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Throughout history, people's relationship to the land has been
•highly important to them. In many countries, there has been a
close-connection between landholding and economic and social
status, and even between landholding and political participation
and power. As is well known, there was a time in America when
; property-holding was required for voting. Indeed, the problems
surrounding the ownership and use of land have been the causes
of radical revolt and revolution on numerous occasions as nations
have struggled to provide a new and different relationship between land and people. Land reform continues to be a major issue
in many parts of the world, including most of Latin America and
Asia.
Americans have had a long and intense love affair with the
land. Millions of people came to America in the seventeenth,
eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, and some even in the twentieth, because of the prospect of getting a piece of land of their
own. There was more to their desire than just being able to get
land to farm and to make a living, however important that was.
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The acquisition of land provided an improved social status and an
enhanced self-image. With land, one could be his own man, he
could be independent, self-supporting, proud, hopeful of the
future, and as good as anyone.
This desire for land and belief in its fundamental goodness and
value have been reflected in both American history and literature. We need only to look at the remarks of such fictional characters as Per Hansa in Giants in the Earth or Gerald O'Hara in
Gone with the Wind. In Gone with the Wind, there is the scene in
which Scarlett O'Hara and her father are discussing Scarlett's
prospective marriage. Gerald O'Hara suggests Cade Calvert as a
suitable husband for his daughter, remarking that after he is
gone Cade and Scarlett would receive Tara, the O'Hara plantation. Scarlett replies in a fury that she does not want any plantation, that "plantations don't amount to anything" if she cannot
have the man she wants. Gerald O'Hara, angi;red at his
daughter's slur at Tara, says: "Do you stand there, Scarlett
O'Hara, and tell me that Tara —that land —doesn't amount to anything? . . . Land is the only thing in the world that amounts to anything," he shouts, "for 'tis the only thing in this world that
lasts
'Tis the only thing worth working for, worth fighting for
— worth dying for."' Millions of Americans have agreed with
Gerald O'Hara.
Land, of course, is usually not separated in people's thought
from farming. The idea of men and women producing a living on
their own land, working in harmony with God, is an idealized picture that has had a strong fascination for Americans. This concept is called the agrarian tradition or agricultural fundamentalism. But whatever name is used, the idea was, and is, that when
man has a close relationship to the land, this relationship has special meaning for him and for society. Farmers, it has often been
claimed, were better people because they lived on the land. Besides being morally superior, they were more independent, more
wedded to liberty and democracy, more honorable, and possessed
of a greater love of man and God than other people.
Thomas Jefferson was the patron saint of agrarianism in America. He wrote in his Aboies on the State of Virginia that farmers
were the chosen people of God, "if ever he had a chosen people."
"I have often thought," he said, "that if heaven had given me
1. Margaret Mitchell, Gone with the WindWew York: Macmillan Co., 1936), p.
36,
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On the James River near Freeman, early
Dakotans participate in the agrarian tradition.

choice of my position and calling, it should have been on a rich
spot of earth, well watered, and near a good market for the productions of the garden. No occupation is so delightful to me as the
culture of the earth." Jefferson, however, was much less concerned about the economics of agriculture than he was about politics and moral philosophy. He wrote that the main efforts of
American citizens should be to develop farming because he had
never known "corruption of morals in the mass of cultivators,"
but "tbe mobs of great cities add just so much to the support of
pure government, as sores do to the strength of the human
body."^
Many of the nation's founding fathers held similar views.
Throughout the nineteenth century, political leaders, writers,
2. Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virqinia (Boston: Lilly & Wait
1832). pp. 172-73.
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and others continued to emphasize the importance of landholding
and farming as a way of life. Harriet Martineau, who traveled in
the United States in the 1830s, observed that the Americans
seemed to believe that acquisition of land would solve all economic, political, and social ills. She wrote:
The possession of land is the aim of all action,... and the cure for all social evils, among men in the United States. If a man is disappointed in politics or love, he goes and buys land. If he disgraces himself, he betakes
himself to a lot [of land] in the west. If the demand for any article of manufacture slackens, the operatives drop into the unsettled lands. If a
citizen's neighbours rise above him in the towns, he betakes himself
where he can be monarch of all he surveys. An artisan works, that he
may die on land of his own. He is frugal, that he may enable his son to be a
landowner. Farmers' daughters go into factories that they may clear off
the mortgage from their fathers' farms; that they may be independent
landowners again. All this is natural enough in a country colonised from
an old one. where land is so restricted in quantity as to be apparently the
same thing as wealth.'

By the time Dakota was being settled, the agrarian tradition had
thus become firmly embedded in American thinking. Indeed, it
seemed to gain strength throughout the settlement period.
Despite the growth of industry, transportation, and services in
the economy and the relative decline of agriculture, spokesmen
for the family farm and the idea of the wide distribution of landownership continued to spread the message of the agrarian tradition throughout the late nineteenth century. Speaking at the first
territorial fair in 1885, Governor Gilbert A. Pierce of Dakota Territory declared that "this nation must depend largely upon its
agricultural population, to preserve its honor, its integrity, and
its liberty." Rascality, he continued, resided in the cities, but
"there is something about the little farmhouse, with its clustering
vines, its path leading down to the spring, its meek-eyed cattle,
its broad acres and pure air that drives away the schemes of
men."*
The editor of the Kansas Farmer echoed these sentiments,
"The farm," he wrote in 1885, "is a school where all the nobler instincts of manhood and womanhood may be trained to the highest
perfection,... and where every element of goodness and greatness may be nurtured and educated to the grandest and best de3. Harriet Martineau, Soczeíymylmerica, 3 vols. (New York: SaundersÄ Otley,
1837), 2:30-31.
4. Dakota Territory, Board of Agriculture, First Annual Report of the Dakota
Board of Agriculture . . . for the Year 1885 (Huron. 1886), p. 67.
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veiopment."^ Urbanités, no less than rural spokesmen, praised
the virtues of agriculture. No one lent a more powerful voice to
the agrarian tradition than Theodore Roosevelt, who for a time
was a resident of Dakota Territory. Roosevelt often dwelt on the
special importance of the farmer and called him "that preeminently typical American," who represented "a peculiarly high
type of American citizenship."*
Of course, land and landholding have meant different things to
different people. All sorts of value judgments have been involved. While the agrarian tradition was built on the family-farm idea
(that is, the concept of a man and his family holding enough land
from which they could make a decent living), there were other
purposes and goals for landownership and use. For example,
many people viewed land as little more than a prime source of investment and speculation. This idea was held not only by townspeople and city dwellers but by farmers themselves. Besides
being a base for a farm, land was looked upon as something that
would rise in value and make the owner a good profit.
For many people, speculation in land was a serious social and
economic problem. Henry George, the late nineteenth century social reformer, blamed poverty in America on monopoly ownership
of land. George claimed that land values rose as population increased and that it was the income derived from speculation in
land that created so much poverty and inequality of income. Since
society increased the value of land through population growth,
rather than an individual owner contributing anything to the
value of the land, George proposed levying a tax on the so-called
unearned increment realized by the landowner as a result of society's contributions. This single-tax solution was never approved,
but it demonstrated one critical attitude toward land speculation.
George also expressed the judgment that man's use of the land
was of greater importance than the speculator's right to make a
profit. However, such criticism of land speculation did not often
extend to farmers, many of whom hoped they would profit from
rising land values.'
5. Ka-nsas Farmer 13 (15 July 1885): 13.
6. Statements found in Theodore Roosevelt's sixth annual message to Congress
on 4 Deceniber 1906 and in his seventh annual message on 3 December 1907. See
U.S., Congress, Senate, Congressional Record, 59th Cong., 2d sess., 1906, 26, pt
1:29, and ibid.. 60th Cong., 1 sess.. 1907, 27, pt. 1:74.
7. Gilbert C. Fite and Jim E. Reese, An Economic History of the United States,
2d ed. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1965). p. 504
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Other social commentators valued the wide distribution of land
among the people as a source of political and social stability. A
writer for the North-West Tribune in Saint Paul in 1880 declared
that the filling up of homesteads in the West was most gratifying
in the light of industrial discontent in the cities. Placing people on
their own land, the writer continued, was the only way to solve
disturbing labor troubles." In the same year, Thomas Donaldson,
the leading contemporary writer on the public lands, cited the
Homestead Act "as the concentrated wisdom of legislation for
settlement of the public lands." Why? Because, he wrote, it protected the government, filled the states with homes, built up communities, and lessened "the chances of social and civil disorder by
giving ownership of the soil, in small tracts, to the occupants
thereof. It was originally and distinctively American.'"* As Jefferson wrote to James Madison, "the small landholders are the most
precious part of the state." ^"
Value judgments were also expressed on the quantity of land a
person should be permitted to own. Large landowners, especially
those who engrossed the land and denied its occupation by actual
settlers, have been consistently criticized throughout American
history. Whether individual or corporate, large landholders have
come under stinging criticism. For example, the Populist platform of 1892 declared that "land, including all the natural sources
of wealth, is the heritage of the people, and should not be monopolized for speculative purposes, and alien ownership of land should
be prohibited. All land now held by railroads and other corporations in excess of their actual needs, and all lands now owned by
aliens, should be reclaimed by the government and held for actual
settlers only.""
In discussing public land policy in 1909, Theodore Roosevelt
said that the aim should be to promote local development by establishing family farms. Land policy, he stated, should serve all of
the people not just a privileged few. Roosevelt wanted to convert
the open range to farms for the "small man, who is the home
8. North-West Tribune, 23 June 1880.
9. U.S., Congress, House, History of the Public Domain, with Statistics, 47th
Cong., 2d sess.. House Miscellaneous Document, No. 45, Serial 2158, p. 350.
10. Quoted in Marshall Harris, Origin of the Land Tenure System in the United
States (Ames; Iowa State University Press, 1953), p. 348.
11. Quoted in John D. Hicks, The Populist Revolt: A History of the Farmers' Alliance and the People's Party (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1931),
p. 443.
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maker, instead of allowing it to be controlled by a few great cattle
and sheep owners."''' As early as 1902, he had criticized the commutation provision of the Homestead Act, suggesting that it be
changed so that large holdings could not be acquired at the expense of actual settlers.'^ In these instances, Roosevelt was expressing a value as to how land should be used.
Land and its proper use have been viewed in still other ways.
Some Americans saw land as a thing of beauty, something that
should be preserved and maintained in its pristine condition
rather than used for economic gain. Environmentalists came on
the American scene in the late nineteenth century and demanded
that forests be protected or, at most, scientifically harvested.
Land and its natural resources, in this viewpoint, were something
to conserve for both the present and for posterity. The lumberman, driven by desire for profits, wanted to cut the majestic redwoods of northern California, but people holding other values insisted that those magnificent trees be preserved. The value of
12. James D. Richardson, ed., A Compilation of the Messages and Papers of the
Presidents, 11 vols. (New York: Bureau of National Literature, 1897-1914),
10:7642-43.
13. Ibid., 8:6765.

Since the time of Thomas Jefferson,
the goal of federal land policy has often been to aid the
small man in his efforts to gain and work the family farm.
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economic gain thus came into conflict with the values placed on
beauty and the natural environment.
There have also been sharp differences in American society
over who should have access to land and how they should use it.
For example, there was strong opposition to blacks owning land
in the South after the Civil War. George Tillman, a Democratic
leader in South Carolina, opposed permitting blacks to own land
after 1865 because of tbe political consequences. "There is nothing which makes a man so free, so independent, and so lordly in
his aspirations," Tillman said, "as ownership of land."^* To deny
blacks political rights and to keep them subservient, then, it was
necessary to restrain them from becoming landowners. Moreover, while most Americans did not wish to deny Indians any
land, they insisted that the Indians use land pretty much as the
whites dictated. Tribal ownership of land was opposed by most
Americans, who preferred that land be held by individual owners.
Conflict and even war arose between Indians and whites because
of clashes in values over landownership and use. There were also
bloody conflicts over land among different types of users. Shooting wars occurred between large and small cattlemen, between
sheepmen and cattlemen, and between ranchers and farmers.
One of the most notable of these conflicts was the infamous Johnson County War in Wyoming in 1892.
This brief discussion by no means exhausts the different ways
in which people viewed land and the values associated with its
ownership and use. Perhaps, however, enough has been said to indicate that a variety of values, sometimes conflicting, are associated with use of land. Some values are economic; some are of a social and political nature; others are associated with beauty and
the natural environment. Still others are personal. To some people, land simply means peace and quiet, being away from the hurly-burly of life. It means space. The writer Wallace Stegner said
on a television program in 1984 that if we want to preserve the
American character, people must be given space. Freedom and independence, he said, depend on keeping at least part o£ the American landscape pure and unused.
Some of these differing ideas about land became evident at various times in South Dakota history. Five major developments in
14. Quoted in Vernon Burton, "Race and Reconstruction: Edgefield County,
South Carolina," in The Southern Common People: Studies in Nineteenth-Century
Social History, ed. Edward Magdol and Jon L. Wakelyn, Contributions in American History, no. 86 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1980), p. 216.
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the state's heritage were the acquisition of land as a key to opportunity, the move against monopoly, the conflict over land and its
use by whites and Indians, the support for the family farmer, and
the concern for conservation.
Dakota was a part of that great western landed estate that
drew people like a magnet. Land represented economic opportunity, a chance to get a stake in society. From about 1878 to 1887,
the Great Dakota Boom occurred as thousands of home seekers
rushed to the territory to get a piece of land. "Generally speaking," wrote the author oi Resources of Dakota in 1887, "the people who go West to find homes are those of limited means, either
having met with reverses or else just making a start in life, and
are attracted to a new country by the cheapness of the lands."'^
One Dakotan got so carried away with the prospects of the area
that he declared: "This is the sole remaining section of paradise in
the western world.... All the wild romances of the gorgeous
orient dwindle into nothing when compared with the every-day
realities of Dakota's progress."^" Governor Nehemiah G. Ordway
reported in 1883 that "the progress and development of Dakota
during the past year has been almost phenomenal. The tide of immigration which set in strongly in 1880 has been constantly increasing."'^
Thousands of land seekers flooded the eastern half of Dakota in
the 1880s. The region between the James and Missouri rivers
drew the largest numbers of immigrants as the Mitchell, Huron,
Aberdeen, and Jamestown areas added large numbers of settlers.
Nearly one thousand entries were filed for land at the Aberdeen
land office on 1 October 1882 when it first opened for business. So
rapid was the settlement that one Brown County resident claimed in 1884 that there was no good land left.'" Between 1868 and
1890, some 39,442 farmers made their final homestead entries and
gained title to their land. Many other Dakotans subsequently won
title to their farms. While many homesteads were commuted,
most of the commutations occurred after 1898 as settlement
15. Dakota Territory, Department of Immigration and Statistics, Commissioner
of Immigration. Resources of Dakota (Pierre, 1887), p. 7.
16. Pat Donan, quoted in Marc M. Cleworth, "Twenty Years of Brown County
Agricultural History, 1880-1889," South Dakota HistoHcal Collections 17 (1934): 25.
17. U.S., Department of the Interior, Report of the Governor of Dakota to the
Secretary of the Interior, 1S8S (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office,
1883), p. 3.
18. Gilbert C. Fite, The Farmers Frontier, 1865-1900 (New York: Holt, Rinehart
& Winston, 19661, p. 100.
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pushed farther west into the more arid regions of the state. In
1883 alone, some 5.4 million acres were filed on by eager land
seekers.'"
One of the attractions of acquiring land was the fact that it
would soon rise in price. In other words, land had an important
speculative value. Richard Hofstadter wrote in The Age of Reform that the American people's attachment was not so much to
the land as to land values.^" This seemed to be the case for at least
some Dakotans. One Brown County resident bought a homestead
claim for $130, and after plowing two acres and building a house,

An early promotional
booklet for the Brown
County area stressed
the rewards of
farming.

he sold the property for $1,500. R. 0. Richards who published the
South Dakota Home-Seeker at Pierre reported in January 1893
that cheap Dakota land was bound to increase in price. Land that
could be obtained for three to five dollars an acre would soon
bring twenty to thirty dollars. That had been the case, he said, a
19. Ibid., p. 101; Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1961), p. 159.
20. Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F. D. R. (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1955), pp. 41-42.
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society near Miller in central Dakota.

few years earlier in the eastern part of the territory, and it would
be true in central Dakota as well.^'
The editor of the Dakota Farmer wrote on 15 January 1894
that, as the country filled up, land would naturally become more
valuable. Year by year, he said, the public domain was growing
smaller and smaller, and when all the good land was gone, "land
values will be forced upward just as surely as water in a creek is
forced to a higher level when its onward course is stopped by a
dam across the stream." As population poured in, the editor continued, "the profits from our farms lie not altogether in what we
produce on them, but partly in the fact that from the very nature
of events the land must increase in value.""
It is clear from these comments that early Dakotans wanted
land to farm —a piece of property that would give them a stake in
society-but, like many other frontiersmen, they hoped for speculative gains as well. With such aspirations, Dakotans did not
take kindly to land monopolists, and they were critical of those
who got control of large quantities of land at the expense of the
family farmer. Part of the demands of the Farmers' Alliance in
21. Cleworth, "Twenty Years of Brown County Agricultural History." p. 31;
South Dakota Home-Seeker, 2 Jan. 1893.
22. Dakota Farmer 14 (15 Jan. 1894): 8.
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the late 1880s centered around restrictions on land monopoly and
on the foreign ownership of land, and these issues were part of
the Populist movement of the 1890s, and in the early 1900s.
The questions of how land should be owned, who should own it,
and how it should be used can be seen clearly in South Dakota history in the relations between whites and Indians. Historically, Indians did not adhere to the concept of private ownership of land.
Land was for the use of the people, the tribe. Indians had generally lived an unsettled life, while whites placed great value on individual family farms and owning land in fee simple. As Indians
moved around over their land for the hunt, whites insisted that

Land seekers are ready to start from Gettysburg as
the Cheyenne River Indian Reservation opens in 1909.

they were not making good use of this great natural resource.
Much of the conflict between whites and Indians in the nineteenth century centered around differing values of land use.
One South Dakota official declared in the 1880s that Indians
were not making good use of their land west of the Missouri
River. "The Indian," he wrote, "has but little taste for agricultural pursuits other than the raising of stock." The clear implication
was that this was bad. The writer added that Indians spent most
of their time either traveling to the agency to get rations or "else
in the hunt or chase, living the while in the open air, surrounded
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by a lot of mangy curs, a scrawny 'cayuse,' and a number of dirty,
naked children." There was no help for the Indian so long as the
government maintained him "in idleness, by furnishing him with
food and clothing, and a vast play-ground on which to perpetuate
his nomadic traits —so long must we look for him to remain, the
idle, worthless vagabond he is to-day." Then the writer added,
"The history of the civilization of all the progressive races of the
world, dates from the time of the establishment of individual
homes by fixed and determined bounds, and the maintenance of
those homes by the sweat of the brow." No race or group of people could prosper under current Indian conditions, he concluded."
This partly racist, partly value-inspired diatribe was a justification for the policy of granting land to Indians in severalty.
Believing that individual landownership was preferable to tribal ownership, and that people should work hard for what they got,
whites had a strong desire to place Indians on individual allotments. The remaining Indian lands could then be given or sold to
new settlers. Failure to open up Indian land in western Dakota
for white settlement would be, this same writer continued, "a
wrong greater than the system of landlordism of Europe."" The
reports from Indian agents at Pine Ridge, Crow Creek, Lower
Brule, and elsewhere in the 1880s continually expressed the hope
that Indians would take up farming. These agents sometimes reported favorable results, but the overall evaluation was pessimistic.
South Dakotans pressed hard for the federal government to allot land to individual Indians and to open the remainder of the Indian lands for white settlement. Between 1889 and 1911, millions
of acres west of the Missouri River were made available to
whites. It became clear that in the conflicting system of land
values, the Indian idea of owning land in common and maintaining
a kind of pastoral society would give way to the principle of individual ownership and farming. Indeed, the allotment of land to Indians represented, as one authority said, "an almost mystical
faith in the power of private property to promote assimilation of
Indians into white society."" Land was being used to achieve social goals —in this case, making Indians into settled farmers.

23. Commissioner of Immigration. Resources of Dakota, p. 253.
24. Ibid., p. 255.
25. Leonard A. Carlson, "Federal Indian Policy and Indian Land," Agricultural
History 57 (Jan. 1983): 35.
I
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Indeed, no state in the Union tried so hard to promote individual landownership and the family farm as did South Dakota. The
philosophy behind, and the support of, the rural credit system in
the early twentieth century reflected this high commitment.
Peter Norbeck, the father of the rural credit system, argued that,
as a new state. South Dakota did not have enough local capital for
agricultural and farm development. Since, he said, it was difficult
for a farmer to get money in the centers of finance, the state
should borrow money and loan it directly to farmers at low rates
of interest. Norbeck argued that a state rural credit system
would increase the number of farm owners and decrease tenancy.
Since ownership of land was considered highly desirable, it automatically followed that anything that helped to achieve that goal
was good."
In 1915, following several years of support for the idea by Norbeck, the state legislature passed a resolution submitting the
question of state rural credits to the voters in 1916. As a candidate for governor in that same election year, Norbeck spoke
throughout the state for the rural credit program. He was elected
governor, and the people approved the rural credits amendment
by a large majority. In his inaugural address in 1917, Norbeck
stressed the enactment of a rural credit system as "one of the
most important matters" before the lawmakers.^' They quickly
responded, and by February 1917, South Dakota had a rural credit law on the books that would provide thousands of South Dakota
farmers with low-cost loans.
The bill that set up the rural credit system passed both houses
of the legislature unanimously. Who dared oppose something that
would be of such great benefit to farmers? The Aberdeen American said that it was "one of the most desirable pieces of legislation ever enacted for the benefit of the farmers,"^^ while the
Pierre Daily Capital Journal believed that it was the "greatest
piece of constructive legislation in recent years.''^" Despite this

26. On the rural credit system, see Gilbert C. FIte. Peter Norbeck Prairie
Statesman, University of Missouri Studies, vol. 22, no. 2 (Columbia, 1948), pp. 80-87;
and Fite, "The History of South Dakota's Rural Credit System," South Dakota Historical Collections 24 (1949): 220 75.
27. South Dakota, Legislature. Message of Governor Peter Norbeck to the Fifteenth Legislative Session of the State of South Dakota (1917), p. 28.
28. Aberdeen American, quoted in Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 11 Jan.
1918.
29. Pierre Daily Capital Journal, 23 Feb. 1917.
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strong support for the rural credit law, it was tested before the
South Dakota Supreme Court. In a ringing decision upholding the
law, the court said, "Whatever tends to develop and improve
farm lands tends also for the general good and general welfare of
the entire people of this state."'" The justices, no less than the
governor and the legislators, believed that in helping farmers the
state was benefiting society.
The scheme was a simple one. The state would borrow money
at low rates of interest, and the newly created rural credit department would lend it to farmers on real-estate mortgages at an
interest rate only slightly above what the state had to pay for
money. Most of the early loans carried only a 5.5 percent interest
rate, which was considerably below that charged by local bankers
and other lenders. Norbeck had been right about one thing. There
was a scarcity of capital in the state. The demand for loans far exceeded the original estimate. By 1 July 1922, after about five
years of operation, farmers had asked to borrow more than $75
million. Loans totaled $37,901,150, or about half the amount applied for. More than twelve thousand farmers received loans from
the state rural credit department.
The rural credit program was a financial failure. Politics, poor
business practices, the agricultural depression of the 1920s, some
dishonesty, and other causes combined to destroy the system.
What started out as a plan to assure family farmers the right to
own and work land ended up as an expensive failure that all
South Dakotans had to help pay for. Farmers surely benefited
from the money they received, but the cost to the state's citizens
was around $57 million. It was, in effect, one early example of
what came to be referred to in the late twentieth century as a
transfer payment.^' The rural credit law in South Dakota reflected a deep desire to help farmers become or remain independent landowners. Only after the plan failed did Norbeck and others
come under criticism. Almost everyone agreed with the goal of
setting up a program to make more landowners.
Peter Norbeck did not confine his interest in land to trying to
help family farmers. He was a man of many interests, one of

30. Schaaf v. South Dakota Rural Credits Board et al., 39 South Dakota Reports
(1917-1918); 387.
31. See Fite, "History of South Dakota's Rural Credit System," pp. 258-75. The
author's grandfather, B. F. McCardle, who lived near Wessington Springs, borrowed $5,000 from the Rural Credit System in 1921 and paid nothing on interest or
principal before he was foreclosed upon in 1927.
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SOUTH DAKOTA RURAL CREDIT BOARD
PIERKE. SOUTH DAKOTA
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which was soil and land conservation. Norbeck had a keen sense
of appreciation for the natural environment and the need to preserve it. As most informed South Dakotans know, Norbeck is the
father of Custer State Park. He first visited Custer County in
1905 and began to think about creating a state game preserve or
park in that area. His interest in this idea drew him to the Black
Hills several times after that. In 1912, he outlined his idea in a letter to the state game warden. "I have thought many times," he
wrote, "that this state game fund might be put to good use by establishing state game parks on some of the rough state land west

PeteT Norbeck stands in front of the
State Game Lodge in Custer State Park, 1927.
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of the River and make a collection of our native wild game such as
antelope, deer, mountain sheep and even buffalo."-^^
When the state legislature met in 1913, Norbeck got Senator
John F. Parks to introduce the bill setting up a game preserve in
the Black Hills, roughly between Wind Cave and Custer. It included 61,440 acres of land that the federal government had
transferred to the state. Norbeck wrote in March 1913, "I was really as much, or more, interested in the game legislation, than
anything else that came up in this session."" The bill provided a
$15,000 appropriation, $7,500 for fencing and $7,500 to purchase
animals. Norbeck hoped to place four thousand deer, one thousand buffalo, one thousand elk, five hundred antelope, and one
hundred fifty mountain goats in the preserve.
Norbeck found that not many people were interested in the
game preserve. While opponents in the eastern part of the state
thought it cost too much, stronger opposition came from ranchers
in the immediate area who did not want to see their former range
land fenced. Here was a definite conflict of values over land use.
Should ranchers' cattle be allowed to range over the area, or
should it be closed off for wild animals and the preservation of the
natural environment?
Establishment of the game preserve was the first major step
toward creating Custer State Park. When Norbeck became governor, he used his greater power and prestige to carry the program forward. In 1919, the legislature established Custer State
Park, appropriated $200,000 to buy private or school lands within
the park, and set up the Custer State Park Board.'-* In 1920, Congress ceded jurisdiction to the state of some 56,000 acres of federal land adjoining Custer State Park. This acreage contained the
Harney Peak and Sylvan Lake areas, which were to be included
in the game preserve. In 1925, 10,000 more acres were added,
making a total of 127,440 acres. Custer State Park became one of
the largest state parks in the country.
Norbeck was also concerned about making the beauty of the
park available to citizens. He was largely responsible for designing the roads around the Needles and elsewhere in that part of

32. Peter Norbeck to State Game Warden, 28 Aug. 1912, Peter Norbeck Papers,
Richardson Archives, I. D. Weeks Library, University of South Dakota, Vermillion.
33. Norbeck to H. S- Hedrick, 10 Mar. 1913, Norbeck Papers.
34. Fite, Peter Norbeck, pp. 75-76; South Dakota, Legislature, Session Laws of
South Dakota (1919), 16th Leg. Sess., pp. 151-52.
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Peter Norbeck designed and
supervised the construction
of the scenic highway
through the Needles in
the Black Hills.
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the Black Hills. He showed great artistic and aesthetic talents as
he laid out the roads in the park to provide the best views for
tourists. He also demonstrated a deep conviction that some land
should be forever kept in its pristine condition to serve as a habitat for wild game and a source of beauty for visitors.
The desire for land and the conflict over how best to use it goes
on. All citizens are directly or indirectly involved in this great
drama of our history. The desire to own a piece of land continues
strong in American society. For example, in 1978, Chet Fuller, a
black reporter for the Atlanta Constitution, interviewed Nadine
Rouse, a black woman and mother of five children who lived outside Elkton, North Carolina. She had recently returned to the
area from a New Jersey slum where she had lived for several
years. Currently working as a tenant farmer, she lived in a dilapidated house, did farm work, and eked out a bare living. Rouse
told Fuller that she hoped she would not have to stay where she
was more than a year or so. "I just want me an acre of land," she
said. "One acre, that's all. Maybe put up a cinder block place on it.
That would cost about $1,500.1 been told, the land, if you can get
it cheap, costs about $400 or $500 an acre.... God, I don't know if
I'll ever save that kind of money. But if I could get the land. If I
had to put up two sticks and hang a sheet on 'em, I would be happy. It would be mine."^' On an ABC television program on 29 November 1978, singer Diana Ross expressed a similar desire. In response to a question from Barbara Walters about the ideal life,
Ross replied, "I'd love to have some land somewhere."
Modern viewpoints also recall longstanding conflicts over
values. On 22 August 1984, CBS televised a program on the decline in the number of mountain goats around Mount Rushmore.
The number had declined from around 800 to only 130. The biologists were unable to account for this situation. One scientist explained that there were too many mountain hikers in the area. A
reporter then interviewed two hikers. If an excessive number of
hikers were causing the number of goats to drop, the reporter
wondered, would the hiker give up hiking in that beautiful area?
One declared that he did not think people ought to give up hiking
because of 130 goats. The other replied, however, that he would
be glad to hike elsewhere if people were destroying the goat population.

35. Atlanta JoumalrConstitution, 27 Aug. 1978.
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Mountain goats climb the peaks near Mount Rushmore. In recent
years, the goat population in the Black Hills has declined.
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As these examples show, the desire for land and conflicts over
its use continue. Moreover, there is almost a frantic effort on the
part of some urbanités to keep their ties to the land. On 19 April
1984, Sue Shellenbarger, commodities editor for the Chicago bureau of the Wall Street Journal, wrote a piece for the Journal
about her father's sale on his Michigan farm. As she attended the
sale, she recalled her youth on the farm. Then, as the auction ended, she saw an old walking plow in a pile of junk, and she considered restoring it and taking it back to her suburban home. It
would serve as a tie to the farm, the land, and her youth. But, she
concluded, "Suddenly, the effort of lifting the plow and carrying
it away seems too symbolic. We turn away, leaving it to sit, rusting into dust, on the family farm."
In dealing with land and land-use problems, we have to deal
with emotion, greed, economics, politics, and many other issues.
As informed citizens, we should bring our expertise to bear on
the issues. As time goes on, and as population increases, conflicts
over land and land use will intensify. Land issues will demand
much more public attention. The major source of disagreement
and division will center around the degree of public control over
private land use. For many years, Americans have seen this issue
develop in and around urban centers. Will, for instance, a certain
piece of land be used for a park or as a location for a shopping center? The whole question of zoning becomes involved. Should city
or county government be permitted to determine land use
against the will of the private owner? Which value comes first: individual rights and profit? or that which is deemed the public or
general good?
While these kinds of questions have been debated and fought
over in urban communities for years, only recently have the controversies extended to rural land. The question of forcing farmers to follow prescribed conservation practices and the matter of
plowing up marginal grasslands in parts of the Great Plains have
become major public issues. Several so-called sodbuster bills
have been introduced in Congress with the intent of restricting
the vast plow-ups on the Great Plains. Peter Myers, chief of the
Soil Conservation Service, testified in April 1983 that during the
last several years more than a million acres of fragile plains land
had been plowed up in Colorado and South Dakota.^*"

36. New York Times. 24 Apr. 1983, p. 44.
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In 1985, then, there is a land question —or, indeed, several of
them. All citizens have a responsibility to study and understand
the problems and to help make intelligent policy decisions regarding land use.
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