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Did you know, Homesteaders had to produce their own food? They planted gardens and picked wild berries. 
Fruits and vegetables were preserved by pickling or drying. Jams and jellies were made. Food was stored in a root cellar. 
Fruits and vegetables were also sold to the general store in exchange for other goods. 

Only the essential foods such as flour, coffee, tea, molasses, and sometimes sugar were bought at the store. 
Everything else came from the farm.  

Cows were raised for meat and for milk, which was churned into butter or made into cheese. Chickens provided 
eggs and meat. Ducks, geese and pigs were also raised. Oxen or horses pulled plows and wagons.  

The homesteaders planted gardens. They had to grow enough food to last them through the long winters. They 
planted corn, cucumbers, beets, beans, peas, onions, turnips, carrots, potatoes, cabbage, rhubarb and herbs. Herbs 
were used for medicine and for flavoring when cooking (basil, parsley, oregano, rosemary, sage, thyme, mustard, 
horseradish and dill).  

Some vegetables from the garden were eaten fresh. Cucumbers, beets, cabbage and onions were pickled (in a 
mixture of water, vinegar, spices and salt) and kept in crocks. Apples, herbs and vegetables (beans, peas, corn) were 
hung from the ceiling or near the fireplace and dried. Homesteaders grew strawberries, raspberries and blueberries or 
picked wild berries. Some settlers planted apple trees but it took a long time for the trees to grow and produce apples. 
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The apples were packed in straw and kept in barrels. Some apples were 
pressed and the juice was made into cider and vinegar. Apples were cooked to make applesauce and apple butter. Some 
apples were cut into slices, threaded on to strings or sticks and hung near the fire to dry. During the winter, the dried 
apples would be soaked in maple syrup, and then baked into pies or puddings.  

Before settlers owned stoves, everything was cooked in the fireplace in iron cooking pots and kettles. Some pots 
hung from a hook attached to an iron bar called a "swing crane". Some pots had legs so the pots could be placed on the 
fire and hot coals. 

Fresh meat was roasted on a spit, boiled in iron kettles or fried in cast iron skillets. Salted, smoked or dried meat 
lasted a long time. Sausage meat was meat that was chopped up into small pieces or ground up with a meat grinder. The 
fat was saved for lard, and for making candles and soap. 

Many homesteaders collected honey made by honeybees and used it for baking and sweetening foods. They 
learned how to make syrup and sugar from the First Nations Peoples.  

 

 

 

Many homesteaders had root cellars for storing food. The cellar was a cool dark place usually located under the 
kitchen. A trap door with a ladder led down to the cellar. Sometimes the entrance to the cellar was from an outside 
door. Cellars were also built into hillsides. Fruits (apples) and vegetables (cabbage, potatoes, turnips, carrots) were kept 
in the cellar. Smoked meats and fish were hung from the ceiling. Jars of canning were also stored. Other foods that 
needed to be kept cool were milk, butter, eggs and cheese. The root cellar kept vegetables, and other foods just above 
freezing in the winter. In the summer the cellar was cold enough to keep foods from spoiling. 

Some homesteaders did not have root cellars. They dug pits (holes) for storing vegetables (potatoes, turnips, 
carrots). The holes were filled with straw so the food wouldn't freeze. Then the vegetables were buried so the food 
would last through the winter. 

Some homesteaders hunted deer, rabbits, wild ducks and prairie chickens, or caught fish to survive and feed 
their families. 

The first settlers used hand tools to clear the land, plant and harvest the crops. Later a plow was used to work 
the land. The plow was pulled by oxen, or horses. It took a lot of hard work to produce a small crop. Wheat, barley, rye 
and oats were planted. There had to be enough to feed the animals in the winter. 

Most of the early homesteaders did not have many clothes. They made their own clothing from woolen cloth 
and linen cloth. Clothing was also made from skins (hides) of animals like deer and rabbit. The skins were made into 
leather. Coats, shoes, hats and men's pants were some of the items made from leather. 
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Farm animals were very important to the settlers. They relied on the 
animals for food and clothing. Oxen and horses did the heavy work. They pulled plows and heavy wagons. Oxen were 
slower than horses but much stronger and easier to take care of. Oxen could survive by eating prairie grass.  

Horses pulled plows, wagons and buggies. In the winter the homesteader travelled in a horse-drawn sleigh. 
Horses cost more than oxen but were faster. Horses ate grass and hay but also needed grain feed to stay healthy. Horses 
also required a lot of water to drink. A farmer needed a few horses to pull farm machinery. Some farmers kept a few 
geese. Children picked the feathers for filling pillows and feather beds or quilts. Chickens provided eggs and meat.  

Pigs were easy to raise because they ate roots, waste food (old bread, vegetable and fruit peels, spoiled foods) 
and sour milk or whey. The bacon or ham from the pig was salted or smoked. 

 Today many things are different, but still the same. Today we still use the same animals, and harvest the 
same crops, and use the same products for many things. We still use cows, pigs, chickens, etc. for many of the same 
things. Since technology has been invented and has been improved we are able to use combines, and other farm 
machinery to harvest, and do other things around the farm. 


