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Introduction

When you think of the classic American television series Little House on the Prairie, images of wide open skies,
dusty plains, and a modest homestead spring to mind. Yet, many fans wonder: where was Little House on the
Prairie set?The answer is more layered than a single location. The beloved show combined the authenticity of the
original book’s Midwest setting with the practicalities of television production, resulting in a blend of on-location
filming across the American heartland and meticulously crafted studio sets. This article takes you on a journey
through the landscapes that made the show feel so real, the reasons behind each choice, and how the series
captured the spirit of pioneer life for generations of viewers.

The Literary Roots: Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Original Setting

Before we delve into the television production, it's helpful to revisit the source material. Laura Ingalls Wilder's semi-
autobiographical series, published between 1932 and 1943, follows the Ingalls family as they move from the
eastern United States to the Wisconsin frontier, then to Minnesota, and finally to the Kansas prairie. The books are
set in the late 19th century, a period marked by rapid westward expansion, the rise of railroads, and the
transformation of the American landscape.

In the novels, the family’s homestead is located in a small, rural town in Kansas, with the surrounding prairie
serving as the backdrop for the characters’ everyday adventures and hardships. The specific town is often
described as “a small, close-knit community,” and the family’s home is depicted as a simple, sturdy farmhouse
surrounded by wheat fields, a creek, and a modest orchard. While the books never give an exact address, the
general setting is unmistakably the heartland of the United States, where the prairie’s sweeping vistas and the
challenges of pioneer life converge.

Translating Page to Screen: The Early Years of Production

When Little House on the Prairiepremiered in 1974, television audiences were captivated by its authentic
portrayal of 19th century life. However, producing a period drama on a television budget required creative solutions.
The production team, led by executive producer David L. Wolper, had to balance historical accuracy with the
logistical demands of a multi season series.

Initially, the show relied heavily on studio sets and backdrops. The iconic “Prairie” set was constructed on the
backlot of the Universal Studiosin Los Angeles, featuring a sprawling meadow, a wooden fence, and a stylized
version of the Ingalls’ farmhouse. While these sets provided a controlled environment for filming, they lacked the
depth and realism of an actual prairie landscape.

Finding the Real Prairie: Filming Locations Across the Midwest

To bring the show’s setting to life, the production team expanded their search beyond the studio lot. They sought
locations that could convincingly represent the vast, open spaces of the Kansas prairie while also offering practical
benefits such as accessibility, cost, and weather conditions. The result was a carefully curated list of filming sites



across several states:

1. South Dakota — The state’s expansive plains and low lying farms provided an ideal backdrop. Production
crews filmed on the Omaha Stockyards and in the town of Huron, where the real Ingalls homestead once stood.

2. Nebraska — The rolling hills of Lincoln and the rural landscapes near Grand Island offered diverse terrain that
could double for both the Midwest and the western frontier.

3. Colorado — The high plains of Colorado Springs were used for scenes requiring a more dramatic, open
horizon.

4. Texas — The state’s vast ranch lands near Abilene were chosen for scenes that required a more rugged,
frontier feel.

5. California — While not part of the Midwest, certain scenes were shot in the Los Angeles County backlot and
surrounding hills, where the production could control lighting and weather conditions more easily.

Each of these locations was chosen for its ability to capture the essence of the prairie while also meeting the
practical demands of a television production schedule.

South Dakota: The Heart of the Prairie

South Dakota became the primary filming location for the show’s exterior shots. The state’s wide, flat expanses
closely resemble the Kansas prairie described in the books. In particular, the town of Huronwas used extensively
to film scenes of the Ingalls’ homestead. The local community embraced the production, with many residents
serving as extras or providing local services to the crew.

One of the most iconic scenes—where the family gathers around a campfire under the stars—was filmed on a
small hill overlooking the plains of Huron. The natural lighting and the unobstructed horizon helped create the
sense of isolation and freedom that defined the show’s atmosphere.

Nebraska: The Rolling Hills

Nebraska'’s diverse landscape offered a range of settings that could stand in for different parts of the show’s
storyline. The production team used the town of Grand Islandfor scenes that required a more rural, farm filled
environment. The state’s farms and orchards also provided authentic backdrops for scenes involving the Ingalls’
harvests and family gatherings.

Moreover, the state’s favorable tax incentives and the willingness of local communities to support the production
made Nebraska a cost effective choice for many of the series’ outdoor scenes.

Colorado and Texas: Adding Variety

While South Dakota and Nebraska captured the core prairie feel, the production occasionally needed to depict
different environmental conditions—such as higher elevations or more arid landscapes. Colorado’s high plains
offered a more dramatic horizon line, which was used for scenes featuring the family traveling or confronting the
harsh elements of the frontier.

In Texas, the production team filmed in the Abilenearea for scenes that required a rugged, frontier aesthetic. The
wide open spaces of the Texas ranch lands provided a stark contrast to the softer, more pastoral landscapes of the
Midwest, adding visual depth to the series.

California: The Controlled Environment

Not all scenes could be shot on the open prairie. For certain interior scenes, the production relied on the Universal
Studiosbacklot in Los Angeles. The studio’s set pieces—such as the Ingalls’ farmhouse interior, the town’s general
store, and the schoolhouse—were meticulously designed to reflect 19th century architecture and furnishings.



These sets were often used for scenes that required a controlled environment, such as indoor family discussions,
school lessons, and dramatic confrontations. By combining studio interiors with on location exteriors, the production
team maintained a high level of authenticity without compromising on production efficiency.

Production Design: Bringing the Prairie to Life

Authenticity was a cornerstone of Little House on the Prairie. The production design team worked tirelessly to
ensure that every element—from the color palette of the sets to the props used—mirrored the era’s realities.

¢ Architecture — The farmhouse set featured a clapboard exterior, a gabled roof, and a front porch with rocking
chairs. The interior was furnished with period appropriate furniture, including a large, wooden table for family meals.

e Costuming — Actors wore clothing that reflected the economic status of the Ingalls family. The costumes were
designed to be functional, with sturdy fabrics suitable for farming work and simple, practical cuts for daily life.

e Props and Vehicles — The show’s vehicles included a 1900s Ford Model T, a wagon, and a horse drawn
carriage. These props were carefully sourced or built to match the era’s specifications.

e Landscaping — The outdoor sets were planted with wheat, corn, and other crops typical of the Midwest during
the late 1800s. The use of real plants added a layer of authenticity that could not be replicated with artificial scenery.

By combining these design elements with the natural landscapes of the Midwest, the series created a believable
world that resonated with viewers and earned critical acclaim.

Historical Accuracy vs. Dramatic Storytelling

While the show was praised for its authenticity, it also made creative choices to serve narrative purposes. For
instance, the Ingalls’ homestead in the television series was located in a slightly more prosperous setting than the
book’s description, allowing the characters to participate in community events and social gatherings that might not
have been possible in a more isolated farm.

Additionally, the show sometimes condensed timelines or combined events for dramatic effect. These adjustments
helped maintain a coherent storyline while still honoring the spirit of pioneer life.

Impact on Viewers

The series’ blend of realism and storytelling had a profound impact on audiences. Viewers were transported to a
time and place that felt both familiar and distant. The show’s emphasis on family values, resilience, and the beauty
of the natural world resonated with viewers of all ages, cementing its place in American television history.

Legacy and Preservation of Filming Sites

Today, several of the locations used in Little House on the Prairiehave become pilgrimage sites for fans. Many of
the towns that served as filming locations have preserved the sites or erected commemorative plaques.

Huron, South Dakota

The town’s historic district features a preserved farmhouse that resembles the Ingalls’ home. Visitors can tour the
area, view the original filming locations, and learn about the local history that inspired the series.

Grand Island, Nebraska

Grand Island’s community has hosted annual “Little House” festivals, celebrating the show’s cultural significance.
The town'’s historic farmhouses and surrounding landscapes remain largely unchanged, offering a glimpse into the
past.



Abilene, Texas

Abilene’s ranch lands, where the show filmed some of its more rugged scenes, have been preserved as part of the
Texas Historical Commission’s heritage trails. The area offers guided tours that highlight the production’s
contribution to the local economy.

Modern-Day Filming and the Influence of Technology

With the rise of digital technology, modern productions have the ability to create realistic environments using CGI
and advanced set design. However, the success of Little House on the Prairiedemonstrates the enduring power
of on location shooting and practical effects.

Today, filmmakers often use a hybrid approach: combining real landscapes with digital enhancements to achieve
the desired aesthetic while managing costs. The legacy of the show serves as a reminder that authenticity can be
achieved without sacrificing production efficiency.

FAQs About the Show’s Settings

1. Where was the farmhouse located in the show? The farmhouse was built on the Universal Studios backlot
and replicated the look of a 19th century Midwestern home. Exterior shots were filmed in South Dakota and
Nebraska.
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