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Great Plains

AKA “Great American Desert”
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The Great Plains

• Until after the Civil War, the Great 

Plains were mostly inhabited by 

indigenous nations.

• Sioux, Cheyenne, Pawnee, Arapaho, 

Osage and Wichita.

• These peoples had little contact with 

White Americans in the first half of the 

19th century.



4

The Landscape of the Reigon

• Mostly flat, vast expanses of 

short grass that thrived in the 

semi-arid climate.

• Americans referred to the plains 

as the Great American Desert.

• Thought the are was unsuitable 

for agriculture
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Homestead Act (1862)

1909 ad for land under the 
Homestead Act

1862 article in the St. Cloud 
Democrat
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The Homestead Act of 1862

• To encourage settlement the 

federal government passed the 

Homestead Act.

• It granted 160 acres to anyone 21 

years old and the “head of a 

family.” 
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To maintain ownership

• Had to live there, build a home and 

farm the land continuously for five 

years.

• Providing small-scale farmers with 

land had long been popular with 

Northern Republicans.
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• Southern Democrats opposed the law 

because they believed it threatened 

the westward expansion of the 

plantation model which depended 

upon slavery.

• Worried the law would undermine 

slavery itself
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• The Homestead Act was one of the 

most impactful acts ever signed.

• About 10% of the area of the entire 

U.S. was claimed by individuals under 

the act.
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Pacific Railway Act (1862)

Map of Union Pacific rails in 
the Great Plains in 1888.

An 1872 advertisement 
from a railroad for 

inexpensive land for sale 
in Iowa and Nebraska in 
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Pacific Railway Act (1862)

• Supported the building of a 

transcontinental railroad.

• Encouraged westward settlement.

• To fund the construction of the railroad 

the federal government granted 

railroads large tracts of land.

• Which they sold to the public. 
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• Once completed the railroad provided 

transportation for settlers moving 

west.

• Also provided a way for western 

farmers to ship their goods to markets 

in the East.

• Making farming the Great Plains more 

profitable.
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Solomon D. Butcher

Butcher in 1886 Custer County, Nebraska
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Solomon Butcher

• Was a photographer from Custer 

County, Nebraska.

• Butcher homesteaded land in Custer 

County in1880 having moved from 

Ohio.

• His homestead failed.
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• Started to write an illustrated history of 

Custer County. 

• Began traveling the county in a wagon 

taking photographs of settlers and 

their property in 1886.

• Over 3,000 of his photographs survive 

today.

• A rare glimpse into life on the Great 

Plains.
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• Photographs were expensive to 

take, so Butcher often only took 

one from each site.
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Displacement of the Pawnee

A Pawnee encampment in 1866
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Displacement of the Pawnee

• Custer County had once been 

Pawnee territory.

• The Pawnee relied heavily on the 

buffalo, travelling hundreds of miles 

twice a year to hunt.

• These hunt would last from June to 

August and then November through 

March.
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• Exposure to white settlers was 

disastrous to the Plains Indians, the 

Pawnee among them.

• Smallpox in1830 and cholera in 1849.

• By 1850 their population had fallen by 

75%
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• The Pawnee had long been 

under pressure from the Sioux 

long time enemies of the Pawnee

• The Pawnee supplied the U.S. 

Government scouts in its wars 

against the Sioux, Kiowa and 

Cheyenne in 1860s and 1870s.
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• Under pressure from white 

homesteaders, the Pawnee 

agreed to cede their Nebraska 

lands in 1874.

• They were removed by the U.S. 

Government to a reservation in 

Oklahoma.
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Central Historical Question

• What can Solomon Butcher’s 

photographs tell us about life for 

homesteaders on the Great Plains in 

the 1880s?


