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  Chapter 1

  Working the Land


  [image: Chapter 1 Working the Land]


  Members of the Miller family hoe their field of sugar beets in Colorado, 1915.


  AN UNEXPECTED HISTORY


  Gowing up on Chicago’s South Side, with its endless miles of brick bungalows and “three-flat” apartments, I could not have felt more disconnected from the land. The city was full of trees and most houses had lawns, but no one gardened, let alone farmed. The only four-legged animals around were dogs and cats. And the working men I knew were bus drivers and accountants, lawyers and police patrolmen. Right outside the city, though far from view, stretched the fields and silos of Illinois, just about the richest farmland in America. And none of that had anything to do with me, or so I thought.
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  Morris Larkin in his eighties, c. 1940–41, standing between his youngest son, John (Jack, my father), and his oldest son, William (Bill). Bill is holding James (Jimmy), the son of James Sr. (Jim), Morris’s middle son. Around 1910, Morris had left his city job for a few years to farm in Indiana so that Bill and Jim had actually done farm work as young boys. My father, the youngest, had been born after their return to the city, and so had never mentioned the farm to me. Author photo.


  When I looked back and started to learn about my family’s history before Chicago—specifically, about my father’s father, Morris Larkin—I found myself just one generation removed from life on a Midwestern farm. I uncovered the shared story of many of our ancestors, of an immense migration from farm to city that swept America not that long ago.


  I had always assumed that my great-grandparents found themselves in Chicago after passing through one of the usual ports of arrival from Ireland—New York, Boston, or Philadelphia. I also assumed that they, like the great majority of Irish immigrants, gave up working the land to become city folk, finding jobs as laborers and servants in this country. But when I found Morris as a twelve-year-old boy in the schedules of the 1870 census, I discovered that my grandfather wasn’t living in a Chicago tenement. He was on a dairy farm with my great-grandparents in Lyons Township, Illinois, 30 miles from the city.
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  My grandfather Morris Larkin grew up and worked on a Midwestern farm like this one, in Marshall, Michigan, pictured in a panoramic view, c. 1915.


  My great-grandparents, John and Annie, owned some 50 or 60 acres, worth about $900 at that time. They raised corn, kept a few pigs, grew hay and oats, and had some dairy cows for milk and butter. It was a bit surprising, because most Irish immigrants did not go into farming. The great majority of them had grown up on tiny plots of rented land, growing only potatoes for subsistence. When they arrived in the united States, most had little money and few agricultural skills and often associated farming with poverty and famine. John and Annie Larkin fared a little better. They must have seen farming as a path to independence, as they found the money and skills they needed to work the Illinois prairie.


  [image: image]


  Farming the Illinois prairie: Two men break up the sod with three-horse riding plows, c. 1903. Morris Larkin worked with similar plows on his father’s farm.


  
    Workplaces:


    THE FIRST FAMILY FARMS


    The first Englishmen to farm in America had not reckoned on how difficult it would be, at first, to work the land. Although most of the Pilgrims had some familiarity with agriculture, they were primarily small craftsmen and traders, who came to the New World to practice their religion in peace. Farming was not at the forefront of their minds, since they expected to develop a successful fishery and trade with the Indians. But at the beginning, fish were hard to find, there was little to trade, and less to eat; as the Plymouth Colony’s first governor William Bradford wrote, “[M]arkets, there was none to go to.” In addition, they were surprised by New England’s bitterly cold winters; it was, after all, at the latitude of southern France.


    In their puzzlement, Native peoples taught them about planting corn, and gave them some food. But the Pilgrims found Plymouth a hungry place, and nearly starved. As William Bradford put it, their first harvest “arose to but a little, in comparison to a full year’s supplie.” They did not yet know enough “of the manner of Indian corne” and were too weak “for want of food, to tende it as they should have done.”


    Famine—many more deaths, and perhaps the end of the colony—stared them in the face. They took counsel together about what to do—“how they might raise as much corne as they could, and obtaine a beter crope then they had done, that they might not still thus languish in miserie.” Up to this point, the Pilgrims had been farming their scanty fields in common, as members of the Plymouth Company, and failing badly. Some farmed, some shirked, and some stole food. After many arguments, the Pilgrim leaders made a momentous decision—they would farm as family units, giving each household “a parcell of land, according to the proportion of their number.” This solution worked, Bradford wrote, “for it made all hands very industrious, so as much more corne was planted then otherwise would have bene by any means . . . The women now wente willingly into feild, and tooke their litle ones with them to set corne.” These were the first American family farms.
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    October in New England Low’s Almanack for 1825 shows a corn harvest. English people called every sort of grain “corn,” so that the unfamiliar maize grown by the Indians became at first “Indian corn.” The Pilgrims were imperfectly prepared for practical agriculture to begin with, and the growing of Indian corn nearly defeated them. It would become an indispensable staple crop, and American farmers would eventually simply call it “corn”—the one crop that virtually every one of them grew. Author photo.
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  Captain Thomas Willett House, Kingston, Plymouth County. A mid-eighteenth-century farmstead in Plymouth County, a century and more after the Pilgrims had struggled to create the first family farms. Historic American Building Survey.


  By 1880, my grandfather was an experienced farmer in his early twenties, working alongside his father. They raised the same crops but expanded their dairy herd, selling milk to one of the dozens of creameries that had sprung up to supply the fast-growing Chicago market. But between that time and the turn of the century, Morris left the farm for Chicago, one of millions of young Americans, men and women, who gave up farm life for the promise of greater economic opportunity and personal freedom. He found a job as a refrigeration mechanic at a meatpacking plant in the city’s vast stockyards, and got married. This might have bitterly disappointed his father, who must have valued his own hard-won hold on the land. But Morris chose otherwise, and became part of a vast tide of movement from the countryside to the city.


  FARMING’S ENDLESS CYCLE


  What my grandfather and great-grandparents shared with every American farmer since the Pilgrims began to grow corn at Plymouth was the unending cycle of the seasons. On farms large and small, hardscrabble or hugely productive, the calendar shaped the patterns of work and daily life, from plowing and planting through cultivation to harvest.


  In the northerly latitudes of America, the farming year begins in the spring—March or April—with a great surge of work to prepare the soil for planting. Horace Clarke of Granby, Connecticut, felt the urgency of the seasons and the endlessness of a farmer’s life deep in his bones. On a showery afternoon in May 1836, as he plowed one of his fields for corn, a critical piece of equipment broke. Later that day, he reflected on the farmer’s cycle of toil and struggle in his journal: “the mold bord or iron to my old first Newgate plow failed today being completely worn out, and that chiefly by myself.” The mold board was the critical part of the plow that sliced through the soil, turning over the furrows in which the seed could be planted. After hauling the broken implement back to the barn and finding a replacement, Clarke wrote, “I have followed that plow more miles than any one man did or ever will any plow whatever, in my opinion.” He had been farming for over thirty years.
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  Haying season was always a time of furious activity. This photograph from 1903 catches the hay flying as five men work together to load a wagon before the crop, which had to be left in the field to dry, is ruined by rain.
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  This almanac woodcut of 1825 depicts the timeless ritual of haying. Three men are cutting the hay with scythes while the fourth member of the haying gang works behind them to rake it for drying. Author photo.
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  In this early nineteenth-century woodcut, three reapers cut grain with sickles while a fourth binds the sheaves. A fast reaper often cut his left hand, which held the grain against the sickle, while he worked. Scars on that hand were taken as a badge of honor, a sign of hard work. Author photo.


  In the summer came the hardest work of all: getting in the hay that fed the cattle and horses. Hay was critical on northern farms because it was vitally necessary for the survival of the livestock through the long, cold winters. Haying season meant backbreaking work during the hottest months of the year. Because hay had to be cut quickly, left to dry in the field, and brought to the barn before it rained, it was exhausting dawn-to-dusk work for the men, and usually drew farm women into the fields as well. One result—in New England, at least—was that children were much less likely to be conceived in July and August than in other months of the year.


  The next season of intensive labor—harvesting wheat, oats, rye, and corn—came in the fall, followed by threshing grain and shelling corn so that the crops could go to the mill to be ground into meal and flour. Before refrigeration, the early winter was slaughtering time for beef and pork, so that it could be salted for the coming year’s consumption.


  Well into the nineteenth century, and in some places, longer, the farming calendar also shaped the patterns of rural social life. Marriages usually took place in the spring, just before plowing and planting, or in the fall, after the harvest had been brought in. The pace of farm work meant that there was little leisure time during the growing season, so that parties, dances, and most neighborly visiting waited for the colder months.
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  Women almost never cut hay on American farms—they were rarely allowed to use “male” implements like scythes—but during the frantic work of haying season, farm women often went out to rake with the men and boys. The heroine of John Greenleaf Whittier’s popular poem, “Maud Muller,” was a country girl whose wealthy admirer sees her raking in the field and chooses not to speak to her.
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  Hagerstown Town and Country Almanac for 1888.


  Robert B. Thomas, The Farmer’s Almanac for 1826. The pages for the month of March show the astronomical and astrological details, including a chart that maps “the moon’s place” onto the various part of the body that it governs each day. On the opposing page, the almanac is advising its many thousands of readers on the proper location of “hog stys” and “necessary houses,” or privies. As editor, Thomas waged a fifty-year campaign to improve the work habits and manners of New England’s farm families. Author photo.


  ALMANACS


  Over the centuries American farmers have read their Bibles, finding a comforting familiarity in its words about sowing and reaping, herding sheep, and yoking oxen. But for hundreds of years, a much smaller book, the almanac, was the indispensable “farmer’s bible.” Almanacs were the true best-seller in agricultural America, found in the great majority of farm households.


  By the 1830s there were hundreds of almanacs, published in editions that matched the latitude and growing seasons of every part of the nation. Just about all farm families used yearly almanacs as calendars and tables of handy information. Some preferred almanacs that provided moral advice or amusing stories; many turned to those that served as guides to improved farming. One of these was the Farmer’s Almanac published in Boston, which contained a constant barrage of advice about cleaner barns, newer tools, harder work, and more productive work habits. It remains in circulation today as The Old Farmer’s Almanac, the oldest continuous American publication.


  On farms where books were scarce, children valued almanacs as much as adults. “Almanacs figured largely in my reading,” Hamlin Garland recalled of his childhood on an Iowa farm in the 1870s. Each one had “a loop of string at the corner so that they might be hung on a nail behind the stove, and a cover of a crude green or yellow or blue.” All almanacs predicted the weather, with about the same success that The Old Farmer’s Almanac enjoys today. Even more important to many readers were the almanac’s astronomical and astrological tables. Throughout the nineteenth century these esoteric charts were consulted by traditionally minded farmers, men who governed their plowing and planting by the phases of the moon and the alignment of the planets. This was a mystery to Garland, who was puzzled by the astrology and “signs of the Zodiac” that so interested his elders. “I never knew what all this meant,” he wrote, “but it gave me a sense of something esoteric and remote.”
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  The farmer’s almanac long remained a familiar image of American rural life. Edward Penfield’s poster of 1915 shows a ruggedly handsome farmer consulting one; behind him is a hay-filled barn and horse-drawn wagon. The poster was an advertisement for the Studebaker Company, which had recently switched from making farm wagons to automobiles.


  Almanacs were testimony as well to the endlessness of the farming cycle, its constant renewal. Every November, as farmers stored away the harvest and turned their thoughts toward the next year, almanac printers all across America brought out their next year’s editions. A farmer might travel a long distance to buy one at a country store, or an entire family would eagerly await a visit from a traveling book peddler. An advertisement for a Hagerstown, Maryland, almanac in 1888 reminded readers that it was the same publication “which you, and your ancestors, have been using for nearly one hundred years.”


  REVOLUTIONS IN FARMING


  As farm families moved West in the nineteenth century, they were mostly hoping to replicate their parents’ lives on the land, but with greater scope and prosperity. They wanted independence, a “comfortable sufficiency” of food and household goods, and opportunity for their sons and daughters to farm and marry in their turn. But the process of westward migration and the building of new farms were shaped by two profound revolutions.


  Transportation


  The first was a revolution in transportation. After 1790 Americans built thousands of miles of improved roads, creating stage lines and freight-wagon routes across the country. In massive construction projects, private and public money went to build canals that connected the interior with seaports; after 1810, the growing mastery of steam power brought hundreds of steamboats carrying passengers and freight to American lakes and rivers. And after 1835, the railroad arrived to link American cities, eventually dominating the nation’s transportation system. Taken together, despite failures and fiascos, these achievements vastly shortened travel times for people and goods, meaning that new territories were settled with unprecedented speed.


  
    Tools:


    THRESHING


    Even after the wheat, rye, or oats had been harvested, the hard work of threshing remained. The nutritious inner kernel of the grain had to be removed from the husk and stalk before it could be ground into flour. Low’s Almanack for 1825, a publication widely read by farmers in the Northeast, shows two men threshing in the backbreaking way that had been traditional for thousands of years. Sheaves of grain are laid out on the barn floor, and each man is using a flail—two sticks of wood attached with a leather hinge—to pound the grain until the heads and the husks are separated. The flail itself is not very heavy, but each man has to strike hundreds of powerful blows to thresh a single bushel of grain. When the grain on the floor is finished, the kernels will be scooped up and winnowed in the open air to remove the chaff, the last pieces of husk. Threshing by hand was a slow process. It took one farmer a full day to thresh eight bushels of grain, less than half an acre’s production.


    Successful horse-powered threshing machines first appeared in the united States around 1850. Mechanizing the beating and winnowing process, they eliminated the flail and the threshing floor completely. The first machines could thresh wheat sixty times faster than a man with a flail; as they were improved and enlarged, they became much faster still. By the 1870s mechanical threshers were a commonplace sight on American farms, and there were several competing designs on the market.
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    Slowly and laboriously, farmers thresh grain on the barn floor as they had done for centuries. Author photo.


    Well-informed farmers argued about the relative merits of the “endless apron” mechanism versus the “vibrating tables” of the Aultman-Taylor machine, which adorns the advertising brochure shown below. Aultman-Taylor reached its customers with a promise of durability: “In good hands, and not abused / Sixteen years will see me used.” Visible in profile are the machine’s power-drive pulleys and its reciprocating arms that pound and winnow the grain. Oddly enough, it resembles a giant grasshopper—an irony that the manufacturer surely did not intend!


    The Aultman machine was small enough for an individual farmer to own. In parts of the Midwest, wheat farmers relied on traveling crews who brought their own much-larger threshing machines with them. The crews would thresh a single farm’s grain in less than a day and move on.
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    In this advertising poster from 1881, a farmer poses atop the Aultman-Taylor threshing machine.


    Hamlin Garland remembered the visits of the threshing crew to his family’s farm in Green Coulee, Wisconsin. Sometimes they would arrive in the evening, work through the night by the light of kerosene lanterns, and leave at dawn for the next job. For young Garland and his brothers, this was an enthralling spectacle. Staying up late, they stood at an upstairs window to watch as the three-man crew brought in their machine, “which seemed a silent monster” to the children. It was powered by five teams of horses that pulled on long levers, moving in a large circle around the farmyard.


    The driver stood atop the power mechanism, “above the huge, savage, cog-wheels ’round which the horses moved.” Holding the reins, he governed the motion of the horses and gauged the speed of the machine “by the pitch of its deep bass hum.” A long leather belt and pulleys connected the “horsepower” to the thresher itself. The second member of the crew, the tender, watched the thresher carefully, ready to adjust the mechanism or oil the gears.


    The most skilled and dangerous job, “the high place to which all boys aspired,” wrote Garland, was serving as the feeder, who brought the grain to the machine. Garland’s father threw him great bundles of wheat that “he caught . . . in the crook of his arm, and spread them out into a broad, smooth band upon which the cylinder caught and tore like some insatiate monster.” The feeder did this work for twelve hours or so, had a meal and a brief rest, and then was off to another farm to do it again.


    Ultimately, Hamlin Garland would leave farm life far behind, becoming an eminent journalist, novelist, and critic with more than forty books to his credit. Yet he would always remember that as a young farm boy, he believed that to have the strength and skill to feed a horse-powered thresher was “the highest honor in the world.”
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    A threshing crew is pictured at work with their horse-drawn equipment in Buffalo County, Nebraska, in the 1880s.

  


  [image: image]


  As they expanded westward, American railroads needed to encourage farmers to settle so that they would have profitable customers. They often sold land themselves (the federal government had given them large tracts of land in exchange for extending their tracks) and worked with real estate agents to attract settlers to Iowa, Nebraska, Kansas, and the Dakotas. This colorful advertisement commissioned by the Burlington and Missouri River Railroad in 1872 was one of many that enticed farmers with easy financial terms, attractive images of fertile fields, and free travel to view possible farm sites.
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  Emigrants from Connecticut to Ohio head out on the overland trail in 1805, a journey that could take three months. Author photo.
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  In 1867, the emigrants’ journey from Connecticut to Iowa took three days on the railroad. Author photo.


  Each succeeding generation of emigrating farm families could move west with greater speed and less difficulty and danger. Even more important in the long run, they could count on swifter, more efficient connections with the markets of the East. The ongoing revolution in transportation connected farm families ever more tightly to the American economy as a whole. They could sell their wheat and corn, pork and beef, in what was becoming a national marketplace for farm commodities—and what would eventually become a global one.


  New Tools


  The second revolution was the transformation of farm work itself—first with new tools, and then with the application of machinery to its most basic tasks. It would change the working lives of farm families across the nation, from the coast of Massachusetts to the far-flung settlements on the moving line of the frontier.
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  The traditional farming tools of early America: a manure fork, a scythe for cutting hay, a hay rake, an iron-shod plow, a farmer-made ox yoke, a sickle for cutting grain, a shovel, a pitchfork, an ax, a hoe, and a crude spike-tooth harrow for turning over plowed soil. Author photo.


  The tools that American farmers used at the beginning of the nineteenth century would have been instantly recognizable to the Pilgrims or the first tobacco planters in Virginia. Over two centuries, they had hardly changed at all. Plows, hoes, shovels, rakes, and axes were made by local craftsmen of wood and wrought iron. They were massive and durable, and if they broke, a neighboring blacksmith or carpenter could fix them.


  But by 1840, well before the arrival of agricultural machinery, American farming tools were transformed. Specialized shops appeared to manufacture and sell stronger, lighter tools for virtually every farm task. The old implements, as Francis Underwood of Massachusetts remembered about his father’s farm, had been “heavy and awkward”; the new ones were very different—“so light, yet so strong, so polished and so perfectly adapted to use.” They were also amazingly diverse. In 1800 a farmer might have eight or ten basic tools; by 1860, he could buy dozens of types from a country store, and find hundreds of specialized ones in a city warehouse just a train ride away.
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  An agricultural implement warehouse in New Haven, Connecticut, in the 1860s. Hundreds of specialized tools were available, including ride-behind plows, four different designs for manure forks, and scythe blades in ten different sizes. Author photo.


  By that time, the new hand tools were just about universal on farms in the North and West; the South lagged far behind, however, as its labor patterns were shaped by slavery. The improved implements made the simplest tasks—digging holes, raking hay, felling trees—easier. “It would be difficult to exaggerate,” Underwood wrote, “the relief that came to working men” wherever these new tools were used.


  New Machinery


  While new tools lightened farm labor, new machines would change farming far more completely. The 1830s saw an onrush of innovation. Hundreds of enterprising machinists—Cyrus McCormack, who founded International Harvester, was the most famous and successful—began a successful search for ways to make machines that would do the work of six, a dozen, or twenty farmhands. The new machines reproduced, mechanically, the motion of a harvester with his sickle, or a hayer with his scythe.
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  In this engraving, The Reapers of 1890, the artist has found a way to romanticize the horse-drawn machinery that replaced harvesting by hand. One man rides the lead horse of the powerful, straining team while the other manages the machine. Pictured amid vast fields stretching to the horizon, mechanized farm work has become heroic.
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  In a business where hundreds of farm machinery companies were competing, in the 1870s the Corry Machine Company was staking its claim in the market with this elegant advertising poster. It shows their mower easily cutting a swath of hay much wider than any scythe could do.


  A careful look at an 1870s advertisement by the Corry Machine Company for its Climax Mower shows us how they solved this problem. Under the driver’s seat is the mechanism that takes the rotating motion of the wheels and converts it into the back-and-forth movement of the teeth on the long “cutter bar” that extends to the right. As the teeth move, they cut the hay and lay it on the ground. As the farmer drives his team across the field, the mower cuts a swath of hay wider and smoother than most men could accomplish with a scythe—and far faster. A mowing machine could do the work of a four- or five-man “hay gang.” Oxen had been used on American farms along with horses since the early seventeenth century; although they were sturdy and strong, they were too slow to pull mowers and reapers, so they soon began to disappear.


  By the 1850s, many farmers were using horse-powered reapers for wheat, cutting their hay with mowing machines and gathering it up with “horse rakes.” Innovation moved on from these fundamental tasks to mechanize many others, including binding and threshing grain after harvesting, and planting and shelling corn. By the 1890s, many farms were hearing the roar of portable steam engines, far more powerful than any draft animal, that were beginning to replace horse teams. Steam-powered threshing machines traveled from farm to farm in the wheat-growing states, and steam tractors came into use on some larger farms.


  The result of all these changes taken together was a great increase in the productivity of farm labor. One farmer growing wheat or cutting hay in 1900 could produce four times as much as his great-grandfather could in 1800. The growing reliance on farm machinery brought another change: In addition to hard work, good judgment, and a feeling for land and livestock, a successful farmer in 1900 needed to have strong mechanical skills as well—enough to run and repair his equipment.


  [image: image]


  Standing on his freshly plowed field with his family behind him, this farmer in Belpre, Kansas, is posing proudly with a major new investment in farm machinery, c. 1910. It is a steam-powered traction engine pulling a large set of disk plows. Costing several hundred dollars, it out-powered even a five- or six-team horse plow. Farmers had to borrow extensively to buy such machines, putting them at risk if prices fell or a crop was lost. It’s not surprising that the photograph emphasizes not the man, but the machine.
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  In this 1875 lithograph celebrating the approaching centennial of American independence, the figure of the farmer is central, even though farmers were feeling increasingly vulnerable in a changing economy.


  THE COSTS OF TRANSFORMATION


  As farmers adopted new technologies and became more and more enmeshed in the world of buying and selling, they lost as well as gained. On the positive side, their work was physically easier, although still extremely hard by today’s standards. Overall, their standard of living was improving. Farm families had greater access to cash, and to the consumer goods that the American economy was producing.


  “I feed you all,” proclaims the farmer in an 1875 lithograph celebrating the centennial of American independence. He himself is a figure of strength and independence, leaning against his plow with its team of handsome horses. He is at the center of the picture, and all the other trades and occupations seem to depend on him. But in reality, farm families at this time were finding the economy more and more perilous and unpredictable. They were selling their goods in a market where prices were determined by forces—weather, international competition, and transportation costs—that they could not control. Farmers faced a paradox: Bountiful harvests were good for everyone when demand was strong, but hurt everyone when overabundant supply pushed prices down too far. Poor harvests raised prices; they benefited the fortunate farmers whose crops remained whole, but destroyed the livelihoods of everyone else.
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  Many of the young men in this North Dakota threshing crew, c. 1913, would not spend their lives as farmers. On the farm, they faced diminishing opportunities. The young women standing at the door of the cook wagon were even more likely to leave the country for the city. Institute for Regional Studies, North Dakota State University.


  Farmers increasingly had to struggle not only with the weather but with some of the nation’s most powerful institutions. “I carry for all,” the railroad executive says in the centennial print, and no one could deny that the railroads’ vast expansion had made possible thousands of new rural communities and millions of new farms. But farmers increasingly felt that “I carry for all” was a lie. They saw the railroads badly abusing their power as the unchallenged transporter of farm goods to market. Without competition, railroads were able to impose high freight rates and shipping practices that threatened to eat up whatever profits farmers could make. Although railroad owners talked about the sacred rights of property and contract, most farmers wanted government regulation of shipping costs.


  There is also a banker in the 1876 lithograph, but he is pictured as saying, “I fleece you all.” Farmers increasingly found themselves going into debt, driven by the costs of land and machinery, and the seasonal nature of their income and expenses. They wanted lower interest rates and a steady growth in the money supply that would raise farm prices and ease their mortgage payments. Bankers and most Eastern businessmen wanted their loans profitably repaid and demanded a tight lid on prices, inflation, and money in circulation. Railroads, money, and banking—the issues at the heart of the American farmers’ struggle to survive in the marketplace—were at the center of bitter political battles after the Civil War.


  Increasing productivity led to another paradox for farmers. Over the long run, it meant that their numbers would diminish, as ever fewer workers were needed to feed the nation. A photograph of a North Dakota threshing crew in 1913 (see pages 18–19) shows us twenty-three young men who worked on the machines, and two young women who cooked for them. Fewer than half of them, based on what historians know about the movement of the rural population, would still be on the farm ten years later. Some would have left for a job “in town,” 50 miles away. Many would have taken the longer journey to Omaha or Chicago. As farming continued to be an economic struggle, the promise of the city—higher wages, greater opportunity for work and marriage, freedom and anonymity—was pulling young men and women out of the countryside, just as it had my grandfather.


  GENDER ROLES


  A photograph or a painting can illuminate an entire social universe more effectively than oceans of ink on the page. Samuel Lancaster Gerry’s New England Farmyard is a striking example. Through its detail and flow, the painting shows how farm work was organized between the sexes.


  A young woman wearing a bonnet and dressed for work stands in the foreground, holding a bucket. A cow is already heading to the barn, and she will soon be milking it. The woman at the back door of the house is dressed for indoor work, wearing the white cap and collar of a mature woman. She is holding a broom, caught in the midst of household chores. The two women have stopped in their work to watch the arrival of a man and a boy in a wagon loaded with goods. They are probably returning from town. Across the bottom of the picture, in counterpoint to the broom and milk pail that signify a woman’s duties, are the tools of men’s outdoor work—a hay rake, ox yoke, shovel, and plow.


  Men and women worked on the farm in ways that were both distinct and interdependent. The fields were for men. The house and garden were women’s domain. Men on the farm were far freer to travel than women, who were tied to the daily routines of cooking, housework, and tending children. Men and boys took care of the large livestock like horses and oxen. Women and girls tended chickens and geese, and slopped pigs. Men worked with plows and edge tools—scythes, sickles, axes, and saws—while women rarely used them.


  [image: image]


  Samuel Lancaster Gerry, New England Farmyard, 1849. Old Sturbridge Village.


  Men did the rough processing—taking grain from sowing to harvest and threshing—and they also slaughtered livestock. Women did the fine processing, turning flour and meal into bread, salting meat, preserving vegetables, making butter and cheese. Very young children followed their mothers or older sisters while they worked. Then, somewhere between seven and nine, they began to take up the tasks marked out for their gender, the work that they would do as adults.
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  On farms that just kept a few cows for family use, women and girls continued to milk, as in this photograph of Alice Butcher milking a cow on the T. J. Butcher place on Middle Loup, West Union, Nebraska, c. 1910.


  There were some exceptions to this division of labor. At the peak of summer haying, women across America went into the fields. On Pennsylvania German farms, well past the middle of the nineteenth century, women worked as harvesters in the wheat fields—to the shock and outrage of many New England observers who were concerned with female delicacy. Although widows—and, more rarely, single women—could run their own farms, they hired men for the heaviest work. A family with six daughters and no sons, or the reverse, might have to arrange work roles more flexibly. Farm households living near each other sometimes “swapped” children from day to day depending on what kind of work needed to be done.
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  There are two significant things to notice in this photograph, c. 1923. The first is that this farmer is sitting in the barn, preparing to milk, while wearing the headphones of an elaborate radio array. Almost certainly this picture was staged. The second is more fundamental: Dairying has become a male occupation, as we see a milkman rather than a milkmaid.


  Dairying became a different kind of exception. Over the second half of the nineteenth century, it ceased to be the sole domain of women. The change started in New England and New York, where farms abandoned grain production in the face of competition from the West. As soon as dairy farming became the farm’s central economic activity, men started to take on most of the dairy work. Women’s dairying skills were pushed aside by the appearance of “cheese factories” and large factory-like creameries that took milk from many farms and processed it. In 1800, it would have been unusual to see a man milking. By 1900, men well outnumbered women in the dairy barn.


  THE FACES OF FARMING


  Farmers don’t often look out at us from early photographs (or from portrait paintings for that matter) while holding any sign of their occupation. In this they were different from craftsmen, who by 1800 were posing for their portraits with tools in hand, and by 1850 were sitting for similar daguerreotypes. Grant Wood’s American Gothic, with its hollow-eyed farmer holding a pitchfork, was hardly typical. The tools of agriculture seemed somehow to breach the genteel conventions of portraiture.
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  Mark White Adams, 1837. Old Sturbridge Village.


  But occasionally there is a subtle clue, as in the portrait of Mark White Adams of Cavendish, Vermont, painted in 1837. There is really only one interesting detail in this otherwise-simple portrait of the successful forty-seven-year-old farmer, and that’s the leather wallet that he is holding. White was not only a farmer but a drover—a man who gathered beef cattle from neighboring farms and took them on a 150-mile trek to Boston, buying and selling animals along the way. Ultimately he would sell his herd at the great livestock market in Boston. What about the wallet? It signifies the large amounts of cash he needed for his cattle dealing, and was probably made from the hide of one his cattle.


  The daguerreotype on page 25 is another rarity, because it shows two farmers who are, in a real sense, posing with the tools of their trade. It shows two young men wearing the long frocks that were favored for outdoor work by farmers in New England and New York. Posing for their portrait as well are two oxen in a yoked team—the draft animals most widely used on northeastern farms until well after the middle of the nineteenth century. Ox driving was a skill that most farmers needed, and these young men seem proud of it. Oxen were always worked in pairs, and yokefellows usually stayed together as long as both were alive. To teach oxen their repertoire of commands—to start and stop, back up, turn right or left—farmers began to train them early. Calves were selected and paired up before they were a year old. Teams began with quarter-size yokes and worked through several sizes until they reached full growth in three or four years, when they were ready for the serious work of plowing and hauling.


  
    Eyewitness:


    LEWIS WICKES HINE AND CHILDREN’S WORK


    Lewis Wickes Hine (1874–1940) created a career for himself as one of America’s first photojournalists, taking remarkably powerful pictures during a time of wrenching historical change. He devoted himself and his camera to documenting the experience of American workers. Born in Wisconsin and educated at the University of Chicago and Columbia, Hine started off as a teacher in New York City. He used photography as a teaching tool, working with his students to document new arrivals at Ellis Island. Gradually, Hine discovered his true vocation—coupling photography with social investigation to teach Americans about themselves, and stir them to action against injustice.


    Between 1908 and 1915, Hine was the photographer and researcher for the National Child Labor Committee, an organization that sought to publicize the harsh working conditions and long hours of hundreds of thousands of American children on farms and in factories. Later, he worked as a photographer for the Red Cross, the Tennessee Valley Authority, and the Works Progress Administration during the New Deal. All his life, Hine remained a tireless advocate for working children, and workers in general. Tellingly, we have almost no photographs of the man who created thousands and thousands of images. Hine’s work was about what he could see through the camera lens, not about the man who clicked the shutter. But in a 1908 photograph, we can see him and his camera outlined in shadow, while he takes the picture of a small boy selling newspapers on a sunny day in Indianapolis. It is probably how he wanted to be remembered.
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    A young boy posed for Lewis Hine on an Indianapolis street in 1908. Hine’s shadow can be seen on the pavement.
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    In agricultural America, virtually all children did farm work, usually beginning quite young. In 1915, Lewis Hine captured five children (ages seven, nine, eleven, thirteen, and fourteen) as they hoed corn on their family’s farm near Menomonee Falls, Wisconsin.
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  Two young men in farmer’s working “frocks” pose with their ox team in this daguerreotype (1850–60).


  DOWN SOUTH


  From the beginning, agriculture in the American South, with its long growing season, was dominated by “staples,” or money crops—products that fetched a high price in the marketplaces of Europe. Early in the seventeenth century came tobacco, then rice, indigo, and sugar. Finally came cotton, the king of them all. Slavery—the hereditary servitude of men and women of African descent—emerged as the South’s labor system well before 1700. It was a brutal solution to the problem of producing staple crops in large quantities at low cost, and ensuring that there were enough laborers for the exhausting work that these crops required. The South had large numbers of small slave-owning farmers and many farmers who owned none at all, but the great planters, and the money crops on which their fortunes were based, defined its economy and society.


  A LANDSCAPE OF FEAR


  A cotton field could be beautiful, Solomon Northup thought. “There are few sights more pleasant to the eye,” he wrote in 1853, “than a wide cotton field when it is in the bloom. It presents an appearance of purity, like an immaculate expanse of light, new-fallen snow.” Yet he also knew that it could be a landscape of fear. Northup was a free black man from New York State who in 1841 was kidnapped while visiting Washington, D.C., and sold into slavery. After twelve years in servitude, he was returned to freedom, and wrote Twelve Years a Slave, an account of his experience on cotton plantations in Louisiana.


  In Louisiana, cotton was planted “in the months of March or April,” he wrote, work that required the use of “two mules, three slaves, a plough and harrow.” Within two weeks the cotton plants made their appearance, and hoeing season began. From April to July the slave field hands, men and women, young and old, were turned out every day to hoe or “chop” cotton, to remove weeds and keep the soil turning over. It was a virtually endless process, “a field having no sooner been finished once, than it is commenced again.” On the plantations Northup knew, the work was fearful as well as repetitive. “The overseer or driver follows the slaves with a whip . . . The fastest hoer takes the lead row. He is usually about a rod [16.5 feet] in advance. If one of them passes him, he is whipped. If one falls behind, or is for a moment idle, he is whipped. In fact, the lash is flying from morning until night, the whole day long.”
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  Picking cotton near Clarksdale, Mississippi Delta, November 1940. Cotton had not been picked by slaves in the Mississippi Delta for nearly eighty years when this picture was taken, but the fields looked the same. Not only that, the pickers were the great-grandchildren of slaves, and they were using the same shoulder-hung cotton sacks that Solomon Northup described in 1853.
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  Four, or perhaps five generations of this slave family in South Carolina pose outside their cabin in 1862. Their master’s Sea Island plantation has just been occupied by the Union Army, and they are now free. Slaves constantly struggled to keep their families together against the claims of plantation labor and the constant possibility that older children could be sold and sent away.


  Picking started in August, and, as Northup remembered, offered no relief from dread or labor. A new hand, coming to pick cotton for the first time, was “whipped up smartly, and made for that day to pick as fast as he can possibly.” Then his or her sack of cotton was weighed at the end of the day, “so that his capability in cotton picking is known.” From then on, this brutal measurement determined the cotton picker’s quota. Bringing in less would be evidence of shirking, “and a greater or less number of lashes is the penalty.” The lowest acceptable figure, Northup recalled, was around 200 pounds a day. The least-productive pickers, after repeated whippings had failed, were usually assigned to other work. The most skillful ones, who might bring in 400 pounds a day, were trapped. If they missed their quotas, they were punished more severely than anyone else.


  Hoeing and other plantation work would end without a daily reckoning, but each day of cotton picking concluded with slaves carrying their cotton sacks to the gin house where their day’s work would be weighed. “A slave never approaches the gin house with his basket of cotton but with fear,” Northup wrote. “If it falls short in weight—if he has not performed the full task appointed him, he knows that he must suffer.” After the weighing came the whippings. Even a slave who had exceeded his quota might not rest easy, for some masters would take note and “measure the next day’s task accordingly.”
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  In defense of slavery, this 1841 lithograph presents an idealized portrayal of plantation conditions. Happy, dancing slaves greet their benevolent owners who feed and clothe them, nurse them when they are sick, and care for them when they are old. An elderly slave says, “God bless you, Massa!”
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  In the 1840s and ’50s, Green Hill Plantation in Campbell County, Virginia, grew cotton and wheat. But it was also a training ground for skilled slave field overseers, carpenters, and blacksmiths, most of whom were sold to other plantations once they had learned their trade. Green Hill’s owner found this the most profitable part of his business. Historic American Building Survey.


  During his sojourn as a slave “on the shores of Bayou Boeuf,” Northup remembered that the workday was both long and severely enforced. An hour before daylight an overseer or house slave blew the great plantation horn, waking the slaves, who hurried to “prepare their breakfast, fill a gourd with water, in another deposit their dinner of cold bacon and corn cake” before they walked out to the fields. It was “an offense invariably followed by a flogging, to be found at the quarters after daybreak.” Then followed twelve hours in the field—from May through September, in punishing heat and humidity—with a brief break for dinner at noon. If there was still cotton to be picked, weighed, and stored, work went on long after nightfall. Then evening chores had to be done: feeding the mules, slopping hogs, cutting firewood. Finally, the slaves returned to their cabins, “sleepy and overcome with the long day’s toil.”


  
    Tools:


    THE MACHINE THAT MADE KING COTTON


    Each boll of cotton, when opened up, has as many seeds as an orange, and the seeds and fibers are tangled together. Cotton couldn’t be spun into thread until all the seeds had been removed, and this was a major problem for American cotton growers at the end of the eighteenth century. American “short-staple” cotton, the only kind that grew in most of the South, was full of very sticky green seeds. Removing them by hand was extremely slow work; it took a day to clean a single pound of cotton. This made American cotton much too expensive for sale on the world market.


    In 1793, New England inventor Eli Whitney solved this problem. His cotton engine, or “cotton gin,” used a rotating toothed barrel to separate the seeds from the usable cotton. His first model, hand-cranked by a single worker, could clean 50 pounds of cotton a day. Over the following decades the cotton gin was steadily improved. Larger versions were horse- or mule-powered, and by 1850, many were powered by steam. Whitney’s gin made it possible for American cotton to conquer the market and supply the textile mills of England and America. Cotton growing in the South expanded enormously, and so did slavery.
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    The first cotton gin, drawn by William L. Sheppard (Harper’s Weekly, 1869).
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    Cotton lint is everywhere inside this gin house in Dahomey, Mississippi, c. 1898, with its large steam-powered gins and cotton presses. We can see five African American workers and one white man, perhaps a supervisor. Just as in the cotton factories, the lint in the air put workers at risk for respiratory disease.


    Whitney himself was far more concerned with the patent rights and financial arrangements for his invention than with its social impact. The gin was hailed from the beginning as a triumph of “Yankee ingenuity” that was helping to create national prosperity. Like most Americans of his time, he did not seriously question the institution of slavery. By 1840, there were some voices of criticism; ardent opponents of the slave system, mostly from Whitney’s own New England, believed that the United States would have been better off without the cotton gin and the powerful impetus it gave to slavery. Without it, they thought, the Southern labor system might have withered away. Of course, that was an idle wish. The cotton gin was the key to a system of production that stayed in place long after the Civil War.
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  In 1939, photographer Russell Lee identified this man in Marshall, Texas, as a former slave. He had probably been born in the 1850s, and had some childhood memories of “slavery days.” He holds a surviving artifact of this era—a horn used to call slaves from their cabins to work in the morning, to signal their brief dinner break in the fields at noon, and to call them in from the fields at night.


  The work of slaves varied greatly, and was not always as brutal as Northup’s experience. Some masters were considerably kinder, and a few gave exceptionally talented slaves great responsibility. Ex-slave Josiah Henson despised his master as ignorant and dissipated, but because he had little hope of change or escape, he confined his ambitions to the narrow world of enslavement in which he lived. As a young man, he was eager “to be first in the field, whether we were hoeing, mowing, or reaping; to surpass those of my own age, or indeed any age . . . and to obtain, if possible, the favorable regard of the petty despot who ruled over us.” Eventually, Henson wound up managing his master’s plantation for several years. He made it successful, and his master deferred to his judgment about farming and business affairs. Still, Henson was never allowed to forget his status as a slave, someone who could be insulted, ordered about, or beaten at any time. Slavery was always coerced labor; lurking behind the smile of even the most benevolent master was the reality of the whip.


  THE LONG HARD DEATH OF SLAVERY


  After the end of the Civil War in 1865 and the emancipation of the slaves, everything was different—but nothing had changed. The South was still one of the world’s great producers of cotton, sugar, and tobacco, but it was much poorer. The plantation owners who had dominated the South’s society and economy had had their wealth and power ripped away. For a while it seemed that the great plantations would be permanently broken up, and the South would become a region of smaller family farms, as many, both in the North and the South, had hoped. But the problems of poverty, race, and the need to produce for the unforgiving global marketplace could not be overcome. The ownership of the South’s best agricultural land returned to relatively few hands, all of them white.


  African Americans were no longer anyone else’s property, but they still had almost no property of their own. They began as landless farmers and laborers, and for the most part, would remain so for many decades. Despite the efforts of teachers, reformers, and some sympathetic Northern politicians, a workable system of land ownership and agricultural opportunity for freed slaves was never created. Ultimately the social and political reconstruction of the South was abandoned by public opinion and political leaders at the North.
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  “White cotton, black pickers and a gin. Humble and crude, but the crop Uncle Sam depends on to maintain his gold balance.” This image from 1915 shows pickers and the gin house and smokestack of a steam-powered cotton gin. Its caption reminds us that the racial hierarchy of the cotton field was still in place and that cotton exports were important to America’s international balance of payments.


  With few resources, freed slave families were forced back into the roles they had occupied under the old agricultural system, or something very much like it. More than a few of them, followed by their children, found themselves chopping weeds and picking cotton on a former owner’s plantation. Many ended up working plantation land “on shares,” receiving seed, tools, groceries, and a rented house, on credit, and paying with a sizable share of the crop they produced. But the terms—steep interest rates, unfair share arrangements, arbitrarily high prices for supplies and low prices for cotton—were so ruinous that each year found them deeper in debt.


  Nonetheless, freedom meant something real to them. There was a greater margin for private life. African Americans could marry and manage their own households and could no longer be whipped by a master for missing their quota of cotton. Still, their freedom was partial and had a bitter taste. The slave master’s lash was replaced by economic coercion, exclusion from political life, unequal enforcement of the laws, and the constant possibility of violence.
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  This photograph of an African American farm couple in Georgia was taken in 1898. The land ownership and independence that the picture suggests was relatively rare and always fragile in the post–Civil War South.
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  Cotton pickers gather for work at the Alexander Plantation in Mississippi in this 1936 photo. Day labor picking cotton for landowners was the lot of many whose families had no access to land at all, or had failed as sharecroppers.


  “I WAS DUTIFUL TO MY LABOR”


  Ned Cobb of Tallapoosa County, Alabama, was born in 1885 into the black sharecropper’s life, one of struggle and oppression. Cobb was a man who deeply understood, even if he could not change, the ways of farming, economic power, and race relations in the early-twentieth-century South. He lived his life as a cotton farmer, struggling to find success and security within a system that frustrated his ambitions at every turn. On his own ground, Ned Cobb was shrewd, tenacious, and enterprising. In an unjust situation that pushed many men into passivity, he was a passionate exponent of the gospel of work. In fact, it’s hard to imagine that anyone ever worked harder or more persistently than this son of freed slaves.


  Like most African Americans of his time and place, Cobb grew up illiterate with no chance to get an education. “My daddy never did send me to school long enough to learn to read,” he said, and as for reckoning, “I can put down on paper some little old figures but I can’t add ’em up.” His story would have been lost to history except that an enterprising young historian, Theodore Rosengarten, took down Cobb’s reminiscences, in an oral autobiography that was published as All God’s Dangers.
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  A sharecropper’s house in Hale County, Alabama (Walker Evans, 1935 or 1936). Many sharecroppers lived in houses like this. It was built as two separate one-room cabins joined together with a roofed-over passageway, or “dogtrot.”


  Cobb learned to work in a very hard school. His father had farming skills enough, but preferred to go hunting in the Alabama piney woods. He charged Ned, his oldest son, to work their rented fields in his stead. “My daddy put me to plowing the first time at nine years old,” he recalled. “He wore out
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  RISK: FARMING ON THE GREAT PLAINS
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  PATTERNS OF BOUNTY AND FRUITLESSNESS
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  THE ARID BELT, COWBOYS, AND CATTLE
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  A COWBOY’S LIFE
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  ON THE TRAIL
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  CHANGES ON THE HORIZON
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  “WE WAS STARVED OUT AND WE LIVE ON PERHAPS”: THE DUST BOWL
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  PICKING AND PACKING
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  THE WHOLE FAMILY WORKS: A STORY OF THE BERRY FIELDS
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  “NOW WE CAN’T GO NOWHERES ELSE”: A STORY OF THE ORANGE GROVES
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