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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING QUESTION OF
LAURA'S PRAIRIE HOME

For generations, the Little House on the Prairie franchise has
captured the hearts of readers and viewers alike. Whether you
first  encountered  the  Ingalls  family  through  the  beloved  book
series by Laura Ingalls Wilder or the iconic television show that
aired from 1974 to 1983, the landscape of the stories is as much
a  character  as  the  family  itself.  The  wide-open  spaces,  the
whispering  grasses,  the  relentless  sun,  and  the  biting  winter
winds  are  woven  into  the  very  fabric  of  the  narrative.  This
naturally leads to a question posed by millions of fans: Where
was Little House on the Prairie set?
The answer is more complex and fascinating than a single dot on
a map. The setting of the Little House  stories actually moves
several  times,  reflecting  the  real-life  migration  of  the  Ingalls
family across the American frontier. Moreover, there is a crucial
distinction between the setting of the books (and real life) and
the  filming  location  of  the  classic  NBC  television  series.  This
article  will  take you on a journey through the actual  pioneer
locations of the Ingalls family and the Hollywood landscapes that

doubled for the prairie, providing a comprehensive guide to the
world of Laura Ingalls Wilder.

THE REAL-LIFE JOURNEY OF THE INGALLS FAMILY

To  truly  understand  the  setting,  one  must  first  understand  the
itinerary  of  Charles  and  Caroline  Ingalls  and  their  daughters:
Mary, Laura, Carrie, and later Grace, Freddy, and Charles Jr. Laura
documented  their  journey  across  several  states  in  her
autobiographical "Little House" series. The family did not stay in
one place; they moved frequently, driven by a desire for better
land, economic opportunity, and the pioneer spirit.

Pepin, Wisconsin: The Big
Woods (Little House in the
Big Woods)
The family's story begins in Pepin, Wisconsin. This is the setting
for the very first book, Little House in the Big Woods. Located in
western Wisconsin  near  the Mississippi  River,  this  region was
heavily forested. The log cabin where Laura was born in 1867
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stood in a clearing in the thick woods. Today, visitors can see a
replica of the Ingalls cabin at the Laura Ingalls Wilder Memorial
Museum in Pepin. The landscape here is not the flat prairie most
people imagine; instead, it is a lush, wooded area with hills and
valleys. The deep, dark forest was a source of both security and
fear for the young Laura, as it provided resources like timber and
game but also hid bears, wolves, and panthers.

Independence, Kansas: The
Prairie (Little House on the
Prairie)
When Laura was about two years old, Charles Ingalls heard of
rich, unsettled land in Indian Territory (present-day Kansas). In
1869, the family packed their wagon and traveled southwest to a
spot  near  Independence,  Kansas.  This  was  their  first  real
encounter with the vast, open prairie. This location is the setting
for the second book, Little House on the Prairie. They built a cabin
here,  but  their  stay was short-lived.  The land was eventually
deemed  off-limits  to  white  settlers  because  it  belonged  to  the
Osage Nation, and the family was forced to return to Wisconsin.
The site of their cabin is now a historic landmark, preserved to
reflect the prairie landscape of the 1870s.

Walnut Grove, Minnesota:
The Prairie of the Soul (On
the Banks of Plum Creek)
Perhaps the most iconic name associated with the Ingalls family
is Walnut Grove, Minnesota. After a brief return to Wisconsin
and  a  winter  spent  elsewhere,  Charles  moved  the  family  to
Walnut Grove in 1874. This is the setting for On the Banks of
Plum Creek. They initially lived in a dugout home carved into the
bank of the creek before building a house on a 160-acre claim.
The family remained in Walnut Grove for several years, farming
wheat and becoming part of a growing community. The Walnut
Grove of today proudly preserves its connection to the Ingalls
family through the Laura Ingalls Wilder Museum, which houses
original artifacts and a recreation of the dugout. For many fans,
this  small  Minnesota town is  the spiritual  heart  of  the prairie
experience.

Burr Oak, Iowa: A Forgotten
Chapter
Less celebrated in the books but significant in the family's history
is Burr Oak, Iowa.  In 1876, after losing their  wheat crop in
Minnesota and dealing with the death of their infant son Freddy,
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the Ingalls family moved to Burr Oak. Charles managed a hotel,
the Masters Hotel. The family lived here for nearly a year before
the frontier  pull  brought them back to Walnut  Grove.  Laura's
sister Grace was born in Burr Oak. This location is often the least
known  part  of  the  Ingalls  story,  but  it  represents  a  difficult  and
transitional period for the family.

De Smet, South Dakota:
The Final Homestead (The
Long Winter, Little Town on
the Prairie, etc.)
The  final  and  most  enduring  home  of  the  Ingalls  family  is  De
Smet, South Dakota (which was part of Dakota Territory at the
time). Charles moved the family there in 1879. He eventually
filed a homestead claim and later a tree claim (a requirement of
the Timber Culture Act). De Smet is the setting for several of
Laura's books, including By the Shores of Silver Lake, The Long
Winter, Little Town on the Prairie, and These Happy Golden Years.
It was here that Laura met and married Almanzo Wilder, and here
that she taught school, attended church, and grew into an adult.
The harsh winter of 1880-1881, documented in The Long Winter,
is a central part of De Smet's history. The town now features the
Laura  Ingalls  Wilder  Memorial  Society,  which  preserves  the
original surveyor's house and the Ingalls homestead, including

the  rebuilt  farmhouse.  This  is  where  the  family  permanently
settled, and it is the location most closely associated with Laura's
later childhood and young adulthood.

THE FICTIONAL SETTING VS. THE TELEVISION FILMING
LOCATION

Now we arrive at one of the most common points of confusion for
fans of the television show. When someone asks, "Where was
Little House on the Prairie set?" they are often thinking of the TV
show. The show's narrative is primarily set in Walnut Grove,
Minnesota, with occasional episodes set in nearby Sleepy Eye,
Winoka, or Mankato. However, the show was almost never filmed
in Minnesota.

Simi Valley, California: The
Hollywood Prairie
The iconic television series starring Michael Landon as Charles
Ingalls  was  filmed  primarily  on  a  ranch  in  Simi  Valley,
California. The production used the Big Sky Movie Ranch (also
known as the B.J. Ranch and later the Corriganville Movie Ranch).
The rolling hills of Simi Valley, covered in golden grass and oak
trees,  provided  the  visual  landscape  for  Walnut  Grove.  The
producers  chose  this  location  because  of  its  accessibility  to
Hollywood  studios,  its  favorable  weather  for  year-round  filming,
and its ability to look convincingly like the plains.
The set  was extensive.  It  included a full-scale Main Street  of
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Walnut  Grove,  complete  with  the  church,  the  schoolhouse,
Oleson's Mercantile, the Hotel, and the Ingalls' family home. Over
the years, the sets were sometimes destroyed by fires or rebuilt,
and different areas of the ranch were used to represent different
locations in Minnesota and the Dakota Territory. For example, the
scene  of  the  blizzard  in  The  Long  Winter  was  filmed  using
artificial snow in the hills of California. The beautiful lake seen in
many episodes was actually  built  on the ranch for  the show.
Visiting the Big Sky Movie Ranch today, while the sets are largely
gone,  offers  a  powerful  sense  of  the  scale  and  beauty  of  the
show's  environment.

Other California Filming
Locations
Besides Simi Valley, the show used other California locations to
expand its world. The vast prairie scenes and the more remote
homesteads  were  often  filmed  in  Bakersfield,  California,  and
Newhall,  California.  The  scenery  of  the  Sierra  Nevada
mountains was sometimes used to represent the Black Hills of
Dakota Territory. The show's producers were masters of using the
varied California landscape to mimic the geography of the Upper
Midwest.  It  is  a  testament  to  the  power  of  television  that
countless viewers grew up imagining Walnut Grove as a real town
in  Minnesota,  even  though  the  primary  filming  location  was  a
ranch  in  Southern  California.

WHY THE SETTING MATTERS MORE THAN
COORDINATES

The question "Where was Little House on the Prairie set?" is really
a question about the soul of the story. The setting is not just a
backdrop; it is a force that shapes every character and every plot
point. The vast, open prairie represents the promise of freedom
and the terrifying vulnerability of being small in a large world.
The  relentless  sun  and  the  brutal  winters  test  the  family's
resilience. The isolation of the homestead forces neighbors to
become family. The distance from town symbolizes the immense
effort required for survival.
Laura  Ingalls  Wilder  wrote  with  incredible  specificity  about  the
natural world around her. She describes the sound of the wind,
the color of the grass, the smell of the rain, and the feel of the
cold.  This  sensory  detail  is  what  makes  the  setting  so  alive.
Whether it was the woods of Wisconsin, the tall grass of Kansas,
the muddy banks of Plum Creek, or the vast, open spaces of the
Dakota Territory, the land was a partner in the story. The TV
show,  while  filmed  in  California,  captured  this  same  spirit  by
carefully selecting and dressing landscapes that felt  authentic
and alive.

VISITING THE SITES TODAY: A PILGRIMAGE FOR FANS

For  modern  fans,  visiting  the  real-life  locations  is  a  powerful
experience. Each site offers a different piece of the puzzle.

Pepin, Wisconsin: See the replica log cabin and the
visitor center. Walk through the "Big Woods" and imagine
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Laura's childhood there.
Independence, Kansas: Visit the original homesite, which
includes the footprints of the Ingalls' cabin and a
reconstruction. The prairie grass here is allowed to grow tall
and wild, as it was in Laura's time.
Walnut Grove, Minnesota: The most famous of the sites.
Visit the museum, the reconstructed dugout, and the iconic
church from the TV show (built later for tourism). Walk
across Plum Creek and see the family's cemetery plot.
Burr Oak, Iowa: Visit the restored Masters Hotel where
the family lived and worked. It offers a glimpse into their
tough life in town.
De Smet, South Dakota: This is the most comprehensive
experience. Tour the original surveyor's house, visit the
Ingalls' homestead, and see the family's graves. The Laura
Ingalls Wilder Memorial Society offers guided tours of the
townsite and the surrounding landscape.

Each  of  these  locations  holds  a  deep  connection  to  the  real

Ingalls family. While the Little House on the Prairie TV show
brought the stories to life for millions, the actual landscape of the
Midwest is the true star of the written word.

CONCLUSION: A STORY ETCHED INTO THE
LANDSCAPE

In answering the question "Where was Little House on the Prairie
set?" we discover that the answer is layered. It is set in the real-
life locations of Pepin, Wisconsin; Independence, Kansas; Walnut
Grove, Minnesota; Burr Oak, Iowa; and De Smet, South Dakota. It
is  set  in  the  beautiful  hills  of  Simi  Valley,  California,  for  the
television series. But most importantly, it is set in the heart of the
American experience of westward expansion. It is a story about
the land and the people who loved it, fought it, and ultimately
triumphed over it. The prairie was not just a place on a map; it
was a home, a challenge, and a dream. And for readers and
viewers, that dream is still alive in the pages of the books and the
reels of the film, a timeless landscape of the imagination.


