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of native grasses is due in large measure to early spring grazing. If 
pastures can be so arranged as to keep livestock off a portion of them 
during the early spring until the grasses have made · a fair growth, their 
carrying capacity can be increased. This is often impossible, however, 
without seeding down tame pastures. 

The two best known tame grasses in this region are brome grass and 
slender wheat grass. A more recently introduced species, crested wheat 
grass, has given promise as an early pasture grass. This grass starts 
growth earlier in the spring than any of the native ·grasses, alfalfa or 
sweet clover, and during April, May and early June will provide more 
pasture than other plants. It seems particularly promising on the more 
sandy soils, and makes a good quality of hay when cut soon after blos­
soming. The yield is ·about equal to brome or slender wheat grass, but 
less than alfalfa or sweet clover. 

Crested wheat grass pastures have a high carrying capacity for a 
short time in the spring and early summer. The ideal pasture arrange­
ment would be to have a relatively small crested wheat grass pasture 
for spring and early summer grazing while the native range makes its 
most rapid growth. It is here that crested wheat grass has its most 
important place. The cattle should be moved from the tame pasture to' 
the native pasture or range while they are still gaining and before the 
tame pasture is entirely grazed down. For hardening cattle for shipment 
to market, no pasture surpasses the native range. 

Sources of Income 

While cattle production is the major enterprise on all ranches involved 
in the study, a number of supplementary enterprises, particularly hogs 
or cash crops, are of considerable importance on some ranches. The 
class of land on which a ranch is located is the principal factor that de­
termines the type of organization and class of products raised. 

Table 44 shows the per cent of income from different sources by 
districts. The figures are three-year averages. 

District 
No. 
lI 

IV 
v 

VI 
Average 

TABLE 44.-SOURCES OF INCOME BY DISTRICTS 

Per cent 
beef cattle 

60 
86 
87 
94 
83 

Per cent 
Hogs 

12 
2 
7 
0 
4 

Per cent 
cash crops 

23 
2 
2 
0 

Per cent 
feed crops 

2 
5 
3 
6 

Per cent 
Miscellaneous 

3 
5 
1 
0 
3 

Miscellaneous receipts consist of returns from the sale of horses, 
poultry products, outside labor, etc. 

There are not enough ranches involved to make average figures very 
reliable, but in general the table indicates the relative importance of the 
various enterprises. 

The average figures for all the ranches are more truly representative 
of the whole range area than the figures for the various districts. For 
example, 12 per cent income from hogs is undoubtedly too high for 
District II. This average for the district was brought up because one 
ranch specialized in pork production and has an income from the sale 
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of hogs amounting to 22 per cent of the total ranch income. In other 
respects, the figures are fairly representative. 

During years of low cattle prices, the cattlemen have resorted to the 
production of other commodities than those for which they are best sit­

. uated and best equipped in order to increase their incomes. When cattle 
are relatively high, beef production assumes increased importance and 
other products are proportionately decreased or dropped entire1y. 

The production of cash crops (wheat and alfalfa seed) is second to 
beef cattle in the range region as a whole. In District II which contains 
a high percentage of tillable land, this enterprise is relatively more im­
portant than · in any of the other districts. 

During years favorable for crop production a surplus supply of feed 
is often produced, and a majority of men sell small quantities of feed 
crops, generally as an accommodation to neighbors, but sometimes be­
cause it is believed that the surplus will not be needed. Many ranchmen 
have learned to their loss that this is an unprofitable practice. A surplus 
feed supply is the best insurance against the inevitable dry years and 
one of the best means of stabilizing the business. 

The Land Situation 

Range Control and Utilization : The greatest handicap that confronted 
the ranchman during the open range days, and one which contributed 
most to the abandonment of cattle production under open range condi­
tions, was the ranchmen's inability to control the range and thereby 
prevent overgrazing. The same handicap prevails today, but to a less 
degree. Very few ranchmen are in a position to exercise either permanent 
or long-time control of their range. A few own all the range necessary 
for their operations, and a few own some land and lease state owned land 
for considerable periods; but the majority depend largely on free range, 
or on short time leases of land in addition to the small tract of land they 
own. 

Range control is not only desirable, but is necessary for efficient 
utilization of the land, economic ranch operation and the permanence of 
the range cattle industry. 

Grazing experiments at Mandan, North Dakota station show that the 
carrying capacity of the range can be increased 40 per cent by the adop­
tion of a system deferred and rotation grazing. Such a system can be 
established and the original carrying capacity be restored only by long­
time control of the range. No ranchman is justified in incurring the 
necessary expenses of fencing, water development, and other things in­
cident to a system of rotation grazing without the assurance of several 
years use of the range. For this reason the common policy seems to be 
to get the greatest possible amount of grazing from the land each year, 
for the next year it may be controlled by others. 

Largely because of the lack of range control, the range cattle in­
dustry is in a somewhat disorganized and · unstable condition, is faced by 
some uncertainity as to its future, and affords small opportunity for the 
exercise of high class managerial ability and development of a perman­
ent and profitable business. 

Fortunately there has been enough room for all since the slump in 
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cattle prices following the ·world War, and overgrazing is not a serious 
problem at this time. But high cattle and sheep prices may cause a 
repetition of the early-day competition for pasture lands, and result in 
another setback to the industry. 

Under present conditions the ranchman's best plan is to acquire con­
trol through purchase where prices are reasonable, or through long-time 
leases where possible, of all suitable lands adjoining his present holdings. 
But long-time leases are hard to secure because many of the present · 
land owners are reluctant to enter such an agreement : they have slight 
hope of disposing of their lands at an early date, or in some way realizing 
greater returns than the ranchman can afford to pay for the privilege 
of grazing. 

The final goal of acquiring a ranch unit of suitable size for economical 
operation may be reached by purchase or long-time lease in some sections 
of the range area without too much expense and effort; while in others 
the process must be slow, but could be hastened by the proper form of 
public control of the free range area. 

Table 45 shows the average acreages and percentages of owned and 
leased land, and the total land used per ranch, 1926-1928, for the 15 
South Dakota ranches and the 60 r.anches of the entire region. 

TABLE 45.-ACREAGES AND PERCENTAGES OF OWNED AND LEASED LAND PER 
RANCH BY YEARS, 15 SOUTH DAKOTA RANCHES AND 

ENTIRE REGION, 60 RANCHES 

15 South Dakota ranches Entire region 
Owned Leased Total Owned Leased Total 

Year Acres Pct. Acres Pct. Acres Acres Pct. Acres Pct. Acres 
1926 ---- 1 ,667 35 3,030 65 4,697 2,743 46 3,276 54 6,019 
1927 ---- 1 ,750 32 3,769 68 5 ,519 2 ,861 43  3,754 57 6 ,615 
1928 ---- 1 ,777 29 4 ,345 71  6 ,122  2,956 46 3,430 54 6,386 
Average 1 ,731 32 3 ,715 68 5 ,446 2,853 4 5  3,487 55 6 ,340 

Table 45 shows that there has been a steady increase in the average 
size of the South Dakota ranches during the three years involved in the 
survey. The increase in leased land has been greatest. The average in­
crease in the amount of owned land has been 90 acres per ranch while the 
leased land has been increased by 1,315 acres per ranch from 1926 to 
1928. 

In the region as a whole, there has also been a steady increase in the 
acreage of owned land. The average increase per ranch has been 213 acres 
while the leased land has increased 154 acres per ranch. This increase in­
dicates there is a greater interest in land purchases outside of South Da­
kota than in this state, but is explained by the fact that two ranchmen in 
an adjoining state purchased two large tracts of land. This was an im­
portant factor in increasing the average size of the region.There is, how­
ever, less mterest in land purchases among ranchmen of South Dakota 
than in some of the adjoining states, largely because of the favorable 
lease terms secured by them through the lease of large blocks of state 
owned land. These conditions do not prevail outside of South Dakota. 

Land Values and Ownership as Affecting Ranch Layouts 

Another handicap confronting the range cattle producers in their ef­
forts to block out suitable ranch units is the difficulty of acquiring range 
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lands suitably located for the most economical operation on account , of 
a diversity of ownership and high prices asked for certain lands in the 
range area. 

During the period of high cattle values many ranchmen increased their 
land holdings at high prices. Most of these lands were bought on con­
tracts and with the decrease in cattle values a large percentage of them 
reverted to the original owners. Title to many of these lands has since 
reverted to the various counties for non-payment of taxes. Tax titles can 
generally be acquired at reasonable prices and many ranchmen are avail­
ing themselves of this opportunity to increase the size of their ranches. 

Throughout the range area, however, are scattered pieces of land that 
are held at higher prices than the ranchmen can afford to pay. The loca­
tion of these lands often prevents the satisfactory blocking out of ranch 
units. In a majority of cases these lands are held by non-resident inves­
tors who hope eventually to recover their investments. These investors' 
faith in the country is admirable, but a study of the situation indicates 
that any substantial and permanent increase in the value of range lands 
is highly improbable. Stockmen generally are not given to speculation in 
land and will buy only when prices are based on the productive value of 
land. 

Grazing lands vary widely in value. Lands that are favorably located 
and that have a good grass cover may be worth several times as much as 
other lands not so favorably located and having a poor stand of grass. 
This difference in value is not the principal factor, however, that deter­
mines the prices placed on land by many non-resident land owners. 

Fig. 12.-Water, Feed, and Shelter Near Headquarters Make an Ideal Ranch Location. 

At the Mandan station it has been shown that seven acres of grazing 
land is enough to carry a two-year-old steer for five months-June to Oc­
tober .. This kind of land is worth several times as much as land requiring 
25 to 30 acres to graze a steer for the same period. Not only is less land 
required to pasture a given number of cattle, but less fencing is required 
per head of cattle handled on the better land, and more rapid gains are 
undoubtedly made since less traveling is required by the cattle. Very 
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little is known about actual values of grazing lands based on their pro­
ductive capacity. In the past, land values were determined largely by 
their maximum loan value, while back of the loan value there was no 
logical basis of valuation. 

Winter feed requirements is another factor that has an important 
bearing on the value of grazing lands. Cattle make economical gains on 
grass during the summer months only. Generally no winter gains are 
made, and in many cases losses in weight are sustained and supplemen­
tary feed must be supplied to maintain strength. The cost of winter feed 
in the range area is high whether purchased or produced on the ranch. 
The cost of this feed increases the cost of prpduction of range cattle; and 
since winter feed must be provided in some areas in order to utilize the 
grazing lands, the value of these lands is proportionately reduced below 
the value of similar lands in districts where little or no feeding is required 
or where feed is relatively cheap. 

On the 60 ranches involved in the survey the cost of supplementary 
winter feed for cattle ranged fro $5.65 per head of cattle wintered on the 
ranch having the lowest feed cost to $12.45 per head on the ranch having 
the highest cost, an average of $9.35 per head yearly for all the cattle 
wintered on the 60 ranches.* 

Effects of Public Land Policies on the Range Cattle Industry 

Some of the effects of our public land policies on the range cattle pro­
ducers have been pointed out. It was inevitable that the public lands which 
were mainly valuable for the production of agricultural commodities 
should pass into private ownership, but in parceling out these lands. under 
the homestead law we seem to have erred in making no distinction be­
tween the various sections of the country and the different grades of land. 
A common policy applied to all, whether that land were located in the 
humid regions of ·the north central states where a farmer might make a 
comfortable living on 160 acres or in the "great open spaces" where 
sometimes 50 acres are required to pasture one cow. 

The 160-acre homestead was increaseed to 320 acres in 1909, but by 
that time practically all lands suitable for farming, and many that were 
not suitable, has been homesteaded, except in the very dryest districts of 
the Great Plains, and in these districts 320 acres were as inadequate as 
the 160 had been immediately west of the 20-inch rainfall line. In 1916, 
however, the 640-acre grazing homestead act was applied to the Northern 
Great Plains. The provisions of this act limited the homestead to a qual­
ity and acreage of land that was as inadequate for its purpose as either 
the 160 or 320 had been for farming west of the lOOth meridian. This 
act, however, recognized the existence of the livestock industry and gave 
to it a measure of public support and encouragement. 

Largely as a result of our public land policies the range livestock in­
dustry is still in a disorganized condition, not fully adjusted to the rela­
tively new order of controlled range, and with limited opportunities for 

* Hay was valued at $10  per ton, straw at $2, grain at $30 and cottonseed cake· at $50. 
These are approximate average values placed on feed by the ranchmen themselves and 
represent very nearly the avrage purchase prices of the various classes of feed. The amount 
of winter feed required depends largely on age and condition of cattle, amount of avail­
able winter grass, severity of the weather and depth of snow. 
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acquiring suitable sized ranch units. The scattered ownership of lands 
in the range area is the biggest single handicap to acquiring range lands. 
This is the direct result of our policy of parceling out the public lands in 
160 and 320-acre units regardless of quality and location. 

Table 46 shows the land classification by the United States Depart­
ment of Interior* of four representative townships in one part of the 
range area. The number of owners and size of farms have been taken 
from the county records. In this territory a minimum sized ranch should 
contain approximately 10,000 acres. Farming is out of the question except 
for the production of feed for livestock. 

TABLE 46.-LAND CLASSIFICATION OF FOUR TOWNSHIPS 
IN THE RANGE AREA 

Farming Farming Grazing Total Un tillable Total 
Twp. land grazing forage tillable grazing land all land 
No. Acres Pct. Acres Pct. Acres Pct. Acres Pct. Acres Pct. Acres 

I -- none 1 ,200 5 . 5  1 ,461  6 .6 2 ,661 12 .1  19 ,192 87 .9  2 1,853 62 
II -- 600 2.6 880 3 .8 3,000 . 12 .0  4,480 18.4 19, 1 1 3  81 .6 23,593 45  

III -- 1,300 5 .4 none 1 ,819  8 .6  3 ,119  14 .0· 20,570 86.0 23,689 38 
VI -- 3,200 13 .6 120 .5 . 1 ,702 7 .4 5,022 21 .5 1 8, 348 78.5 23,370 46 

Average 1 ,275 5 .5 550 2 .4  1 ,995 8.6 3,820 16 . 5  19,305 83.5 23,126 48  

,:, U. S. D. I .  Land Classification of  the Northern Great Plains, 1929 . 

Instead of the above classes-farming, farm-grazing, and grazing-for­
age-these lands might well have been classified as first, second, arid 
third class farming lands, the third class being generally considered of 
little value for farming at the present time. Practically none of this 
third class of land has been broken up and only a small portion of the 
second class is under cultivation. The total tillable land ranges from 12 
per cent to 20 per cent per township, with an average of 16.5 per cent for 
the four twonships. By leaving out· the third class, or grazing forage land 
which is of doubtful value for farming, the tillable land averages slightly 
less than eight per cent of the total. 

A study of the records indicates that 54 per cent of the land owners 
in these townships own 160 acres or less each, while 31 per cent own from 
161 to 320 acres, and 15 per cent own more than 320 acres. One of the 
reasons for absentee land ownership in the range country is apparent 
when it is realized that more than 50 per cent of the owners have but 
160 acres of land in a district where only eight per cent of the land is 
tillable. Even assuming that these 160-acre homesteads contain twice as 
much tillable land as the average, they still would have only 26 acres of 
tillable land per farm-not a cheerful outlook for a prospective farmer. 

Table 47 shows the land classification for the entire Great Plains 
region. 

About 40 per cent of the total Great Plains region is classed as po­
tential farming land. According to the 1925 census only 34 per cent of the 
total tillable area was actually broken up in 1924. This is equal to 13.4 
per cent of the total area of the region and somewhat less than the com­
bined areas of the irrigated and first class farming land in the region as 
a whole. Apparently we are not utilizing the lower grades of land for 
farming purposes at the present time. 

The land actually under cultivation, added to the national forests 
lands, equals approximately 20 per cent of the total land area of the 
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Northern Great Plains. In view of the public expenditures for. the devel­
opment of the farming industry and forestry on 20 per cent of the total 
land area, it would seem that the remaining 80 per cent is entitled to a 
degree of consideration somewhat commensurate with the relative im­
portance of the industry dependent on this class of land for its existence. 
Range livestock producers in the past, have themselves met and solved 
many of their perplexing problems, but the resources at their command 
are inadequate for the solution of the fundamental problem of range 
control. 



TABLE 47.-LAND CL_ASSIFICATION OF THE NORTHERN GREAT PLAINS BY STATES AND REGION, 1924 

POTENTIAL FARMING LAND .:. NONTILLABLE LAND 
.... � =  � i:: .2 
= =� 

Irrigated Farming Farming Grazing a> a> i,.. 

Total ��= National 
grazing forage tillable a> - 0 Grazing forests 

Q,.. � u 

Square Per Square Per Square Per Square Per Square Per Square Per Square Per Total 
State miles cent 'miles cent miles cent miles cent miles cent miles cent miles cent sq. mi. 

North Dakota 120 0 .5  14 ,571 52.0 3,039 10.8 265 1.0 17,995 64.3 57.8 
I 

9,991 35.7 none 27 ,986 
South Dakota __ 389 1 .0  4,355 1 1 .7 8,932 24.1 4,061 10 .9 17,737 47.7 20.0 1 7,41 5  46.9 1 ;973 5 .4 37 , 130 
Montana ------- 2,939 2.7 6,722 6.1 12 ,093 1 1 .0 16 ,918 15 .4 38,672 35.2 35.3 61,5 1 5  56.1  9 ,589 8 .7  109,776 
Wyoming ______ 480 1 .7 none 997 3.6 4,416 1 5.8  5 ,893 2 1 . 1  2 1 . 1  19,910 7 1 . 5  2,055 7.4 27,859 
Region -------- 3,928 2.0 25,648 12 .6  25,061 12.4 25,660 12.6 80,297 39.6 33.9 I 108,831 63.7 13,622 6.7 202, 750 


