-two failed within a year. Prior to the
severe drought, homesteaders had no time in which to develop
any sense of community or to accumulate any reserve resources
to help them cope with adversity. Their financiai position
was so tenuous that government aid proved inadequate. Those
settlers who were the last to arrive were for the most part
also the first to leave.

0f the four thousand who attempted establishing home-
steads in the county, approximately one-third remained by
the mid-1920's. That number continued to decline through-
out the following years. While the pace slackened during the
last half of the 1920's, out-migration once again increased
in the 1930's. Although the outbreak of World War II in-
creased the demand for agricultural products, it did not stop
the general movement from the farm to the city. The gradual
exodus continued from the end of World War II until the mid-
1970's.

By 1970, only 715 farms remained in the county.6 This
number declined rapidly in the ensuing years even though
farmers enjoyed relative prosperity at the time. Total farm

numbers decreased in response to inflated land values during
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1974 and 1975. Since 1976, the economic fortunes of Roose-
velt County's farmers, most of whom are the aging sons or
middle-aged grandsons of original homesteaders, have declined
dramatically. High production costs and low market value

for produce are now often insurmountable.

The farm count is now 650 and in great danger of taking
another precipitous drop. Those who remain are second and
third generation farmers who have ties to the land that go
deeper and have a higher meaning than the mere showing of a
vositive cash flow on a financial balance sheet. Few sons or
grandsons for that matter are willing to give up without a
fight the farms their fathers spent a lifetime building.

From the beginning the farmers of Roosevelt County have
struggled to stay on the land. The odds against success in
their endeavor have always been high and they show little
likelihood of improving in the forseeable future. The sur-
vivors now face a future which regrettably has a tragic com-
ponent. With or without government help, grain farms in
Roosevelt County have not been overwhelmingly successful.
Admittedly, there are years when price and production comple-
ment each other. Those years, however, are not common enough.
A steady trend toward bigger and more "economical" operations
has not ensured survival but only delayed defeat. The current
administration tells farmers to raise wheat and sell it for
$2.50 per bushel. Only farmers who have access to irrigation

and raise newly-developed high~yielding varieties of wheat may
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have an outside chance to produce at this price and still
make a profit, provided they control a large amount of acreaze.
As for Roosevelt County, the end result may indeed be
the culmination of what has been in progress since 1917. On
dry land the maximum yield seldom exceeds fifty bushels per
acre. In fact, it will probably be closer to twenty bushels
per acre and much less than that in a dry year. Two facts
are obvious from the above data. Given current production
costs, the farm would have to be much larger than any now in
operation. The only way to get a farm of this size is through
the elimination of many smaller units. Second, the establish-
ment of such a unit or for that matter a dozen of them in
Roosevelt County would change the character of the county.
Towns that now exist will disappear or stagnate and grow smaller
as a result of the impending demise of the family farm.
History tells us that each year, since 1925, the number
of farmers in Roosevelt County has decreased and that there
is 1ittle chance that this trend will change in the near future.
However, those who remain continue the battle first joined
by their grandfathers and pray against the day when they too

must join the out-migration.



ATFZIIDIN A
SOTRCZ AGALYSIS

Two specific areas discussed in this paper required
considerable original research. ZFirst, the work included
the tracing of the origins and destinations of the orizinal
homestead claim filers. 3Second, original land records provided
data which facilitated a time-analysis of homesteading in
Roosevelt County.

The origins and destinations of some of the original
homesteaders remain unknown. However, available data found
in the social column of old newspapers and substantiated by
personal interviews established the general nature of popula-
tion movement.

The original land records located at the State Histori-
cal Library in Helena provided a listing of original filing
apolications. Illegible signatures, unrecorded dates and
incomplete final status data limited the completeness of
these records as a source. Approximately 5 per cent of the
records displayed the above deficiencies. The limited scope
of error though easily discernible does not preclude an accurate
interpretation of the historical problems which this paper

explores.
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APPENDIX B
FORT PECK INDIAN RESERVATION
The confines of the Fort Peck Reservation extend beyond
those of Roosevelt County. Much of this paper concerns that
part of the reservation within the current boundaries of
Roosevelt County. However, references to laws which relate
specifically to Fort Peck Reservation apply to the entire
reservational area. Numerical data concerning the number and
final resolution of specific homestead entries were taken

only from records relating to that area of the reservation

located within present-day Roosevelt County.1 (see Map F)
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APPENDIX C
COUNTY COMMUNITIES
Numerous communities developed during the Homestead
Era in Roosevelt County. The following map shows the lo-

cation of many of the individual communities.
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APF=ZIDIX D
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SOIL DISTRIZSUTION

The character of the soll, along with precipitation
rates and farming methodology, determined the yield per acre
that the settler received from his claim. However, the
profitability of his operation devended on the price per
bushel.

A recent (1980) so0il survey of Roosevelt County revealed
three different soil regions within the area. Each region
was subdivided into general soil units. Finally, the general
units were examined and classified into nearly seventy sub-
units. This work concerns itself only with the major regions
and with the general soil units.

The first soil region is a flood plain. This area is
ribbon-like. It parallels the Missouri River and its major
tributaries, the Poplar River and Big Muddy Creek. This area
is flat; the slope of the land being from 0 to 2 per cent.
Cultivated crops, irrigated hay land, and rangeland are com-
mon to this soil environment. It makes up approximately 10
per cent of the county's land area.

The second region consists of steep uplands and terraces.
This area often occurs next to the flood plain and along
minor tributary creeks. The slope of the land is between
15 and 45 per cent and supports grazing. It makes up about
23 per cent of the county's land area.

The third soil region contains many acres of level land
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as well as some which 1s characterized as strongly sloping.
The slope of the land ranges from O to 15 per cent. Cultivat-
ed non-irrigated crops are grown on this acreage. Approxi-
mately 75 per'cent of the land in this third region as well
as most of the land located on the flood plains would be
considered prime farmland if an adequate water supply were

available.3 (see Map H)
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CHART 3: RELATIVEZ PAINFALL (I.iCHZS) 1905-19285

1905 April ‘ay June July Auzust Total(sgrowinz season)/ear
POplar O 1057 30?3 1099 095 802“’ - - -
Culbertson 7 1,21 2.65 1,99 .30 £.76 -————
1906

Glasgow 1.92 5.69 7.12 .34  1.26 16.33 ——
Toplar 3.10 L.,94 2,12 .75 2.04 13.95 25.35
Culbertson 2.20 3.50 &.60 .45 1,99 16.74 22.43
1907

Tlasgow .67 1.50 3.35 .88 1.97 8.37 ————
Poplar .93 1.98 4.71 1,14 L2 9.18 12.30
1908

Poplar 2.03 2.79 2.47 1.70 1.04 10.03 15.72
1909

Poplar 22 2.20 3.84 2.08 .95 9.29 12.22
Culbertson .02 2.70 2.86 3.88 ———— mme—- _———
1910

Poplar 1.24 1.25 1.50 .74 1,67 6.40 9.72
1911

Glasgow -——-- 2,09 1,03 1.01 1.83 = eeew- -———
Poplar .68 2.37 1.75 1.35 1.74 7.39 14,.3€
Culbertson .72 3.88 1,48 .95 .99 8.02 -———
1912

Zlasgow .90 5.60 1,06 2.66 5.12 15.34 17.90
Poplar 34 4,56 1.83 4.37 2.96 14.06 15,51
Culbertson 1.58 4.00 1.38 4.49 3.55 15.00 17.85
1913

Glasgow 04 2,07 2.33 1,08 1.11 6.63 ————
Poplar .01 1,87 2,42 1.61 2.14 8.05 11.06
Culbertson .09 2.35 2.82 1.87 2.80 10.74 13.96
1914

Glasgow ———- 1,67 4,68 2,98 2,99 = —==-- ———-
Poplar A4 .47 8.62 1.71 2.68 13.62 17.16
1915

Glasgow AL 4,66 2,64 3,17 .58 11,19 16.73
Poplar .15 2.28 1.80 3.02 .29 7-54 11.42
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June July August Total(zrowinz seasor)/vear
4,90 2.97 + 55 11.45 20 o7
L.70 3.E27 .00 10.03 15,40
1.22 089 032 3095 ?"35
1.54 .35 .57 4,53 7.23

66 1,90 4,26 8.31 11.55
1.23 2.33 3.21 8.93 12.93
1.01 1.81 .89 b,72 7 74

.39 1.86 A1 5.73 8.13
2.19 1.49  1.27 7.39 ——-
1.97 .17 1.63 5.93 10.07
6.35 2.65 .07 12.41 16.96
7:32 2.22 .55 12.81 15,68

75 2.32 2.37 11.87 15,18
4,21 1.58 1.53 10.97 13.31
10.3 2.66 1.16 16.99 19.37
4,69 3,21  =mm=  =maoi 2loll
4,87 1.01 3.10 11.97 18.28
3.52 1.59 1.23 8.53 11.76
2.39 .79 .09 557 13.24
L,05 .96 12 6.70 12.00
2.30 Jub 1.66 6.09 11,74
2.02 :51 1.46 5.27 3.79
2.10 2.83 1.39 12.65 20.37
2.02 1.56 1.83 11.04 16.82
3.80 1.88 1.09 8.19 9.79
5.04 4,72 .31 10.59 11.31
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C=ART 4:  AVECATE U,.S. WHZAT TSICIS ALD IUPCRTS (1905-192°9)°
UZAR DRICT/CUL ZOCDUCTICII(1000 BUSH)  ZUTeIT3 ZUSH(1000 ZUIEY)
180+< S W75 72€,219 100,249

1906 24 756,775 120,594

1907 .36 637,921 166,304

1908 .92 Ehly, 636 115,901

1909 .93 700,430 28,Lés

1910 .33 635,121 71,333

1011 .87 £€21,338 78, 4Ly

1912 .76 730,267 143,938

1913 .3 763,380 146,306

191L .99 891,019 335,162

10153 .92 1,025,301 239,591

1216 1.60 536, 318 181,067

1917 2.01 336,635 102,775

1313 2.0k 921,438 276,615

1219 2.15 967,979 216,671

1920 1.4l 833,027 312,625

1921 .93 814,905 265,590

1922 1.07 867,598 205,079

1923 .92 797 » 394 131,892
10204 1.30 864,428 254,695

1925 1.42 676,765 92,669

1926 1.20 831,381 205,994

1927 1.12 878,374 190,578

1923 .97 914,876 142,301
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