
ECONO1IIC HISTORY OF THE PRODUCTION 
OF BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA 

[ This is the first installment of an article on the economic history of beef 
production in Iowa, by John A. Hopkins, Jr. The article will be continued in 
the April number.-THE EDITOR] 

The following study attempts to trace the development 
of the production of beef cattle in Iowa. The beef enter
prise is one which has been present in Iowa since the State 
was first settled. Since that time it has 1Jndergone a 
marl{ed change, the greater part of which may be attrib
uted to economic conditions. 

Ear~ly in the study it became evident that the beef enter
prise could not be considered independently. either could 
it be confined to Iowa alone. The development of the beef 
enterprise in Iowa has been one phase of cattle production 
in the nation and, therefore, some attention must be given 
to the development of the industry. Without this back
ground it would be practically impossible to understand 
many of the developments in the area under consideration. 
Consequently an attempt has been made to follow the mi
gration of the industry across the country toward the 
middle west until it reached Iowa. In this migration many 
of the underlying economic forces appeared which were 
later to shape its development. The importance of beef 
cattle in the settlement of a new ter1 .. itory may be expected 
to appear here, as may the forces which caused the decline 
of the gTazing of he1~ds on the p1 .. ai1 .. ie and the planting of 
the land in crops, part of which were fed to cattle which 
were raised under-- more intensive methods or in other 
localities. 

Not only is it necessary in a study such as the present one 
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to orient the industry in Iowa by observing the stage of 
development which it had I"eached in the rest of the coun
try, and to observe developments in other States as the 
industry grew in Iowa, but it is also necessary to keep in 
mind constantly the place in the farm business which this 
enterprise :fills. In the first stage of development there was 
a screen of cattle drifting across the prairie behind the 
trapper and ahead of the plow. It is possible to study these 
he1 .. ds without much regard to other farm enterprises. But 
this stage passed quickly, and thereafter, the cattle occu
pied a more or less definite place in the organization of a 
business which combined a number of other enterprises, all 
of which shared jointly in the 11se of the land, labor, and 
equipment of tl1e farmer. Oonsiclerable attention must also 
be given to various crops used as feed for the cattle. The 
cattle must be considered, too, as providing a use for some 
of the farmer's time during slack seasons when he has a 
choice of g·etting· a small return from his labor f 1·om the 
care of cattle, or of g·etting no return at all. These comple
mentary and supplementary relationships afford a very 
different sort of an enterprise to consider than would be 
the case if cattle were p1,oduced alone, and apa1"t f1 .. om all 
other p1 .. oducts. 

The central problem of the farmer is to g·et the g1. .. eatest 
possible total return from the 1·esources at his command. 
The most profitable use of each of his 1"esou1·ces will be 
determined by his circumstances. The factors of produc
tion, the prices of different commodities which he could 
produce, his facilities for getting~ his product to market, 
and other things must be taken into consideration. When 
there was a large supply of free or cheap land, with a 
scarcity of labor and capital, the early settler turned to the 
grazing of cattle on the prairies. But as his economic 
environment changed and the supply of labor and capital 
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grew, as did the cons11ming population, he fo1.1nd that other 
types of production became more profitable. Other types 
of cattle were found to return a greater income. New 
methods of producing~ feeds became imperative, and he was 
f 01 .. ced to modify his whole scheme of pr .. oduction to be able 
to compete -with other producers of beef or similar products. 

It is apparent that the development of tl1e beef cattle 
business depended to some deg-i .. ee on other industries out
side of the farm bl1siness as ,vell as on other enterp1 .. ises 
" rithin it. The building of railroads into Io,va changed the 
cattle producing business quite materiall3-.. , partl;T by pro
viding cheaper and better transportation for the cattle and 
partly by making it possible to ship out of the State some 
bulky products which in earlier years had been fed to 
cattle. The transportation system is quite important to 
the present day Io,va cattle feeder, ,vhose business is fat
tening cattle that ha,Te been raised on the western ranges. 
The growth of the system by which the cattle producer is 
:financed, and the development of the li·~.re stock marketing 
system have also had large parts in shaping the evolution 
of the cattle enterpr--ise. 

An attempt was made by the author to examine the prin-
cipal publications, both books and periodicals, which had a 
bea1 .. ing on the development of cattle production in Iowa 
and in other sections as well. 1fuch of this material was 
found to relate to the problem at hand only indirectly or in 
an indefinite way. Valuable but scattered bits of informa
tion were secured from agTicultur .. al publications and from 
the reports of agricultural societies. There were a few 
books, such as The American Livestock and Meat Industry, 
by R. A. Clemen, and Professor J. W. Thompson's manu
script on ''A History of Stock Raising in America'', which 
furnished valuable data. But little of this bore directly on 
the development of the industry in I owa. The ref ore, it was 
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necessary to interview a large number of old settlers and 
farmers who had been in the b11siness in the State for a 
long period of time, as ,veil as cattle dealers, bankers, com
mj ssion men, and others. The information secured in these 
interviews was more descriptive than that found in most of 
the published works, and fl1rnished more definite informa
tion as to the rate of settlement, the dates of the adoption 
of improved practices or new crops, and the function which 
the cattle enterprise filled in the farm organization at dif
f e1·ent stages of development. 

I 

ANTECEDE TTS OF BEEF PRODUCTIO.L I IOWA 

A study of the beef gTowing industry of Iowa can not be 
confined altog·ether to the ljmits of the State. Even in its 
earliest days the industry was forced to conform to the de
mand of the markets, which were well beyond the State 
boundar--ies. In later years the business of feeding cattle 
depended for its thin stock largely on the range country to 
the west. The ref ore, a study of the industry, even at any 
one time, will be incomplete and will not give an adequate 
understanding of the problem unless some attention is 
given to phases of the industry which lie outside of Iowa. 

It should be the ajm of a study in economic history to 
give as complete an understanding as possible of the forces 
which modify the business under consideration. This can 
not be done for the beef cattle enterprise if the study is 
confined strictly to the period during which cattle have been 
raised in Iowa. 11 ost of the practices found in Iowa were 
transplanted from older sections of the country farther to 
the east. It is necessary to regard the history of this farm 
enterprise in Iowa as a section of a larger and broader de
velopment which began in the earliest colonies of .America, 
continuing to the present day without breaking off or start-
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ing anew. There was a constant modification by contem
porary events which accelerated or retarded the operation 
of forces already present in the economic organization of 
the time, but very seldom added an influence altogether 

new. 
Professor James Westfall Thompson has expressed this 

aspect of the agricultural history of the United States in 
his'' A History of Stock Raising in America'' 1 as follows: 

A regular sequence of industry, beginning with the hunter, fol
lowed by the cattle-raiser and finally by the settled farmer is ob
servable in the historical evolution of this frontier. Each epoch 
of the frontier's expansion is characterized by this '' common se
quence of frontier types, fur-trader, cattle-raising, pioneer, small 
primitive farmer.'' 

This '' common sequence'' may be tr·aced right across the contin-
ent, as we shall see. The cow country of each period is always just 
behind the hunter and the trapper, and ahead of the permanent 
settler. By 1800 it was west of the Alleghanies, in Ohio and Ken
tucky. In 1860 it was in Illinois and Missouri. In the '80's the 
cow country was on the Great Plains. 

But wherever the frontier line has been, cattle-raising has al
ways been the dominant industry of the frontier. The cow-pens 
and cow-drivers of the eighteenth century were the ranches and 
the cowboys of the nineteenth century . 

'' A perpetually r eceding frontier of barbarism'' wrote the late 
John Fiske, was to be one of the most profoundly and variously 
significant factors in the life of English-speaking Americans until 
the census of 1890 should announce that such a frontier could no 
longer be definitely located. 

CATTLE RAISING IN EARLY MASSACHUSETTS 

In early Massachusetts cattle were of great importance 
economically, and of great sig--ni:6cance historically. Cattle 
were the most important live stock and the basis of much 

1 Thompson's '' A History of Stock Raising in America.'', Ch. IV, p. 29. 
This is an unpublished manuscript in the possession of the United States 
Department of Agriculture, Washington, D. C. 
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of the " realth of the colony even before the middle of the 
seventeenth centu1 .. y. The1--e was good pasture waiting to 
be used when the Pilgrims ar1 .. ived, and they and others 
who came afte1 .. them went about stocking the country with 
cattle shipped from England or raised from earlier ship
ments, mostly of col1rse from the latter. Live stock multi
plied rapiclly in the early settlements and it was not many 
decades until the pasture in the jmmediate neighborhood of 
the towns was insufficient fo1 .. the maintenance of the rap
idly growing herds. Short pasturage and increasing herds 
ranked with religious and civil dissension as a cause for the 
scattering of the settlers in mall towns and for their mi
gration to new sections, as from 1:assachusetts to the Con
necticut Valley or to inland sections. 

It is also noteworthy that a great many of the clashes 
with the Indians in colonial days were precipitated by the 
presence of cattle. The Indians were hunters and had no 
great objection to eating beef occasionally instead of veni
son. Furthermo1·e it was not unusual for stray cattle to 
wander into the Indian's cornfields which were not fenced. 
Like his white successor in the land, the Indian objected 
strenuously to having his corn trampled and not infre
quently retaliated by killing the offending cattle. The older 
Iowans who remember the period in Iowa prior to the pass
ing of the fence laws will appreciate the difficulty of keeping 
peace between the owner of cattle r11nning at large and the 
owner of an unfenced cornfield. 

Not many cattle, however, were permitted to run at large 
in early New England. As early as 1633 cattle we1 .. e tended 
in to\vn herds, much as in Iowa more than two centuries 
later, in order that the cattle might not stray off too far and 
be lost. The common pastures played an important part in 
the economy of early ew England, but as the herds grew 
and the commons became overstocked, it was necessary to 
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end the cattle farther from the to\vn for pasture. They 
,vere usually collected in the morning by a herder who was 
paid by the o\vners. The herd was usually returned in the 
evening in order that the cows might be milked. There was 
sometjmes a second herd of dry cows and other non-milking 
stock. This herd was usually pastured at a greater dis
tance from to,vn than the mjlking cattle, often being kept 
out from spring until the end of the pasture season in the 
fall. William B. Weeden in his Economic and Social His
tory of New E1igla1id desc1"ibes this situation as follows : 

By embodying in one communal herd the cattle of many O\vners, 
the best care was obtained with the least effort. Labor was scarce 
in the widening estates of the proprietors and in the gro,ving 
towns. In some cases, as at Cambridge, the cattle were brought 
into the village twice in twenty-four hours to be milked, and were 
pastured out day and night. Generally the catt le were in the 
home lot at night or in a common cow-house, safe from beasts of 
prey. 

The Cambridge arrangement is typical of the customs prevailing 
in 1635, as well as at later periods. Richard Rice was to keep 100 
co,vs for three months, r eceiving ten pounds in pay. The town 
gives him two men to help him the first fol1rteen daJ·s, and one man 
the next seven days. This was during the primary schooling of 
the herd, and while the cows were learning good manners. Then 
that the morals of Richard, the '' cow keep '', might not deteriorate 
in this enfo1"ced dailJ' duty, he was to be allowed two sabbath out 
of three for worship, the town providing for the herd on those 
days. He was to pay three pence fine fo1' any night when he failed 
to bring in all his charge. He could not keep any other cattle with
out consent of the townsmen.2 

The colonists developed a lively trade in barreled beef 
and pork with the West Indies long before the Revolution. 
Eve11 prior to this trade, in 1640-1641, the Puritan revolu
tion in England brought distress to the owners of cattle in 
11:assachusetts, and Governor Bradford's vivid description 

2 Weeden's Economic anil Social History of N ew E ngland, Vol. I, p. 64. 
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of the ''fall of cattle, in which most parte of their estats 
lay,'' 3 1--eminds the reader that the depression of 1920-1921 
was far from being the :first financial disaster to cattlemen. 

As the population of New England g1--ew and commP✓rce 

and industry encroached on agriculture, good land for 
grazing became scarce in the older sections and cattle rais
ing ,vas driven westward to what was then the frontier. It 
retired into the newer sections of New Hampshire and Ver
mont, declining· in importance in New England just prior 
to the Revolution.4 Its march to the west had begun. 

THE SHENANDOAH VALLEY AND THE PIEDMO T REGIO 

Before the middle of the eighteenth century the rich pas
tures of the Shenandoah Valley had become famous as a 
cattle raising section, the cattle being d1"iven to Phila
delphia or Baltimore for disposal. 5 On the ot1tbreak of the 
French and Indian wars in 1755 this business was made 
precarious by frequent Indian raids and developed but little 
for a couple of decades. By the time of the Revolution it 
was overshadowed by the development of cattle raising in 
the Piedmont region to the south. In the foothills of the 
Appalachians in North and South Carolina and northern 
Georgia, there was an abundance of gTass and in this mild 
climate cattle multiplied rapidly thus giving ideal condi
tions for extensive cattle raising·. ''In a few years after 
settlement was begun,'' declares one w1·iter on this subject, 

3 Bradford says: '' for they fell indeede . . . . and that so souddanly, 
as a eowe that but a month before was worth 20£ . . . . fell now to 5£ 
and would yeeld no more; and a goate that wente at 3£ or 50s would now 
yeeld but 8 or 10s at most. All men feared a fall of cattle, but it was 
thought it would be by degrees; and not to be from ye highest pitch at once 
to ye lowest, as it did, which was greatly to ye damage of many, and ye un
doing of some.''- Bradford's History of Plvmoth Plantation ( ew York, 
1908 Edition), p. 356. 

4 Thompson's '' A History of Stock Raising in America '', Ch. II. 

5 Thompson's ' 'A History of Stoek Raising in America' ', Ch. VI. 
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'' cattle and hogs became so abundant that they were al 
lowed to become wild and range through the woods in large 
droves, no one pretending to ln1ow how many he owned''.6 

The extensi,re cattle raising which developed here about 
the middle of the eig·hteenth century bo1·e many of the char
acteristics which a century later dominated the greater 
cattle raising industry on the Great Plains. In the Pied
mont of Revolutionary days, and somewhat earlier, there 
,vere men whose f1Jnctions were essentially the same as 
those of the western cowboys in the latter part of the nine
teenth century. '' Cow pens'' or ranches were established, 
round-ups were held, and cattle were identified by brands 
and earmarks. Here too was exemplified the sequence in 
which cattle raising moved completely across the continent. 
Before cattle grazing became established the section was 
inhabited only by a few hunters and trappers. Then came 
the cattle men and most of the hunters disappeared or 
migrated farther west. Later, as the population increased 
in the east, it became more profitable to farm the better 
lying land than to graze it. The more intensive types of 
cultivation then slowly forced the grazing industry to fol
low the hunter westward from the Piedmont region. 

Wb.ile the range business was flourishing in the Pied
mont, a more advanced form of agTiculture had developed 
in southeastern Pennsylvania. By the time of the Revolu
tion and for a half century thereafter, this locality per
formed for the cattle raising industry the same function 
which Iowa and other parts of the '' Corn Belt'' perform 
now.7 The Piedmont region disposed of its cattle either in 

6 Schaf er's Sectionalism in South Carolina, p. 277. 

7 '' The counties around Philadelphia. were the paradise of the American 
f armer and the cattle raiser. Buying lean cattle and fattening was a prof
itable business and stock farms abounded. Lancaster itself ,vas the largest 
inland town in the United States''.- Thompson's '' A History of Stock 
Raising in America'', Ch. VI. 
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Charleston or in Baltimore and Philadelphia. Since the 
south raised but little corn and the cattle driven to Charles
ton were not fattened before killing, the beef sold in that 
city was said to be ''neithe1 .. fat nor of good taste''. But · 
the rich soil of southeastern Pennsylvania produced corn 
abundantly. Hence the cattle of the henandoah Valley 
and ma.ny of those of the Piedmont were fattened by the 
Pennsylvania farmers before they were sold for slaughter. 
LancasteI· owed much of its early development to the cattle 
trade and is still a feede1 .. ma1 .. lret of considerable note. 

The Pennsylvania feeding section, howeve1 .. , did not lose 
its importance in the cattle industry ,vith the decline of 
cattle raising in the Shenandoah and Piedmont regi.ons, for 
as these earlier grazing areas declined their place in the 
production of grass fed cattle was taken by western Penn
sylvania and a little later by Kentucky and Ohio. The 
droves of cattle arriving· in eastern Pennsylvania we1--e still 
in need of furthe1 .. feeding· and finishing· before they were 
put on the Philadelphia and e,v York markets. Natural 
conditions favored this as a cattle feeding section. It was 
near the markets a.nd between the cattle p1 .. oducing and 
cattle cons11ming areas. It had splendid pasturage for 
s11mmer, and an abundance of corn for winter feeding. 
Last but not least, its inhabitants ,vere indl1striol1s Quakers 
and Germans ,vho were skilled and possessed good judg
ment in matters pertaining to live stock. 

The depletion of the soil was another facto1 .. which en
couraged cattle feeding in this section. Continuous pro
duction of cereals, especially of wheat, afte1-- the Revolution 
and during the Napoleonic wars, proved too heavy a drain 
on the soil and by 1820 it showed the need of a restoration 
of its fertility. 8 The feeding of cattle and the careful use 

s Faux's Memorable Days in .America in Thwa.ites's Early Western Travels, 

Vol. "XI, p. 94. 
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of manure, together ,vith clo,1 e1~ and Jjme, offered a solution 
to the soil fertility problem in eastern Pennsylvania during 
the early part of the nineteenth century, just as it did later 
in other feeding sections, and as it doe today in the '' Corn 

Belt''. 
KE TUCKY AND OHIO 

As cattle raising was declining to the east of the Appa
lachian 1fountains in the Piedmont section, stock farms 
were on the increase to the west of the mountains in Ken
tucky. Also streams of iromig1 .. ants were pouring into Ohio 
from over the mountains in Pem1sylvania, carrying with 
them the frontier of agriculture. For a time at least this 
meant the raising of cattle and hogs, which were the most 
desirable commodities that could walk to market. 

The development of tock farming· in Kentuclcy was 
rapid, and to a large degree ,vas carried on by jmmigrants 
from east of the mountains in Virginia. These people 
brought with them live stock of good blood, especially 
horses, and a lively interest in the imp1 .. ovement of stock. 
The result was that Kentucky arly became famous as a 
source, if not of pure-blooded stock, at least of stock of 
superior breeding to that in surrounding States. As early 
as 1785 three sons of 1.fatthew Patton of Virginia, in mi
grating to Kentucky, took with them some half-blooded 
heifers by an imported Long--horn bull. Other Longhorns 
we1'e taken to Kentucky later by members of the Patton 
family and this had considerable infl11ence in the improve
ment of the cattle of that section. 

In 1817 a Colonel Sanders of Kentucky impo1,ted from 
Eng·land twelve cattle, seve1'al of which were Shorthorns. 9 

In the same year Henry Clay impo1 .. ted four Herefords. 
These we1~e the first Herefords b1 .. ought into the United 
States and for some years Clay's stock farm, ''Ashland'', 

9 Thompson's '' A History of Stock Raising in America'', Ch. IX. 

• 
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was one of the show places for travelle1~s in Kentucky. The 
influence of these importations of horthorns and Here
fords, particularly of the former, on the stock of Kentucky 
and Ohio was ve1? great. There was very little blooded 
stock in either State for a long time, but the presence of a 
few raised the standards of the cattle breeder. Also, the 
pure-blooded or grade offspring of the imported cattle were 
used, as far as tl1eir n11m bers permitted, to improve the 
poorer grade native stock of Ohio and Indiana. The native 
cattle at this time represented a mixture of all types and 
descriptions of cattle then lmown in the United States. 
Prior to the British occupation of Vincennes and other 
French outposts in 1763, there were a few ''large flocks of 
black cattle'' 10 kept by the French to supply the French 
g·arrisons and the small settlements around them. Other 
nondescript cattle were brought into the Ohio River section 
by the settlers as they came from Pennsylvania, New Eng
land, New York, and other States. 

An interesting description of the stream of immigration 
which had already been flowing westward for some decades 
was written by Fearon in his Sketches of America in 1818.11 

During these decades, when pioneers were first dragging 
their effects o,rer the Appalachians, pioneering was even 

10 1'filay's T opographical D escription of the Western T erritory of North, 

A nierica, pp. 28, 29. 

11 ''Recurring to my old plan of estimation, I passed on my road from 
Chambersburgh to Pittsburgh, being 153 miles, one hundred and three stage
waggons, drawn by four and six horses proceeding from Philadelphia and 
Baltimore to Pittsburgh - seventy-nine from Pittsburgh to Baltimore and 
Philadelphia, sixty-thr ee waggons with families, from the several places fol
lowing:- twenty from Massachusetts,- ten from the district of Maine, 
fourteen from Jersey,- thirteen from Connecticut,- two from l\faryland,
one from Pennsylva.nia., one from England,- one from Holland - and one 
from Irala.nd; about two hundred persons on horseback,- twenty on foot,
one beggar, one f amily, with their waggon, r eturning from Cincinnati, en
tirely disappointed - a circumstance which, though rare, is by no means as 
some tnight suppose, miraculous.''- Fearon's Sketches of .t1tnerica, p. 196. 
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more arduous and painful than during the later period 
which saw the same stream continue through its early 
deltas of settleme11t and cross the r emaining t,venty-:five 
hundred miles to California and 01--egon. These earlier 
pioneers had but little of the valuable experience of prede
cessors by which to plan their movements. There were then 
no railroads to take them part way. Roads were 11nim
proved and often nearly im1Jassable. The settlers had not 
yet de,reloped even such crude facilities for t1--a:nsporting 
themselves and thei1-- effects as had come into use when 
Iowa was settled a third of a century later. The Conestoga 
wagon, heavy and awkward as it was, was better adapted 
to the journe)r of the settlers than the makeshift outfits 
which most of them were using. At this time the Conestoga 
wagon was being· used in freighting from Pittsburgh to 
Philadelphia but judging from Fea1 .. on's description, had 
not come into gene1 .. al use among the settlers. 

In the last few years of the eighteenth century, cattle 
raising came to be one of the most important if not the most 
important enterprise in Western Pennsylvania and Ohio. 
Prior to this there had been a danger from Indian raids 
which was removed in the battle of Fallen Timber in 1794. 
There had also been a competing· market for co1 .. n by its 
conversion into whisky. A bushel of corn in Philadelphia 
,vas worth as much as three or four in Ohio or western 
Pennsylvania, and yet the intervening mountains and the 
distance offered an effective barrier to its profitable trans
portation. Therefore it was profitable either to feed the 
corn to cattle, which could walk to market, or to manufac
ture it into whisky, which being of small volume and high 
specific value, could be hauled to market with profit. The 
Whisky Rebellion ended this trade. The vol11me of illicit 
distilling at that time is of course unknown, but it was cer
tainly smaller than the trade in cattle. Thereafter cattle 
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increased in importance as a means of transporting corn 

eastward. 
'' At least as early as 1802' , ,vrites Thompson, ''Ken-

tucky and Ohio cattle raisers began to drive cattle to Phila
delphia and Baltjmore.' ' 12 But the trade did not become 
very large for at least a decade thereafter. 

The trade g1,adually increased, but not rapidly, until 
some years after the close of the War of 1812 when the 
failure of wheat to command cash gave a gTeat impetus to 
the raising~ and feeding of cattle and hog·s. Althoug·h the 
selling price of such stock was very lo,v, they we1,e the only 
1,emaining cash articles of the f arme1,., and the cost of pro
duction was not very carefully considered. There was no 
alternative, as he was obliged to have some money where
with to p1,ocure the necessities of life and to pay taxes. 
The business continued to increase 1,apidly until about the 

year 1850.13 

In 1817, a drover named Drenning· took 200 cattle from 
Chillicothe, Ohio, to New York.14 These were said to be the 
first Ohio cattle driven to that market. This trade in
creased as cattle feeding became more general in Ohio. 

12 Thompson's ' 'A History of Stock Raising in America' ', Ch. VI. 

1s EigJith Census of the U1iited States (Agriculture) , 1860, p. cxxx. 

14 '' The high prices of all }rinds of provisions, and more especially that of 
cattle, was the cause of introducing cattle from Ohio. The first drove was 
brought on here (to New York ) in the month of June, 1817, by a drover 
named 'Drenning'. The 'Press' gives us the following account: 'They appear 
as fresh as if just taken off one of our Long Island farms. When it is recol· 
lected that they have been driven nearly one thousand miles, this fact will be 
considered a very remarkable one. Several of our leading butchers have made 
an offer of twelve dollars a hundred for the beef of this drove; but it is sup
posed twelve dollars and a half will purchase them. Mr. Drenning started 
from Chillicothe, Ohio, with about 200 in the drove, driving them very slo,vly, 
and only a few miles per day; he arrived here with more than 100, having 
sold many of them on the way'. The 'old butchers' recollect them, and say 
they looked well, having been strongly fed on ,vhole corn daily from the time 
they sJ;arted. ' '- DeVoe's The Market Book, Vol. I, p. 411. 
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It is of gTeat interest to notice that the methods of feed
ing cattle in the Scioto Rive1~ section of Ohio in the first 
quarter of the nineteenth century were very similar to those 
used much more recently in Iowa, where in the last quarter 
of the nineteenth century, cattle were often fed fodder on 
the ground. In the vol11me on ''Agricultu1--e'' in the Eighth 
Ce1isus of tlie United States, 1860, this system of feeding, 
which was simply the easiest way of getting the cattle and 
corn together, was tr"aced back to the practice prevailing at 
an earlier date in Virg1nia. An extract from this article 

follows: 15 

The large bodies of rich bottom-land lying on the borders of the 
tributary streams of the Ohio ,ve1"e not adapted to wheat-culture, 
and on the Scioto river much of the land ,vas owned by immigrants 
from the south branch of the Potomac ri·ver, Virginia, ""here the 
feeding of cattle had been car1·ied on for many years in a manner 
peculiar to that locality, and which materially differed from the 
mode practiced in P ennsylvania or further north. The cattle ,vere 
not housed nor sheltered, bl1t simply fed twice a day in open lots 
of ten or more ac1"es each, with unhusked co1 .. n with the fodder, 
and followed by hogs to clean up the neglected grains and ears ; 
which practice was adopted here and is still ( written in 1860) the 
almost universal method throughout the west, having undergone 
but little or no material change in fifty years. 

The above example may be considered as one of the earli
est stages in the development of present feeding methods. 

There were two gTades of cattle driven to the east from 
Ohio during these early years. Fat four-year-olds were 
driven slowly for sale in the eastern markets. The second 
type, three-year-olds, were taken off grass and driven east
ward to the Lancaster feeding area where they were sold to 
farmers for fattening. 

Between 1820 and 1-830 the Ohio cattle raising section 
began to 1.1nderg·o the sa.me type of change as that which 

1 5 EigJitli Census of the Un,ited States (Agriculture), 1860, p. cxxx. 

• 
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earlier had made eastern Pennsylvania into a cattle feeding 
instead of a cattle raising section. Immigration pushed on 
throug·h Ohio and into Indiana and Illinois. The popula
tion in Ohio became less spar se, and cattle increased on the 
prairies to the west. It became evident in Ohio that cattle 
could be bought more cheaply from the prairies which lay 
to the west than they could be raised at home. Further
more the Illinois and Indiana cattle raisers had an abun
dance of gTass but a shortage of corn which was plentiful 
in Ohio, where the settlers were :finding· it more profitable 
to cultivate corn than to make a more extensive use of the 
land by grazing it. Therefore cattle began to come into 
Ohio to be :finished on corn as they had come into Pennsyl
vania for a half centurv . ., 

CATTLE RAISING IN ILLINOIS 

Cattle raising did not develop in Indiana to as great an 
extent as in either Ohio or Illinois. The pasture was not 
so good and the early population had a reputation for law
lessness which discouraged stock raising. Moreover, its 
distance f1,om the eastern ma1--kets had something of a de
terrent effect on the raising· of fat cattle. But in Illinois, 
with good pasture a.nd a population which seems to have 
been more predisposed to stock 1--aising·, cattle we1--e soon 
abundant and were allowed to roam more or less unre
strained on the prairies, identified by the o,vner 's brand. 
Large herds we1--e reported on the Illinois p1--airies by 
Fearon and others as early as 1818. 

The cattle in early Illinois, like those in Ohio, were in
tended ultimately for the Philadelphia and Baltimore mar
kets. But because of the scarcity of corn to fatten them and 
the great distance to market, driving cattle from Jllinois to 
the eastern markets proved rather unsatisfactory 16 and 

16 ~Eighth, Cen.sus of the United States (Agriculture), 1860, p. cxxxi. 
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the,,. were driven to Ohio to be fattened instead. From 
~ 

Ohio they were later driven the 1 .. est of the ,vay to ma1·ket. 
The importance of the Ohio feeding section continu d 

until about 1850. In fact, it seems to have grovln in im
portance as the gTazing industry p11shed westward and cov
ered a. larg·er area. It is said that ''before 1 50 thousands 
of cattle "\\Tere 1--aised on the prairies of Illinois, 1issouri, 
and Iowa each year and sold to drov rs who took them to 
Ohio to fatten for the eastern markets.'' 17 It is probable 
that not ma11y of these cattle came from west of the iis
sissippi River, however, but that most of them were raised 

in Illinois. 
The peak of cattle feeding in Ohio was reached and 

passed sometime between 1840 and 1 50. Tl1at it did not 
become an even larger business ,vas due in a larg·e part to 
the development of a market which competed with that of 
the east and was as easily accessible to Illinois as to Ohio. 
This ,vas the marl{et for pork and beef, and even for corn, 
on the plantations i11 tl1e South, and accessible by flatboat 
from points along the J\fississippi and Ohio rivers. This 
ri,7 er trade was largely responsible for the importance of 
Cincinnati and St. Louis as packing centers until the change 
from 1"iver to railroad as a means of transportation made 
Chicag·o the cross-roads of the nation rather than St. Louis 
or some other point. 

The pionee1-- period in Illinois ,vas o,.,er about 1840. The 
frontier had moved to Iowa and Wisconsin, and plenty of 
corn was being raised in Illinois by that time so that farm
ers could fatte11 their own cattle. The road to Philadelphia 
and e,v York, ho,veve1 .. , was a long one, and fat cattle 
shrunk heavily and ,vere expensive to drive through the 
already thickly populated States which intervened. 

But the building of the railroads from the east to the 11is-

11 Thompson's '' A History of Stock Raising in America' ' , Ch. VI. 
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sissippi Rive1~ permitted the fattening· of cattle in Illinois 
and their shipment from there direct to the eastern mar
kets, particularly to New York. Thus Illinois became a 
cattle feeding State and was able to finish its cattle for 
market as well as to buy others from the west and south
west to fatten as Ohio had been doing previously. At the 
same time the population of Ohio, having gTo,vn rapidly, 
was demanding much more beef than formerly for home 
consumption. Therefore the importance of Ohio as a 
source of beef for the eastern markets was gTeatly reduced. 
The new transportation system, which by affording Illinois 
a better market for its cattle had the tendency to raise the 
price of feeder cattle to the Ohio feeder, thereby reducing 
the ma1"'g·in between the thin and fat cattle. It also raised 
the price of co1 .. n by making· it much cheaper to transport to 
the east than before. Previously the high cost of hauling 
had made it practically impossible to ship co1--n. Felix 
Renick in the volume on ''Ag·riculture'' in the Cerisus of 
1860 not only declared that the shipment of cattle from 
Ohio to the easte1--n markets during the p1 .. evious decade had 
greatly fallen off, but added: 

Though the railroads also facilitated the transportation of fat 
cattle from Ohio, adding but little t o the cost, and saving the 
drover nea1-- or quite one hundred pound of flesh, on an average, 
to each animal, yet, by affording quiclrer and at all time a more 
certain conveyance for other tl1ings a well, particularly the article 
of whiskey, and the manufactu1--ers of that article being able to pay 
more for corn than the cattle feeders could possibly afford to do, 
they more than counterbalanced the advantage de1;ved therefrom 
to stocl{-1--aising. H ence, in localities fa,--orabl)T situated for the 
sale of corn, the business of feeding it to cattle l1as become a com
paratively unimportant one.1 8 

1fissouri and Iowa now occupied much the same situation 
in the cattle p1--oducing industry as that occupied by Illinois 

.. 
1 s Eighth Census of the United States (Agriculture), 1860, p. cxx.xi. 
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two decades ea1~1ier. The passing of large numbers of set
tlers toward and into 11issouri was reported by Fa11x as 
early as 1818,19 and by Flint about the same time, but few 
cattle came from west of the rive1· before 1840. But in 
1850, or shortly thereafter, 1Iissouri and to a lesser degree 
southeaste1~n Iowa came to be important as sources of 
feeder cattle for Illinois and of some gTass-fat cattle for 
market. 

A tendency to finish cattle at a young·er age was already 
noticeable, made possible, largely, by improved breeding of 
the cattle even though most of them were still of a quite 
uiferior type. In 1860 the \vriter of the article on Cattle 
a1id the Cattle Trade of the West in the Census of 1860 be
moaned the tendency of the cattle raisers of the time to 
''hurry off their Jialf-fatted stock to market at the early 
age of three years, thereby involving an absolute waste of 
'ra,v material', whereas if these same cattle were kept one 
year longer, and made ripe for the shambles, there would 
not only be a gain of full one-third in weight, but they would 
produce a quality of beef not excelled in any country or 
clime.'' 20 

It was in the early fifties that the midwestern cattle men 
began to become acquainted with Texas cattle and with 
Texas fever. Cattle had become very plentiful in Texas. 
Very few up to this time had been used for beef, but most 
of them only for their hide and tallow. During the early 
fifties, with the development of the transportation system 
and of cattle feeding in Illinois, there appeared an oppor
tunity for the d1 .. iving of these cattle to Illinois to bring 
them to as high a state of :finish as they were capable of 
taking. Some of the more enterprising Illinois drovers 

19 Faux 's Memorable Days in .America in Thwaites 's Early Western Travels, 
Vol. XI, p. 206. 

20 Eighth Census of t he United States (Agriculture), 1860, p. cxxxiiL 
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who, as a class, wer e now dep1-.ived of their earlier function 
of transporting· cattle to the east, attempted to develop a 
trade in bring·ing· cattle f 1·om T xas to Illinois for sale to 

feeder s.21 

At first this t1·ade ,vas welcomed by both Texans and the 
feeders, by the former because it offered an outlet for their 
cattle at 1-.ates ,vhich "\\rere much above what they had re
ceived befo1·e, and by the cattle feeders because the drovers 
could afford to sell the Texan cattle lo"\\Ter than the price of 
nati e stock. But an unforeseen obstacle to the trade arose. 
The native cattle along the route tra,rersed by the Texan 
stock became sick and died, and the disease was properly 
blamed on the Texas cattle, althoug·h it was a long· time be
fore its exact nature was understood. As a result, the 
opposition of the inhabitants ot lissouri and other sec
tions through which the Texas cattle we1-.e driven, prac
tically put a stop to the trade, at least for a while. In some 
1fissouri counties the farmers organized for the protection 

21 In the volume on ''Agriculture'' in the E1.gllth Census of the United 
States, 1860, page cxxxi.v, Felix Renick wrote of his experience ,vith Texas cat
tle as follows: '' In the ,vinter of 1853-54 I had purchased for use about 1200 
head of cattle in the northern part of Texas. . . . These cattle were brought 
to Illinois in the spring and summer of 1854 - tl1e first, I believe, that ever 
came from Texas, at least in large numbers. This enterprise created quite an 
excitement in the northern part of Texas and all my correspondents there 
manifested a strong desire to l1ave this new t1ade continued . . . . as 
they believed it would result advantageously to all concerned, . . . . as 
they said, and with truth, that they could raise cattle and deliver them in 
Illinois ,vith satisfactory profits to themselves, for less, by one-half, than they 
could be raised in that State. . . . but an unforseen difficulty exploded 
the whole business within the next tVi'O years. It was found tl1at the southern 
or Spanish cattle were subject to an epidemic or contagious dlsease someViThat 
resembling the yellow fever in the human race. . . . So serious was the 

· loss occasioned by each drove of Texas cattle passing through, that the inhab
itants of south,vestern :NI.issou.ri held conventions in divers places, and re
solved that no more Texas cattle should pass through the country, and, by 
order of these conventions, armed bands or patrols were appointed, whose duty 
it was to turn back all Texas droves that migl1t attempt to pass, which they 
dicI effectually. Thus ended what at one time seemed a promjsing trade.'' 

• 
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of their cattle from the Texans and turned baclr herds 
which attempted to cros , using either persuasion or the 

f 01 .. ce of armed patrols. 
The Texan cattle were very inferior in type, even as com-

pared to the low grade natives of Illinois at that time. They 
could have been fed if boug,ht cheaply enough, but the early 
experiences in feeding them proved di appointing to most 
of tl1e feeders . TYir. Renick said : 

From the short trial, ho,ve,,er, it became evident that ftom the 
inferiority of the Texas stoclt a beef cattle, the trade ,,·ould not 
have resulted as satisfactorily as ,vas anticipated· the cattle ,vere 
very light weighers for their size of frame, "Tith but little room 
for improvement, and o wild as to be almo t unmanageable. 22 

onsequently the Texas cattle did not become popular. 
Native stock, or cattle from Iowa and 11is ouri, ,vere the 
principal ones to be finished in Illinois or shipped east up 
to the beginning of the i,ril War, ,vhen ev n the possibility 
of bringing in others from the southwest ,vas cut off. 

II 

FORCES I FLUE CI TG THE IOWA ATTLE I DUSTRY 
PRIOR TO 1896 

Prior to 1896 the story of the beef cattle ente1 .. prise in 
Iowa was largely one of that development which naturally 
accompanied the settling and bring"ing under cultivation of 
a ne,v territory. This settlement in Iowa was by pioneers 
,vho entered the State with very little but their intellig·ence 
and their ability to work. The capital which they brought 
with them when they first settled was very meagre and the 
economic history of each new section reveals an insuffi
ciency of capital for the fullest exploitation of the virgin 
land. The problem of obtaining capital in the needed 

22 Eighth, Cen..sus of the Unlited States (Agriculture), 1860, p. exx:xiv. 
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forms was one of the most jmportant with which the new 
settler had to wrestle for a co11ple of decades after he came 
to the new comm11nity. 

The period of time durir1g which the major part of Iowa 
was settled ,vas shor·ter than that required by either Illinois 
or Ohio. The population of the eastern part of the country 
having gro\vn greatly since the settlement of the count1--y 
west of the Appalachians, and immigration from abroad 
being even more rapid than before, there was an increasing 
stream of settlers flowing· to the west. As Iowa was the 
next area in the line of march of the settlers, the stages 
intervening between the first settlements and the attain
ment of an agriculture of relatively intense cultivation were 
shorte1-- here than to the east. Even in Iowa with its rapid 
increase of population it took a long .. as thi1'1y years for 
some of the ea1--ly practices of settlement, as for :instance 
herding cattle on the open prairie to disappear from the 
State. It should be remembered, however, that this period 
ma1--ks the duration of the ma1~ch of settlement and of the 
:first intensification of agriculture across the three hundred 
miles between the Mississippi and i1issou1--i rivers, and not 
tb.e duration of the practice in any one section, which was 
usually not over a dozen years. 

In 1840 the population of Iowa was reported by the cen
sus to be 43,112. The settled portion of Iowa included 
eig'hteen counties in the eastern a11d southeastern part of 
the State, covering between one-sixth and one-seventh of 
its area. In 1850 the population was 192,214, of which 
128,712 people lived in the area referred to above. Prac
tically the entire population was included within two tiers 

· of counties to the west and north of the first mentioned 
area, except that in the south-central part of the State, 
settlement was well advanced as far west as Polk and War
r~n counties. The vanguard of settlement had now ad-

• 
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,--anced o,Ter t,\""o-:fifths of the area of the State, but in all 
exce1Jt the southeastern corner, it ,vas still thinly scattered. 
Tl1ere were only f ourt en counties ,vith a density of popu
lation of ten or more per· square mile. 

F1--om the sparseness of the earl31 population, it might be 
surJposed that practically all of the early attempts at agri
culture ,v-ould be in the direction of grazing stock upon the 
p1·ai1·ies - that being the most extensive way in which the 
land could be used. But such ,vas not the case. The set
tle1·s were seldom people of sufficient means to own the 
11ecessa1·y numbe1 .. of cattle to malr.e a living by grazing. 
"C" sually the settle1· had a yoke of oxen, or a team of ho1·ses, 
and a couple of nondescript cows \\'"hich were intended as 
much to furnish milk for the f amil31 as to form the f ounda
tion stock for a beef hei·d. 23 The1·efore he was forced to 
apply a considerable part of his labor to the growing of 
c1'ops such as wheat and corn even though on only a small 
pa1·t of the land available. This situation held true for the 
small settler for a period of several years until he had ob
tained more cattle. 

Here and there over the later settled parts of the State, 
there were a few men of greater means than ordinary, who 
owned herds of as many as one or t,vo hundred cattle which 
they herded on the prairie in the pasture season, l1sually 
fattening the cattle which were ready for sale on corn in 
the winter, and feeding the others on corn-£ odder and hay. 

Across the southern part of the State the Mormons had 
crossed on their ,vay west in 1846. This route, later called 
the 11ormon Trail, was one of the principal roads between 
the Mississippi Ri,1er and Council Bluffs before the rail
roads a1·rived. There was a shorter trail from Ottumwa to 
01--eston and then west by way of the Mormon Trail which 

23 Interviews with E. L. Beard of Decorah, R. W. Moore of Cedar, C. 
Brazelton of Leon, and C. F. Noble of Chariton. 
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,vas used in the fifties a11d sixties. ettlement along the 
Iissouri Rivet' was well ad,Tanced before the country thirty 

or forty miles east ''"'as taken up. ettler· · in this section 
l1ad followed the 1issol1ri Ri,re1' nortl1 from 11issouri or 
from its confluence ,vith the ii sissippi. ou11cil Bluffs 
,vas the principal riv r crossing bet,veen t. Joseph and 
Sioux ity both for the 11:01'mo11 and fo1-- others until 
twenty or thi1'ty )-ears later. onsequently ,ve find settle
ment developing· in this region at an early date. 

In the rich bottom lands along· the niissou1~i River near 
ouncil Bluffs and north from tl1e1' , ea1·ly settlers f 01111d 

a species of I"ush growing· ,vhi h "Ta uitable for gTazing 
cattle. once1'ning· the settlem 11t of the n!ormons at oun
cil Bluffs a.nd the valu of this forage c1 .. op, James Westfall 
Thompson says :24 

The l\Iissouri crossing at ouncil Bll1ff. , "·a. o to speak, the 
divi ion point on the road. Here, in tl1e bottom lands of the great 
river, over 12,000 l\Iormons "ere al111ost per1nanentlj" encam1)ed 
and miles of farm land cultivated. Tl1ousands of cattle ,vere 
driven across the 1\lissouri, and U!) into ,vhat are no,,- Winona and 
Harrison aunties, Iowa, to ,,,inter on the 'rll h bottoms', a now 
extinct species of reed wl1ich remained green all winter and "a 
something lil{e the outhern cane a a forage. 

In the report of the Patent Office for 1 52, J. E. Johnson 
of ouncil Bluffs speaks of cattle raising· in these '' rush 
bottoms ' 25 in the following t rms: 

The1·e is no country within my kno,vledge better adapted to 
grazing than thi . pan all the streams large bed of rushes are 
.found, where stock ,vill fatten all ,vinter, onl:y· requiring herding. 
Then in the summer our broad prairies produce an abt1ndance of 
fine rich gras , which " 'ill fatten stock mt1ch quicl~e1-- than tame 
grasses. The cost, therefor·e, of reari11g i comparatively nothing. 
The average price at 3 years old will be $12.00 per head. 

24 Thompson's '' .A .. History of Stock Raising in America' ', Ch. VIII, p. 13. 
25 Report of the Co11i1nissioner of Patents for the Year 1852, Part II, p. 341. 

• 
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ntil the outbreal{ of the Civil War the process of settle
ment in Io,va continued iJ.1 a normal fashion. Settlers con
tinued to pour ii1to the tate from the east and f1 .. om the 
southeast through Iissouri. The number of cattle in
c1--eased as rapidly as the settlers' means and the natural 
increase of the number al1--eady in the tate permitted. In 
the older sections the cattle enterprise was undergoing a 
chang·e from a means of using the p1"'airie pasture to a 
means of transporting crops to market, as had been th case 
in Ohio, Illinoi , and other section which had been settled 

earlier. 
One of the most important influences was the begfuning 

of the railroad system which linked Iowa to the ma1--kets of 
the east. The building of railroads in Iowa ,vas begun in 
1 55. F1--om that time u11til the outb1 .. eak of the war they 
,,rere pushed west,vard into the tate as rapidly as possible. 
As they ,ve1 .. e extended it became possible to feed cattle to a 
higher finish since they could then be taken to ma1·ket mo1 .. e 
quickly and with a smaller hrinkage than could be done 
"'-hen it ,vas necessary to d1"ive them. 

THE PERIOD OF THE CIVIL WAR ... \. D THE READJU TME T 

In 1861 the various t1·ends influencing· agricultu1--e were 
interrupted by the outbreak of the ivil War. Th market, 
"rhich the mid-western farme1-- had found fo1 .. many of his 
cattle in the outh, ,vas cut off. onsequently, the1'e was a 
decline in the gold price of cattle in hicag·o, during~ the 
:fi.1·st part of the war, until the ,va1·time demand in the orth 
had attained its full p1--oportions. At the same time the 
g·eneral price level in terms of currency was fluctuating 
g·reatly but, in g·eneral, was rising rapidly. Ag1 .. icultur'al 
p1 .. ices stood still or moved do,vn until the middle of 1862, 
when they began to rise because of the demand for food and 
supplies for the armies and £01-- the industrial population 

-



90 IOWA JOUR AL OF HI TORY A D POLITICS 

which was no,v engaged in filling th demand for army sup
plies. The pr·ices of wheat, co1·n, and hogs started up,vard 
in the third quarter of 1 62, fallowed more slowly, and 
about three month later by cattle. 

At the end of the war-- there was a period of violent fluc
tuation in the p1 .. ice of cattle, and e,.,.en more violent in co1·n 
a.nd hog·s. This lasted until 1 6 , wh n the price of cattle 
began to rise until 1870, and then to decline fo1-- a year and 
a half. Until 1 70 the price of cattle was for the most part, 
improving· in relation to the prices 1"eceived for corn and 
hogs. 

In general, the effect of the war was to slow down the 
process of development which had been in progress earlier, 
and to divert effort f 01· a while, to the production of com
modities needed in carrying on the war. T11ere was a gTeat 
deal of interest in the production of wool, which previously 
had been of relatively little importance. Furthermo1 .. e, 
during the war the building of railroads ,vas much slowed 
down, and on most lines in Io,va was , topped altogether", 
labor being· scarce and material hig·h. t the end of the war 
the process of settlement and internal impr .. ovement made 
up with a rush f 01 .. the period of 1·etarda tion. In 1 60 the 
population of Iowa ,vas reported by the censt1s as 674,913. 
During the ,var, immigration into the tate seems to have 
been at a slower rate than in the few years just previous, 
and yet in 1870 the population of the tate ,vas 1,194,020, 
showing· that the rush of settle1·s after the suspension of 
hostilities must have been ve1--y great. 

THE BOOM IN SHEEP 

During the Civil War there was a diversion of interest 
from cattle, as a live stock enterprise in the organization of 
the farm, to sheep. The supply of cotton from the outh 
was cut off by the war. There was, therefore, a greater 

• 
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demand for wool, even aside from the demand for clothing 
for the army. Few farmers seem to have considered that 
the hig·h prices f 01 .. wool were only temporary and would 
end as soon as the war was over and the full supply of 
cotton again became available. The result was a great 
boom in the raising of sheep. In the R eport of the Iowa 
State Ag1f"icultu1·al ociety for 1862 a \,triter said : '' This 
branch of ht1sbandry is attracting t1niversal attention in all 
parts of the tate. The lightnes of the labor connected 
with it; the larg·e 1,eturns on the capital invested, when 
properly managed· and the trifling cost at which the prod
uct can be marketed, are considerations which commend the 
puI·suit to everyone' '.26 J. B. G1 .. innell in an article on 
SJ1eep 01i the Prairies in the R eport of the Commissioner of 
Agricitlture foI· 1862 was no less optimistic when he said: 
''The gTeat west waits with impatience the inauguration of 
the reign of 'the P1 .. ince of Wool.' '' 27 

Sheep were bought in eastern tates and shipped into 
Iowa by thousands to each county in which there were 
farmers to buy them. The R eport of the Iowa State Agri
ciiltilral Society for 1864 says that in 1850 the sheep in the 
State numbered 149,960 and in 1860, 258,228. In 1863 the 
census returns placed the number of sheep on hand at shear
i11g time at but sixty-two less than six hundred thousand. 
Estimating the increase at one-fourth and the importation 
at 150,000, it placed the nl1rober at shearing time in 1864, at 
900,000.28 

At the close of the war, wool was about a dollar per 
pound. Thereafter, it fell so that for a time it yielded the 
farmers only one-third to one-fifth of that price. There 
l1acl also been se1--ious losses from diseases, especially scab, 

26 Report of the I owa State Agrici1,ltural Society, 1861-1862, p. 129. 

27 Report of t}ie Co1nmissioner of Agriculture (United States), 1862, p. 301. 

28 Report of the Iowa, State Agricultural Society, 1864, p. 12 . 

• 
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and from dog·s. Lack of experience in handling· sb.eep on 
the part of many of the farmers ~rho had bought them made 
the losses greater, than they would oth rwise have been. 
As a result the f arme1 .. s could 11ot g·et rid of their sheep fast 
enough to please them. In 1 6 , les than half of the county 
societies reporting· to the tate g1,icultu1 .. al ociety make 
any mention of sheep, although during the war the reports 
we1"e filled with enthusiasm cone rning this class of live 
stock. Of the thi1 .. ty r eporting· on sheep in this year, only 
six had anything fa,.,.orable to a).,. about them. The same is 
true of the reports of the next y a1·, ,vhen only two ol1t of 
twenty-one reports on sheep ".,.ere optimistic concerning 
their possibilities in Iowa. lost of the correspondents 
speak of sheep raising· as '' subsiding'', ' abandoned'', '' un
profitable' and the like. 29 

The great interest in sheep dur .. ing· the ,var explains some 
of the lack of interest in cattle. It was thoug·ht that sheep 
would, to a considerable degree, 1 .. eplace cattle in the rural 
eco11omy of the tate. The collapse in the sheep boom was 
likewise responsible for a part of the boom in cattle which 
followed the war. It was then 1·ealized that sheep were to 
play a mino1 .. part. attle were selling· at g·ood prices and 
promised to be profitable. The1·efore an attempt was made 
to replace the flocks of sheep with cattle. 

THE RESU1:Y1PTION OF THE EARLIER TRENDS 

The war had produced violent fluctuations in the produc
tion and prices of farm products, but it had not broug·ht to 
an end the normal trends previously in evide11ce. The1 .. e 
l1ad, it is t1·ue, been some changes in the relative infl11ence 
and direction of some of these forces, but they were still 
present and actually in operation. 

29 Report of the I owa State Agricultural Soc1ety, 1868, p. 17, 1869, pp. 
12-14. 

• 
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The invention and adoption of jmproved machinery and 
implements 011 the farm caused profound changes in agri
cultural production. And yet, the essential principle of the 
1·eaper, for instance, had been invented thirty year s before 
the period u11der conside1--ation. The new feature was the 
i11fluence of the war, which by making" man power on the 
farms scarce, gave a stim11lus to the adoption of f a1~m ma
chinery and encouraged further improvements. With the 
r elease of the man powe1~ that had been taken by the war, 
the improved machinery accele1--ated settlement on the 
pr~airies. The r esult ,,las cheap grain and a great deal of it, 
and co11sequently a large increase in the production of beef 
a11d pork on gTain instead of pasture in many sections of 
Iowa as well as else,vhere. 

Immediately after the war there was a short period of 
depression, followed by rising prices (in gold) of corn, 
cattle, and hogs until 1870. In the Prairie Fa14 mer of 
11:a 1 .. cl1 31, 1866, it was said : 

:B1 arm products have been the first to feel the reaction that fol
lows the closing up of tl1e war and the gradual fall in the price 
of gold. But there is a general stagnation in the business of our 
cities both east and west, and a general tmeasine s that proclaims 
tl1at not to the product of the farm is the decline to be confined. 
There is a general impre sion that the end of the fictitious basis 
on ,vl1ich trade has been conducted for many month , is very near. 

Howe,.,.e1·, there was a recovery sho1 .. tly after this date and 
the production of cattle was stimulated for several years. 

Rapid settlement and the use of impro,red machinery re
sulted in the increased production of g·rain. In Iowa in 
1866 there we1--e one and t,vo-thirds millions of acres of 
cor11. In 1872 this had increased to t,vo a.nd a half millions. 
The situation was well summed up in the repo1't of the 
Chicago Board of Trade for 1872, as follows : 

The largely-increased production of corn for the past three 
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years has greatly accele1·ated ~toclr-ra1::::i1ng, and our 1·eceipts of 
both cattle and hogs ha,re been la1·gely 1n excess of any former 
year. Indeed, the low price of corn at tl1e seaboard and the high 
rate of transportation thither, hav·e left no alternative for the 
remote producer but the con,'ersion of his crop into beef and pork. 

THE PROGRESS OF SETTLEME T 

After the close of the ivil W a1" s ttlement in Iowa con
tinued at a rapid rate and as a 1 .. esult land became mo1"e 
and more valuable. It is reported that in Wapello and 
1Iahaska counties the best land with improvements was 
selling for about 30.00 per acre by 1 70. 30 In 1877 the 
report of the Iowa tate Ag91~icultural ociety says con
cerning Benton County: '' ew settlers a1'e composed of 
men of means, who purchase improved farms at from 
twenty to thirty-five dolla1's pe1" acre.'' 31 

Farther west and in the outhe1 .. n part of the State settle
ment was more rapid than in most other parts. Into this 
section two streams of immigi .. ants and of influence were 
tlo,ving\ The main stream came directly west along· the old 
Mormon Trail,32 and later along or by way of the bicago, 
Burling-ton and Quincy Railroad. Another stream of set
tlers followed the l\Iissouri River to the west and north 
until it reached Council Bluffs. 33 The stream divided he1·e. 
11ost of it crossed the river and proceeded westward, but 
some turned to the east or no1 .. theast and settled in Iowa. 
The greater part of this immigration came from 1fissouri, 

30 Interview with R. W. Moore of Cedar. 

31 Report of the Iowa State Agricultural Society, 1877, p. 293. 

32 For a map of Mormon trails across southern Iowa see THE IOWA Joun.NAL 

OF HISTORY AND POLITICS, Vol. XII, p. 8. The Mormon Trail crossed into 
Iowa from Nauvoo, Illinois, north of Keokuk. It proceeded westward through 
Lee, Van Buren, Davis, Appanoose, Wayne, Decatur, Clarke, and Union coun
ties, then turned northward through Adair, C~, and Pottawattamie counties 
to the present location of Council Bluffs. 

33 Interview with J. J. Harsh of Creston. 

• 
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or from Kentucky, southern Illinois, or southern Indiana. 
It was comprised, for the most part, of settlers of good 
grade who were interested in live stock improvement, and 
broug·ht good stock ,vith them. This influx took place in the 
late sixties and early seventies. At the same time the 
hea,rier st1 .. eam of immigrants was flowing along the 11or
mon Trail to western Iowa and to sections farther west at 
a rapid rate. An old settler of Creston recalls that he saw 
a mile of the trail, not far from his father's house, literally 
full of the wagons of settlers moving· westward.34 

The rate of immig·ration determined to a considerable de
gree the Ieng-th of time during which there was to be land 
available for herding and other extensive uses. The direc
tion of the str eam of settlers determined which were to be 
the sections where herding was to last longest or to die out 
soonest. The settlement spread out from the ea1 .. ly trails, 
and later from the rail1 .. oads. The sections nearest the 
source of immigration were usually the first to be taken. 
But this was not always true, for settlers often passed 
tl1rough very thinly settled localities in order to get to 
others where there was reported to be better land or some 
other advantage. 

In many of the sections the first settlements were to be 
found on land now considered inferior for farming .. pur
poses. 35 These were usually in the rougher, wooded sections 
along the streams. Various explanations have been ad
vanced for this. It has been said the chief reason was 
that many of the settlers we1 .. e from the rough sections in 
the eastern part of the country and chose the wooded sec
tions because they resembled those from which they had 
come. In the earlier years there were some ideas to the 
effect that the level, open prairies were inferior to the 

3 4 Interview with Joseph M. Wray of Creston. 

35 Interviews with Robison Baxter of Ida Grove and Patrick Griffin of Leon. 
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roug·l1e1· sections for f a1·mi11g·. Each of these rumors p1·ob
ably had ome infll1e11ce but there "\\Tere also more substan
tial reasons. The '"Tootled a1·eas afforded material for 
building· and fencing which ,vas both essential and scarce. 
The)r also afforded some p1·otection in the form of a ,vind
b1·eak in ,,iu1ter a11d hade i11 Sl1rome1... The ettlers usually 
tried to locate their buildings nea1 .. a sp1 .. ing in order to 
have a suppl3T of ,vater without the labo1· of dig·ging· a well 
and the)r settled near st1'eams in 01 .. der to ha,Te water for 
thei1 .. stock. 

The no1·thwe tern part of the tate was the last to be 
taken up. Altl1oug·l1 there ,vas a settler he1 .. e and there as 
ea1--ly as the ivil War, tl1e1·e ,,.,.as till lancl a,railable for a 
few he1·d until afte1' 1 90 in the t,vo nortl1ern tie1" of coun
ties west of Winnebago. In the south 1--n part of this area 
there ,vere a great many swamp and shallow lakes. fuch 
of the land was too wet to 1·aise good crops. on equently, 
in addition to being· farthest f1·om the sources of population 
it was also the least desirable 011 ""hich to farm. In the 
northern and the ,veste1·11 tie1·s of counties there was 1--ough 
land, much of it g·ravell)r in texture. This also was un
desirable as long· as tl1e1·e were rich prairies to the south 
and east which had not been fully taken. A little later, 
when land began to be tile drained the old lakes and 
s,vamps became the most fertile and prodt1cti,1'e land in the 
section if not in the ta te. 

In the northwestern part of the tate, wheat became a 
much more important crop than in the southern and eastern 
parts. Late i11 the seventies i.i1 some sections and in the 
eig·hties in othe1"s, the crops of ,vheat began to decline. At 
the same time the f a1 .. mers here beg·an to disco,Ter that good 
crops of corn could be g1·0,vn contra1-- to ea1 .. lier belief. 
This section had a relatively slo,v p1 .. ocess of settlement. A 
large n11m ber of settlers had been rl1ined by the invasions 

• 
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of the grasshoppers in the sixties and the seventies. But 
in the nineties by a rapid though late development it came 
to 1'ank hig·her than some that had been settled completely 
a third of a century soone1~. 

By the middle of the nineties, the entire State had been 
settled. The f1 .. ontier had swept beyond the limits of Io,va, 
and in fact the r eal frontier was gone from the United 
States. Before 1895 the three earliest stages of settlement 
- pioneering·, cattle herding, and wheat growing - had 
passed beyond the 11issouri River and into the Dakotas. 

Some conception of the relative density of population 
can be secured from old settlers. Along the 11ormon Trail 
in Union County a settler of 1870 reported that his nearest 
neighbors were four miles to the east and seven miles to 
the west.36 There were but few cattle, despite the great 
abundance of pasturag·e, because the settlers had not the 
means to obtain them. At the sa.me time, settlement in 
Cass County was even more sparse. A settler from Illinois, 
,vho took up land six miles west of Atlantic, had no neigh
bors to the west for :fifteen miles. This ma.n was considered 
particularly well off as reg·ards cattle. He had brought 
with him about twenty cows, a bull, and three covered wag
ons full of his implements and effects, drawn by ten or 
t°\\Tel,re horses.37 This may give some idea of the wealth of 
the more well to do settlers. Another settler who arrived 
in Cass County in 1-876 found most of the land taken up by 
that time. 

In the northern part of Greene County, a settler of 1881 
found but few others in the neighborhood. In Crawford 
County, the second county east from the Missouri River, 
settlement was about as far ad anced along the main line 
of the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad as in Greene 

36 Interview with J oseph M. Wray of Creston. 

87 Interviews with H. W. Fulton and Charles Hunt, both of Atlantic. 

VOL. xxvI- 7 
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County. In a f e,v sections in these counties there was open 
prairie so that herding lasted until 1889 or 1890. 

Buena Vista and he1·ol{ee counties ,vere along the route 
of the Illinois entral which was opened to ioux ity in 
1870. Here ag·ain the1'e was a close connection between the 
building of the railroad and the rate of settlement. The 
first settlers seem to have arrived in these counties in 1869 
and 1 70 with the railroad.88 Between the east and west 
lines of 1·ail1·oads, which were the first opened in Iowa, 
there we1--e larg·e sections of countr"y ,vhich remained un
settled for a considerable period of time. These inter
vening spaces permitted expansion of settlement, and also 
pasture for the herds of the older sections. The railroads 
were used to some extent for the con,1 eyance of settlers into 
the newer regions, but there weI·e a gTeat many who mi
grated from older parts of the tate and did not travel by 
way of the railroads. These settled, if they were able, 
along· the railroads in order to have as good communication 
with the markets and the older sections as possible. The 
later comers were farced to tal{e less and less advantageous 
locations. 

In Ida County, which was between the Chicago and 
Northwestern and the Illinois Central lines, settlement did 
not become very dense until the early eig·hties. A settler in 
Ida County in 1876 found the county thinly populated, but 
r eported an influx of settlers within a couple of years 
which took most of the desirable land.39 But another set
tler in the county in 1884 said that there was still prairie 
land to be had until the late eighties.40 

From 1870 to the end of 1873 cattle declined from ap-
proximately $7.00 per hundred pounds for fat cattle in 

ss Interview with George J. Schaler of Storm Lake. 

s9 Interview with Robison Baxter of Ida Grove. 

40 Interview with a stock man of Ida Grove. 

• 
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Chicago to about $4.50. The decline caused a serious de
pression in the cattle business. And yet, the decline had, 
in general, been gradual and the Iowa farmers were not as 
badly hurt by it as were other industries.41 In 1 74 there 
was a recovery in cattle prices for about a year. Then 
there was another decline to about $4.00 in 1876. After 
1 76 cattle rose steadily until 18 4, except for a recession 
in 1877-1-878. 

The prices of l1ogs, a farm enterprise competing· with 
cattle, in 1874 recovered more rapidly than cattle. Hogs 
maintained their relative advantage over cattle until 1877. 
The result was that the farme1·'s interest in hogs grew 
while that in cattle declined. It will be observed from the 
accompanying table that the shipments of cattle out of 
Iowa fell off after the large run of 1873 until 1878, except 
for the year 1876. The large run in 1876 was caused by the 
big corn crop of 1875, which induced heavy feeding. 42 The 
receipts of hogs in Chicago began to decline as a r esult of 
the lower prices of 1881. This decline would probably have 
begun a year or two sooner but for the big corn crops from 
1878 to 1880. The :figures in this table were obtained from 
the annual reports of the Iowa State Agricultural Society. 
Figures for 1864, 187 4, 1875, and 1885 were incomplete. 

41 '' Farmers are in easy circ.umstanc.es compared with perso11s in other occu
pations; the 'hard times' affect them but little, and every\vl1ere there are evi
dences in the shape of new dwellings, barns, buildings, fences, etc., of steady 
growth and improvement.''- Report of the I owa State .Agricultural Soc1,ety, 

1873, p. 382. 

42 '' The immense corn-crop of 1875, far exceeding the demand of the market 
for this grain, induced northwestern farmers to go extensively into stock
feeding. A sufficient number of hogs could not be obtained for its consump
tion, and hence cattle-feeding was resorted to for the disposal of tl1e surplus. 
Hence during the fall months of 1875, a larger number of cattle were got 
t ogether upon farms dependent upon the Chicago market than ever be£ ore 
known''. The result was '' the receipt of a very large number of cattle in 
January, a month in whicl1 t:ra.nsactions are usually limited.''- Report of the 
Commissioner of .Agriculture (United States), 1876, p. 219. 
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TABLE I 

ATTLE SHIPPED EAST O\"ER THE PRINCIPAL RAILROADS 

FROM IOWA 

YEAR APPROXIMATE NUMBER. YEAR APPROXIMATE .,..UMBER 

OF CATTLE OF CATTLE 

1863 68,976 1877 247,794 
1864 65,192 1878 354,117 
1865 1,999 1 79 372,003 
1866 78,203 1880 410,139 
1867 64,846 1881 548,106 
1868 82,841 1 2 514,281 
1869 90,141 1883 697,149 
1870 129,253 1884 588,836 
1871 100,184 1885 552,915 
1872 200,437 1886 583,121 

' 1873 356,417 1887 568,939 
1874 279,365 1888 607 744 

' 1875 270,033 1889 463,206 
1876 322,400 

, 

The p1 .. ice of corn, the most important '' raw material'' 
entering· into the prodt1ction of beef, rose faster than cattle 
in 1874, but began to decline, with the increasing size of the 
corn crops in 1875.43 Considering the relationship which 
had existed between cattle and corn previously, the corn 
prices remained low to the end of the period under consid
eration. The years 1881, 1887, and 1890 should be excepted 
here, because of small corn crops. 

THE RANGE CATTLE BOOM AND ACCOMPANY! G 
PRICE MOVEME TS 

In the meantime, the 1--ange cattle business was undergo
ing a period of rapid expansion. The n1.1mber of '' othe1· 
cattle'' (beef cattle) r eported in the United States by the 

43 '' The proportion of both cattle and hogs sold in this market for feeding 
purposes has very materially increased within the past few yea.rs and notice
ably so in 1875' '.- Report of the Oliicago Board of Trade, 1875. 

• 

• 
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Department of Agriculture had increased from approxi
mately twelve to sixteen millions between 1868 and 1871. 
This n11mber remained practically stationary until 1877, 
when it increased to eig"hteen million . It then continued 
to increase rapidly 11ntil it reached nearly thirty millions in 
18 5. 

The spectacular expansion of the range industry is of 
considerable interest here because of the influence which it 
had on cattle raising in Iowa. The Iowa producer of yo11ng 
cattle and feeders was placed at a disadvantage because of 
the great production of cattle of these classes on the ranges. 
At the same time the cheap feeders stimulated the develop
ment of the business of fattening cattle on the low priced 
corn referred to above. 

The accompanying table showing the receipts and ship
ments of cattle at Chicago gives a fairly good measure of 
their production after the position of that market became 
well established in the early sixties. From 1863 to 1868 the 
receipts remained practically stationary at a little over 
300,000 per year, except for the receipt of 384,000 in 1865. 
After 1868 the receipts began to increase rapidly, exceed
ing two-thirds of a million in 1872, and passing the million 
mark in 1876. Figures for the years 1857-1865 were ob
tained from the twelfth annual report of the Chicago Board 
of Trade, those for the years 1866-1896 were fo11nd in the 
Y earbook of Figures for 1925 of the Chicago Daily Drovers 
Journal. 

The greatest boom on the ranges began in 1880-1881. In 
spite of the increasing receipts of cattle at Chicago, as 
shown in the table below, the increase in population per
mitted the sale of a somewhat larger n11m ber of cattle at a 
given price level than previously. But, more effective as a 
cause of the high prices was the prosperous condition of 
the country and the boom of 1881-1882. 
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TABLE II 

RECEIPTS AND SHIPMENTS OF CATTLE AT CHICAGO 1857-1896 

YEAR RECEIPTS SHIPMENTS YEAR RECEIPTS SHIPMENTS 

1857 48,524 25,502 1877 1,033,151 703,402 

1858 140,534 42,638 1878 1,083,068 699,108 

1859 111,694 37,584 1879 1,215,732 726,903 

1860 117,101 97,474 1880 1,382,477 886,614 

1861 204,579 124,145 1881 1,498,550 938,713 

1862 209,655 112,745 1882 1,582,530 921,009 

1863 304,448 301,066 1883 1,878,944 966,758 

1864 338,840 253,439 1 84 1,817,697 791,884 

1865 330,301 301,637 1885 1,905,518 744,093 

1866 393,007 263,693 1886 1,963,900 704,675 

1867 327,524 203,580 1887 2,382,008 791,483 

1868 324,514 215,987 1888 2,611,543 968,385 

1869 403,102 294,717 1889 3,023,281 1,259,971 

1870 532,964 391,709 1890 3,484,280 1,260,309 

1871 543,050 401,927 1891 3,250,359 1,066,264 

1872 684,075 510,025 1892 3,571,796 1,121,675 

1873 761,428 574,181 1893 3,113,406 900,163 

1874 843,966 622,929 1894 2,974,363 950,738 

1875 920,843 696,534 1895 2,588,558 785,092 

1876 1,096,745 797,724 1896 2,600,476 818,326 

From 1881 to 1883 there wer e shor t corn cr ops in I owa. 
T he I owa Homestead of 11arch 24, 1--2, said: '' The actual 
scar city of corn with the opinion pr evailing among feedeI'S 
that the shor tage was greater than it p r obably is, has nea1·ly 
stopped the feeding of steers for the market. . . . At no 
time in many year s have there been so f e,v cattle feeding in 
the western tates for the late winter and spr ing· market 
as at pr esent''. This, of course, had an effect in r aising 
prices during the ear ly par t of 1882. The demand engen
der ed by the boom for stock cattle served to raise prices 
still higher and gave fresh encouragement to people who 
wer e thinking of going into the business, thus adding a 
greater impetus to the boom. 

Glowing p ictures were painted of the great profit in the 
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range cattle business, and of the pleasant life which the 
cattlemen lived. A large number of these alluring accounts 
appeared between 1880 and 1882.44 Partly as a result of 
such information so many men went into the business in 
the few years that followed, that by 1885 the ranges were 
seriously overstocked and prices of cattle were on the down 
gTade. Very different were the articles on the range busi
ness published after 1885. These painted a dark and for
lorn picture of an over-expanded business, a hard, rough 
life, disease among the cattle, and big losses during severe 
winters and dry summers.45 Thereafte1--, the problem was 
not to expand, but to put the industry on a sound and 
permanent basis. 

As the boom for a time accelerated its own growth, so the 
depression which followed became worse as it proceeded. 
Its acuteness embarrassed a great many of the cattlemen, 
forcing them to liquidate by disposing of as many cattle as 
they could.46 This added to the size of the runs of cattle at 
the markets. In 1-886 there was a sever e drought and a 

44 See, for example, Grohman on Cattle Ranclies in tlie Far West, and Von 
Richthofen's Cattle Raising on tlie Plains in Tlie Fortnightly Review, Vol. 

XXXIV, pp. 438-457. 

4 r, See, for example, Baumann 's On, a W estern Ranche in The Fortnightly 
Review, Vol XLVII, pp. 516-533. 

4 6 '' The cattle situation in Iowa is now laboring under very great depres
sion, growing out of two distmct causes. One, that of the drought, being 
immediate, the other . . . . is the natural result of their undue inflation 
in 1882, '83, and '84. Then capitalists all over the Nation saw immense 
profits in ranches. Iowa and all of the adjoining and far eastern states were 
called upon for f emale cattle which were carried out to the ranges in immense 
numbers, resulting in an inflatec.l market in the states which carried up all 
classes of cattle with it. With tl1e last two years the general markets have 
received the increase of these range cattle, a.nd the result has been great de
pression in prices, intensified by the depressed condition of the manufacturing 
and commercial inter ests. The last year has been a disastrous one to many of 
the ranchmen, great numbers of whom have gone into bankruptcy, and the 
closing up of their estates demand the immediate marketing of every steer 
that is at all in condition.''- The I owa Hom estead, J uly 29, 1887. 
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short corn crop followed by another in 1~~7. In 1888 the 
corn crop was big1 and there follo,ved the feeding and ma1·
keting of some of the cattle which had been held over. 

Togethe1 .. with the increased natural output of the busi
ness, the continued liquidation caused the receipts of cattle 
at hicago to continue to increase until 1892. The average 
monthly price of steers we1g·hing from 1200 to 1500 pounds 
at hicag·o declined from o,Ter $7 .00 in 1 2 to less than 
$4.00 in 1887, then recovered in 1~~~ to about 5.50. By 
larch, 1 89, the price had declined to $3.65. In the spring 

of 1891 ther·e was another brief recovery followed by a 
heavy supply in the fall of that year, and the heavy run of 
1 92, which carried prices down to the neighborhood of 
$4.00 per hundred pounds. The business had not been con
tracting in size during these years of low prices because, 
though cattle were low, corn had been relatively even 
lower. ince hog·s had not been hig·h enough to divert at
tention away from cattle until after 1890 the best that the 
farmer .. s could do was to continue to raise cattle to consume 
the increasing c1·ops of corn. 

The cattle business in 1892 had again almost reached the 
limit to which it could expand, and yet the heavy run of 
cattle in the markets in 1 92 had been followed by rising 
instead of falling prices. The revival in prices in 1892-
1893, however, did not last long. In June the effect of the 
business depression began to be felt. In the fall of 1 93, 
for instance, :five cattle feeders of ioux County went to 
Sioux City to buy cattle. Feeder cattle were available at 
low prices, but of the group of :fl e farmers, only one had 
any actual money with him. The others expected to borrow 
the price of the cattle, as they had been doing in the past. 
But there was no money to borrow, and only the man with 
the r eady cash returned with any cattle to feed.47 

47 Interview with an old settler at Ireton. 
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In the summer of 1894 there was a general and severe 
drought which dried up the pastures and gTeatly r educed 
the corn crop in Iowa and surrounding States. The r esult 
was that still more cattle were forced on the market. The 
over expansion of the early nineties made a liquidation in
evitable. It was started by the depression of 1893, and con
tinued by the droug·ht of 1894. Nevertheless the nl1mber of 
beef cattle in the country continued to grow. From forty 
million head on June 1, 1890, the census records an increase 
to :fifty million on the same date in 1900. In Iowa the 
n11m ber increased from three to three and three-quarters 
millions, or the same rate of increase as that for the coun
try as a whole. 

THE COMING OF THE WESTERN FEEDERS 

With the expansion of the business of producing cattle in 
the country west of the iiissouri River, the beef producing 
business in Iowa underwent a change similar to that which 
had occurred earlier in Ohio and Illinois. From a producer 
of cattle from calfhood up, Iowa became, in a large degree, 
a finisher of cattle raised else,~here. The small cost for 
pasture in the production of cattle on the ranges g·ave the 
weste1"'n cattle producing country an advantage over Iowa 
in the growing of young cattle which slowly forced the 
raising of feeder stock in the State into a subordinate posi
tion. On the other hand the advantage which Iowa pos
sessed in the :finishing of cattle for market because of the 
crops of corn which its rich, black soil could raise, and its 
position between the range country and the consuming 
sections of the East provided the essential conditions for a 
feeding section. Therefore, Iowa, like southeastern Penn
sylvania three quarters of a century before, became more 
highly specialized in the production of beef. Althoug·h the 
g·ro,ving of cattle from calfhood continued it was in a less 
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important degree than before. Before the begjnning of the 
twentieth centu1·y, it was recognized that the function of 
the ranges was to p1,oduce cattle fattened on grass alone, or 
else to prodl1ce thin cattle. The function of Iowa was to 
produce cattle on rough land or on by-products of crops, 
and to put the :finish on the thin cattle from the ranges. 

The Texas longhorns were the :first to be brought into 
Iowa for feeding and :finishing. These cattle are remem
bered rather ,rividly by persons who saw them. With their 
long horns, long legs, and wild dispositions they were not 
easily f org·otten. But, despite their picturesque character 
they were not of very great importance so far as relative 
numbers were concerned. Only scattering herds of them 
found their way into Iowa. iuch greater numbers of' 
cattle were being raised in the tate, and within a decade 
after the Texans began to be fed their places were taken by 
larger n11m bers of cattle from the west. The Texans were 
not satisfactory feeders and old settler s have said that they 
seldom lmew of a farmer feeding the longhorns for a second 
year. They were too wild to be handled except on horse
back, and they we1"e wholly unacquainted with corn. Even 
when they had become somewhat tamer and acquainted 
with corn they did not usually put on weight nearly as well 
as native stock. Their significance lies in the fact that they 
formed a picturesque ang-uard for the large n1Jm bers of 
range cattle which were later to be brought into Iowa on 
their way to market for fu1'ther :finishing. Texas being the 
first range co11ntry developed, it was to be expected that 
the cheaper cattle raised there would be the :first from out
side of the State to be fed by the Iowa corn producer. 

During the eighties thin cattle from other regions than 
Texas began to be shipped into Iowa for feeding, and be
fore the middle of the nineties the feeding· business was 
well under way. It should be observed that this shipping 

• 

l 
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in of cattle from the cheaper pastures of the ranges was 
not a new and 1Jn11sual development. It was the same 
change as had occurred earlier in more eastern feeding 
sections. Farmers r ealized that they could buy feeder 
cattle more cheaply than they could raise them. There£ ore, 
the number of cattle 1'aised declined and the n11m ber pur
chased increased. At first the thln cattle purchased were 
ones that had been raised on cheaper pastures in more 
thinly settled sections of Iowa. As the frontier moved 
westward past the boundaries of Iowa the feeder cattle 
continued to be sold from the new frontier to the older sec-
tions in that State. 

Although this change was undramatic, it involved a de-
velopment which was highly significant in the history of 
cattle production in the United States. The mjgTation of 
the cattle feeding industry from section to section, from the 
Atlantic Coast States to the Mississippi Valley, has been 
outlined above. But having r eached the corn belt, no 
further migTation of the feeding industry to the westward 
is to be expected. Some sections of the country to the west 
of the present corn belt may become corn producing· cen
ters. But it is not likely that these will produce heavily 
enough to supplant the co1'n belt for a considerable period 
of time, barring new discoveries or new methods of pro
ducing· corn under semi-arid conditions. Neither is it likely 
that a new gTain will displace co1--n as a feeding stuff for 
cattle in the near future. The production of corn and other 
crops available for cattle feeding has already reached a 
relatively inelastic limit imposed by climatic conditions. 
Production of corn beyond this limit is at a rapidly in
creasing· cost. 

The feeding of cattle has :finally become established in a 
section where it may be expected to r emain for a consider
able period of time. The crops which it is now profitable 
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to gToW in the corn belt may be expected to remain essen
tially unchang·ed for some decades. The location of the 
1Iissouri and 11ississippi valleys betvleen the ranges and 
the cons11ming· centers of the country is a further factor 
malcing· for the :finishing of cattle in the present feeding 
sections. In other words there are strong reasons for the 
feeding of cattle in the p1"'esent locations, and there is no 
longer a place to the westward to which the feeding· busi
ness may migTate, unless the methods of beef pr--oduction or 
the feeds used, or the type of beef in demand should change 
,rery materially. 

III 

THE DOl\II ATI G I FLUE.l r E~ FROM 1 96 TO 1926 " 

In 1896 the country was beginning to recover from the 
period of depression which it had been experiencing since 
1893, and to a lesser extent since prices began to decline in 
1883. Since 1889 cattle, which had undergone a serious 
depression after 1884, generally maintained their prices. 
At the same time most other prices were falling· so that 
cattle 1--eally were rising in value. Hogs, on the other hand, 
were declining in price, and as a consequence were becoming 
less popular and fewer in number in Iowa. From over 
seven millions in 1892, the number of hogs in Iowa declined 
to three and a quarter millions in 1900. 

The acreage of corn planted in the State also declined 
du1 .. ing the late nineties, and there was an increase for a few 
years in the acreag·e of wheat, due mostly to the low price 
of corn. The low price of corn was also one of the reasons 
for the increase in cattle. Corn and hogs both being low, 
and cattle improving· in price, the natural thing for the 
Iowa farmer .. was to turn to the production and the feeding 
of cattle. 

During the late nineties and the first decade of the new 

• 
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century, there was a rapid improvement in the methods of 
farming in the State. There was also a very general im
provement of farm buildings. The old sheds and small 
crude houses which characterized the frontier stage, largely 
disappeared between 1896 and 1914. They were replaced 
by substantial and commodious buildings which, for con
venience and an appearance of well being·, probably sur
passed the g·eneral averag·e of farm buildings in any other 
large farming area of the country. 

The rapid rise of the price of farm land was a sign of its 
increasing economic p1 .. oductivity. With the general rise in 
the prices of farm products and the practically stationary 
r ates of freight to the consuming sections of the country, 
the product pe1 .. acre of Iowa land came to be worth much 
more than a decade previously. But there was a deeper 
and more lasting· cause for the rise in agTicultural than in 
other products. The population of the country was con
tinuing to gTow rapidly. The agTicultural resources, as far 
as they "rere limited by natural factors, were able to ex
pand very little. Theref 01~e, as there came to be a need for 
a larg·e1 .. supply of foodstuffs, farm p1'ices stiffened. This 
put an end to the disadvantageous situation which had ex
isted a decade or so before, when a large pa1 .. t of the coun
try's popt1lation was engaged in producing· farm products 
from the newly opened prairies. The relatively inelastic 
demand for foodstuffs was now as strong in forcing prices 
upwards as it had been before in £01 .. cing them down. 

The rising prices were not the only cause of the improve
ment in the position of the farmer. There were improve
ments in the methods of farming· which helped him also. 
These comprised such gTadual changes as the adoption of 
more efficient feeding~ methods, the planting of crops which 
offered advantages over the ones previously used, the try
ing out and partial adoption of the silo, and other factors. 
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The farming industry seemed to have reached a sound 
and safe basis. Between 1900 and 1914 the farmers were 
enjoying an improved and constantly improving situation. 
There was still much room for improvement, but generally 
speaking it was a period of prosperity, and one which was 
not interri1pted by any economic cataclysm, nor any serious 
and unusual inte1"'ruption in the trends of development. It 
is, the ref ore, an excellent period in which to follow the 
normal and, for the most part, the uninterrupted working 
out of economic forces. 

PRICE TRENDS UNTIL 1914 

Prices of cattle increased at a steady rate from 1 96 
until 1901. In that year an optimistic business outlook 
started cattle upward at a rapid rate along with hogs and 
corn f 01' the la1--ger part of a year. This was accelerated 
by a drought in the summer of 1901 which seriously reduced 
the corn crop. Consequently, many cattle were sold only 
partly fat. In 1902 there was a good crop of corn but much 
of it was soft, and fit only for feeding. There was a large 
crop of feeder cattle in the range country the same year, 
many of which had been held over from the preceding year. 
The result was a heavy run of cattle in the markets in the 
fall of 1902 and the winter and spring of 1903 with a conse
quent failing off in prices. 48 

In 1903 there was a slacking up in business and a slight 
I'ecession in the general price level. Partly as a result of 
this and of the large production of cattle, corn, and hogs in 
1902, the prices of these commodities declined to the level 
of the early part of 1901. Here they remained with but 
little change for the next two or three years. Better meth
ods of managing the rang·es and the increased productive 
capacity of the corn belt States resulted in the receipts of 

48 Wall,aces ' Farmer, December 5, 1902, F ebruary 20, 1903. 

• 
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cattle at Chicago running heavier from 1903 to 1907 than at 
any time since 1892. The price of cattle, during these five 
years, s11nk to the level of the price of hogs or below it. 

The supply of rang·e land was beginning to be reduced by 
settlers, but the rancher could still sell feeder cattle to the 
Iowan more cheaply than they could be 1--aised in the State. 
Beef, in Iowa, was becoming a by-product of more intensive 
farming. This change began to be noted in 1903 or 1904.49 

The farmers who were trying to stick to the older method 
of production were beg1.nning to complain that there was no 
money in cattle. 

There was also a change in the demands of the marlcet 
for beef. Whereas the principal demand had been f 01· 

heavy cattle, and the market had shown its preference for 
the larger animals by higher prices, the1"e had been a grad
ual change so that there was no long·er a premium on the 
heavy stock. In 1902 the top price for steers weighing from 
1200 to 1350 pounds was the same as for those weighing 
from 1350 to 1500, and for those weighing over 1500 pounds. 
There were times after 1902 when there was a premium on 

40 '' The cattle interest is now in a transition state, and, as in all tra.nsition 
states, there is as a result a great deal of loss and suffering. . . . 

'' We have in the past two or three years been passing from the period of 
,ride open ranges, great national pastures where cattle grazed freely on gov
ernment land, to that of a nation fully settled up and where nearly all of the 
land that is worth owning has passed into private ownership, and that which 
has not passed into private ownership is of little value under the conditions 

now existing. 
'' The great pastures tributary to water courses have been fenced up, 

whether legally or illegally. The government may order the fences enclosing 
these lands taken down, but this means that in many cases these pastures 
shall not be used for beef production. The corn growing land of the nation 
has nearly all been occupied, and any increase in the corn crop and any cheap
ening in the price must result from improved methods of cultivation. There 
is a possibility of a very large increase, say fifty per cent at least, but this 
possibility can be realized only by the education of the farmers, which, though 
certain and sure, is a slow and gradual process.''- Wallaces' Farmer, June 
17, 1904. 

• 
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the heavy stock but, in general, the preference for the 
lig·hte1" animals became stronger. This tended to accele1 .. ate 
the change in production from the big, mature animals to 
younger and smaller ones. 

THE BOOM AND PA IC OF 1907 

In 1907 the cattlemen and other agTicultu1 .. al interests of 
the West rediscovered the close connection between agri
culture and the business of the rest of the country. The 
boom of 1907 carried corn and cattle prices up with it. 
There was no objection to this, but there was an outcry 
ag·ainst the rise in prices f 01" the thing·s which the f arme1· 
had to buy. It was generally realized that the :financial and 
speculative operations in Wall treet were being· carried 
on at too high a level of p1 .. ices. As early as 1farch, 1907, 
a panic of some sort was expected as the outcome. But it 
was not realized that it would seriously affect the farmers . .. 
''Fa1"mers were never in better shape to meet trouble than 
now'', said W allaces' Fartrier. '' The banks are full of 
money, the cribs full of grain, and the yards full of stock. 
Lower prices would of course ha,te to be accepted in case 
there should be a general lack of confidence until confidence 
is restored.'' 50 But in any event, there appeared to be lit
tle for the farmer to worry about, e,ren if the speculators 
in Wall Street did become involved in difficulty. 

In the last days of October, the ''Rich ma11's'' panic be
gan in ew York. A banking system, which centralized the 
reserves of the country in New York, quickly extended it 
ove1-- the 1"est of the country. The panic and the depression 
incident to it did not last long·, but long enough to embar
rass the purchaser s of feeding cattle, as well as the rest of 
the farming population for a few months. 

The feede1" who had intended to purchase cattle on bor-

so Wallaces' Farmer, March 22, 1907. 

• 
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rowed funds in November or later in 1907 found it was 
practically impossible to carry out his plans. There was 
practically no money to be had for a month or so, and the 
result was that many feed yards remained empty. For a 
short time premi1.1ms were demanded for cash at banks in 
many parts of the co1Jntry.51 Clearing house certificates 
were circulated in place of money. Because of the lack of 
confidence there was a much greater demand for cash than 
usual. Where checks or drafts would ordinarily have 
passed actual money was demanded. It took all the power 
and ingenuity of the government and :financiers of the 

51 '' The practical suspension of currency payment on the part of most of 
the ba.nks of the principal cities of the west on Monday of this week no doubt 
came as a rude shock to most western farmers and business men. While every
body in the west knew that New York ,vas having quite severe :financial trou
ble, it had not been supposed that it would aff eet western interests to any 
extent. The action of the New York ba.nks last week suspending currency 
payments there, however, brought trouble to us in the west very quickly 

• • • • 

'' On Saturday the ew York ba.nks notified the Chieago hanks that they 
could not draw their surplus casl1 which they carried there, except in drafts, 
cheeks, or clearing house certificates. . . . On Saturday the Chicago 
Clearing House Association met to determine what should be done in the mat
ter. They found themselves in the position of being called upon to furnish 
the money they had belonging to other banks but not being able to get their 
own money which they had on deposit in the New York banks. . . . The 
Chicago banks, therefore, Saturday night determined to adopt the policy of 
the Now York banks and suspend the cash payments. This passed on the 
trouble to the hanks in cities like Doo Moines whieh earry balances in the 
Chicago banks. They in turn found themselves in the position of being unable 
to call in the money which belonged to them in the Chicago ba.nks, and unless 
they took measures to protect the cash they had in their own vaults at that 
time it would soon be pa.id out and none coming in to replace it. On Monday, 
therefore, the Des Moinoo clearing house adopted the same policy and notified 
the people of the state that no money would be sent out but that drafts and 
eh eeks would be issued as hereto£ ore. This passes the trouble on to the coun
try banker; he has cash in the Des Moines ba,nks but on adoption of this 
resolution by the clearing house cannot get it. . . . Unless the country 
bank happens to have in its safe enough cash to meet the needs of its cus
tomers for the present week and possibly longer the customers will find them
selves in the same position as the ba.nks - they will have the money deposited 
but they <'a.nnot draw it out''.- Wallaces' Farmer, November 1, 1907. 

VOL. x xVI-8 
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country to 1·esto1"'e cori:fidence in the credit machine. But by 
borro,,ri.ng g·old from abroad and issuing large quantities of 
money fo1-- a short time, normal credit conditions ,vere 

r estored in January, 190 . 

DEVELOP~1E T FR011 1907 TO 1914 

In 1907 and 1908 there were l1ort corn crops in Io,,,a , 
and consequently the1·e ,vas a maller production of cattle 
and hogs in 1908 and 1909. The feeding business was af
fected more than the busi11ess of raisin°· cattle. The 1·e
duction in the number of cattle I'aised was not great for 
two 01· three year . The greatest nl1m ber of '' other cattle'' 
(beef cattle) ever reported on Io,va farms was reached in 
the report of the nited tates Department of Ag~~ricultur 
for January 1, 1907. ccording· to this report, there were 
nearly four million '' other cattle'' in Io,va on this date.52 

Thereafter the numbe1 .. gradually declined to two and a half 
million in 1914, the greatest 1--eduction taking place in 
1909.53 During the same period, the number of hog·s fluctu
ated widely with the corn crops and other factors, but was 
g·enerally on the increase. 

More cereal 01-- veg·etable food can be produced per acre 

G2 Yearbook of the United States Department of A.griculture, 1907, p. 714. 

5 3 '' The west has had two years of high priced corn, and the effects are 
much more far-reaching than may appear to the casual observer. . . . It 
has led to the heavy marketing of cattle; and it will without much doubt 
show in the decreased number of cattle in the United States. Oon.sidenng the 
uncertainty of the n1arket and the e>,._"tent to which it is under tl1e control of 
manipulation, whether that be much or little, many farmers have hesitated to 
put sixty-cent corn into feeding steers, as they have been accustomed to do in 
the past. They feel that it is safer to sell the corn and the steer separately 
than together. The effect of this is seen in the small movement of feeding 
steers from feeding centers to the farm. Meanwhile there has been a lessened 
demand for really fat cattle, and a higher price for thin steers which ,vere 
heretofore regarded as feeder quality, the packer being the competitor of the 
f eeder for anything that sl1owed any amount of fat, and thus increasing the 
difficulty of filling up the feed yards with any show of profit.''- Wallaces' 

Farmer, January 29, 1909. 
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than food in the form of meats. The g·rowing population 
and the slowly increasing need for food was causing· cereals 
and vegetable c1·ops to encroach more and mor e on the do
main which had previously been devoted to the production 
of beef and other meat products. This tendency had been 
evident for a considerable n11mber of years. It had been 
obscured by the improvements in farm production between 
1900 and 1907. But between 1907 and 1914 it was ag·ain 
becomjng e\rident in the di,.,.ersion of land from the produc
tion of cattle to the production of gr .. ain or other .. crops. A 
fe,\ of the mo1--e far-- seeing producers began to recognize 
the trend.54 But as a usual thing there was little apparent 

s4 '' 11:any articles are writteiL in all our agricultural papers, telling t l1e 
farmers ho,v and why they should raise more live stock, in order that the meat 
supply sl1ould not be lessened per capita. Does the thought ever oecur to any 
of these writers that, owing to our rapid increase in population, this condition 
is naturally logical, and probably unavoidable. The reason the farmer cannot 
raISe more live stock, or perhaps continue to raise as much in tl1e future as he 
now has, is that it simply does not pay financially to do so ; the reason for 
this being that the price of cereals and vegetable foods tend to increase 
f aster than the price of meats; the reason for this being that the great mass 
of consumers, in endeavoring to get as much life-sustaining food as possible 
for the amount of money they have to spend, find it will go much fa1·ther if 
spent for vegetable foods than for meat. The human race can live and go 
about their business on 1nuch less meat than they no,Y consume, arid a.ny 
marked rise in the prices of meats at once reduced the demand and consump
tion, which automatically reduces the price. This is not true of cereals and 
vegetables, such as potatoes, beans, etc., as the conswner n1ust have them or 
starve, and the buying power of the consumer of vegeta,ble foods l1as never 
been anyways near exhausted by the highest prices we have ever bad. Should 
oats sell for $1 per bushel, and corn double in price, oatmeal, corn meal, corn 
starch and various corn products could still be procured by the average ma.n. 
Anyway, he would have to have them or starvation ,vould ensue. The same 
relative advance in the prices of meats ,, .. ould aln1ost prohibit consun1ption. 

'' Tl1ere is no use in blaming the packers, farmers or any other class of 
people, for these fundamental facts, though, of course, monopoly and ineffi 
ciency have been contributing minor influences. European conditions will re
peat themselves here as our population becomes more dense. Consumption of 
meat per capita will steadily decrease, and the struggle to procure a plentiful 
supply of bread will become the main question. The fertility of our soils will 
have to be maintained largely by pasturage and the manure made from rough
age, our rougher lands being kept in pasture and meadow probably all the 
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conception, on the part of the ''practical'' man, of the 
nature of the unde1 .. lying forces which were increasing the 
cost of his feeds faster than of his cattle and were, there
fore, slowly making it less profitable for him to raise cattle 
and more profitable to raise other things. It was easy to 
complain about the packer, or the railroad, or commission 
men, or to say that a mysterious ''they'' were forcing down 
the price of his product and robbing him of the return 
which he should have, but it was difficult for the ''prac
tical' man to generalize correctly, or· to comprehend the 
impersonal forces which in the long run govern his eco
nomic life. It was much easier to blame his troubles on 
something· which he could see or which he knew existed in 
tangible form. " 

IMPROVEMENT IN CROPS A D IN METHODS OF PRODUCING 

The increase in p1 .. ices of corn and hogs, which was tend
ing to displace the production of beef from the farm busi-
ness, was arrested about 1900 by improvements in for age 
crops and in the methods of production which g·ave the beef 
enterprise a new lease on life. The first of these impr ove
ments was the supplanting of the low grade prairie hay and 
timothy by legi1minous for age crops. Clover began to be 
planted in almost every section of Iowa soon after it was 

time, while the bottom lands and the rich, black, level lands will sell nearly all 
the grain produced. Should the fertility be depleted or threatened, it can 
probably be maintained by sowing legumes and increasing the percentage of 
pasture land, most of the cattle being sold grass fat, and the grain sold for 
human consumption. 

'' I sell both grain and live stock, and f or several years back have obtained 
an average price of about 70 cents per bushel for my corn, some time during 
the summer f ollowing the year in ,vhich it was grown, which, everything con
sidered, brings me more clear money than any method of feeding I have dis· 
covered. By keeping a relatively 13.'.rge per cent of my land in pasture and 
meadow, and making all the manUl'e possible from the roughage and some 
grain, I am increasing the f ertility of the soil. I find many of my neighbors 
think as I do on this question.''- Letter from C. L. Snow of DJino:iB in 
Wallaces' Farmer, March 17, 1916. 
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settled, but it was often several years before good crops 
were grown. This crop permitted a conservation of soil 
fertility and the production of a larg·er quantity of more 
nutritive feed per acre than had been possible with prairie 
hay or timothy which had also been planted soon after 
settlement. Clover, too, helped in putting a higher finish 
on the cattle and in keeping the young· stock gaining more 
rapidly through the winter, thereby adding impetus to the 
tendency to finish and sell the cattle at an earlier age. 
About 1903 farmers beg·an to experiment with alfalfa in 
various parts of the State. It provided a heavier yield per 
acre than clover and contained even more proteii1. 

Between 1904 and 1910 silos began to be built for beef 
cattle in some sections. The silo found its most profitable 
11s e in the eastern feeding area_,;;_._ in Iowa and Johnson 
counties and to the east. In this section little alfalfa was 
grown, and the silage provided a succulent fo1 .. ag·e ,vhich 
helped to keep cattle on a heavy feed and permitted a g·ood 
1·ate of gain. 

Experiments at agTicultural experiment stations in the 
latter part of the nineteenth century demonstrated the in
sufficiency of the protein content of corn for feeding pur
poses. The use of nitrog·enous supplements increased rap
idly from the last few years in the nineteenth century until 
1907 or 1908 when their use had become common if not 
general. The higher cost of pasturag·e which resulted from 
a higher value of the use of land for other purposes, forced 
a more careful use of land in the production of cattle. This 
included an attempt to mature the cattle for market at an 
earlier age than previously. The age of the finished steer 
was reduced from three or four years in the eighties to 
about two years or two and a half in the period just prior 
to 1910. 

The beef producing industry of Iowa had assumed a 
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rather stable cha1·acter by 1905 or 1907. It had de,reloped 
into t,vo fairly distinct forms of enterprises. In the 
roug·her sectio11s of the ta te ,vhe1,e there was some land 
v\rhich could be tilled only ,vith difficulty the beef industry 
developed thro11gh tl1e use of pastu1"e land in maintaining 
small herds of breeding cattle. The breeding stock ,vas 
used to convert the roug·hage of the farm, which was largely 
a by-product, into marketable beef. The cal,res ,ve1'e pro
duced under' relatively intensive conditions, and ,vere used 
to convert the higher grade of feed such as corn, into a 
high grade of beef. The other type of beef enterprise con
sisted in feeding· the ,vestern teers which had been grown 
under extensi·v·e conditions on the ranges but which had not 
been brought to a high state of finish. By feeding them for 
a few months on a grain ration it was possible to increase 
the quality of their flesh and to save freight on the corn 
which they consumed. 

THE EUROPEA WAR A D ITS I r FLUE CE 0 
CATTLE PRODUOTIO 

During· the years 1912, 1913, and 1914, the average prices 
of beef cattle were on a higher level, relative to the g·eneral 
price level, than they had been for any period since 1 40 
when the available data relative to the two series beg·ins. 
With the outbreak of the war in Europe in August, 1914, 
there was a pe1"iod of business uncertainty due to the break
ing off of trade connections and inte1,ruptions of ocean traf
fic. The price of fat cattle at hicago declined from an 
average of $9.60 per hundred which ,vas r eached in ep
tember, 1914, in anticipation of a heavy and immediate 
wartjme demand which did not materialize, to an ave1'age 
of $7.90 per hundred in February, 1915. The price then 
fluctuated between this low point and $9.50 until 1farch, 
1916, when it began to rise. 

• 
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The weakening of cattle prices at the beginning of the 
v.rar was accompanied by a similar movement on the part of 
hog·s and corn. The same was true of many products which 
were not in immediate demand for military purposes. In 
November, 1915, the price of corn started upwards pre
ceding· c.attle by about three months. Hogs started up in 
December two months ahead of cattle. These three prod
l1cts continued to rise 1·apidly until the late fall of 1917. 
Corn advanced the most rapidly, and cattle the least. 
1ieantime, the prices of most non-agTicultural commodities 
were likewise climbing but at a slower rate than farm 
products. This condition, which was caused by the in
creased demand for food p1 .. oducts from Europe, resulted 
in an advantageous condition for the producer of cattle, 
corn, and hogs, and greatly stimulated their production. 
The acreage planted in corn in the United States increased 
from one hundred and three million acres in 1914 to one 
hundred and sixteen million in 1917, the gTeatest acreage of 
corn which had ever been planted in this country. From 
1914 to 1919 the number of '' other cattle'' in the country 
increased from approximately 36,000,000 to 45,000,000, and 
the number of hog·s from 58,000,000 to 74,000,000. In Iowa 
the co1 .. n acreage grew from 10,248,000 in 1914 to 11,100,000 
in 1917. The number of beef cattle on Iowa farms in
c1·eased f1·om 2,555,000 in 1914 to 2,919,000 in 1918, and the 
number of hogs from 6 976,000 to 10,822,000 in 1919.55 

As in the case of tl1e Civil War, the Wo1 .. ld War disturbed 
a11d distorted the natural trends, so that for a time it may 
ha\"e appeared to some that the old forces and tendencies 
had ceased to operate. Because of tl1e rapidly rising prices, 
the farmers were stimulated to use every device known to 
them to increase their production. Althoug·h the price of 

{>,, Data from the Bureau of Crop Estimates of the United States Depart
ment of Agriculture. 
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corn rose most rapidly and highest, there was a greater 
proportional increase in the number of beef cattle in the 
count1'y than in the acreage of corn. This was larg·ely due 
to the depletion of the supply of farm labor by the dema.nds 
of war industries, which outbid the farmers for labor. It 
became more pronounced after the nited States entered 
the wa1' and drafted a large portion of the remaining sup
ply of farm labor, forcing the farmers to turn to the grow
ing of more wheat and other crop of extensive culture 
from necessity as well as from patriotic motives. 

The remarkable increase in the p1·oductivity of the farm
ers of the country, who with fewer men worked long·er 
hours, and applied all the improved methods they could, 
increasing thei1 .. capital to replace the missing laborers, 
gave to most persons a new conception of the possibility of 
agricultural expansion. It was much the same as the 
g·rowth of producti,rity during· the iv..-U. War, and was 
stimulated by vet"Y similar causes. The increased prices of 
their products provided the necessary stimulus to a class 
of people who reaped the profits on their own exertions. 

The fall in prices late in 1914 and early in 1915 discour
aged the farmers, especially the cattle feeders who had 
bought cattle in the fall at high rates, expecting .. prices to 
rise immediately, and then had sold at a loss in the winter 
before any rise commenced. In the summer there was a 
sha1 .. p rise, which again gave some hope to the prospective 
feeder. But the epidemic of hoof and mouth disease, which 
had broken out in the fall of 1914, still caused a quarantine 
against some markets as sources of feeder cattle. A gen
eral apprehension of danger to cattle within a wide radius 
of any area where the disease prevailed discourag·ed some 
from feeding. 1foreover, a needless fear of beef on the 
part of some cons11mers helped for some months to keep 
down the prices of beef. 

• 
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The expectation of higher prices, however, led to the put
ting of mor'e cattle on feed, and there was a turning to 
better methods which was largely forced on the farmers by 
the high prices of feeds and labor. 56 The rising prices, 
when they came, caused a heavy shipment of any stock that 
was at all fit to sell. It also caused the keeping· of more 
heifer calves than before. The result was a very heavy run 
of live stock beg·inning in 1916. This was accomplished by 
the selling· of all cattle that could be dispensed with, and the 
selling of steers younger and lighter in weig·ht than at any 
time previously. 

The cattle feeder, who had cattle to buy in the fall of 
1916, bought under conditions in which there was a spread 
of two to four dollars between the price of thin stock and 
fat cattle. In the fall of 1917 the spread was from four to 
six dollars . In 1918 it was from five to seven dollars. This 
was a more favorable condition than had obtained in the 
feeding business for a great many years, as far as the pro
portionate margin was concerned. It was the most favor
able that had ever existed considering· the actual margin. 
In addition to the wide margin, the 1 .. ising· prices were a 
source of profit to the man who was holding cattle. The 
longer he kept them the gTeater was the gain over the p1 .. ice 
paid for them. Thus if a farmer bought feeder cattle in 
October, 1916, paying the average price of that month for 
them, they would have cost him $6.60. If he put them on a 
short feed, of ninety days for example, he would have been 
able to get for them about $10.70 in January, 1917, giving 
him a margin of $4.10; but if he kept them three months 

5 6 A Missouri correspondent writes: '' I have been feeding cattle for forty
five years, and when I could buy feeders and corn at a reasonable price, I 
could generally make a little money, but since cattle and corn have become so 
high, I find that I can not break even by feeding straight corn. I must quit 
the business or try some new methods. I have decided to try some of the new 
fangled schemes which the experiment stations recommend so highly''.
Wall aces' Farmer, December 24, 1915. 
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longe1· and sold in April he ,vould have received $12.35, or 
a ma1 .. gin of $5. 75. 

nder these conditions there was a heavy demand for 
cattle f 01· f ceding· purposes in the fall of 1917. Althoug·h 
th 1--e was a recession in p1'ice early in 191 , it r eco,rered in 
the spring·, and the average p1'ice for 1200 to 1500 pound 
steers 1·ose to $17 .65 in eptemb r, the highest a ,te1--age 
pr--ice for this class on record. The1--e ,\ ... as, ho,\"ever, a gTeat 
deal of u11certainty in the situation. 57 onditions fluctu
ated so l'apidly that a g·ood cleal of courage ,vas required to 
buy feeders. Feeders had never before be n so high, and 
corn could easily be sold at prices ,vhich would have seemed 
fantastic a fe,v y ars befo1 .. e. The speculative feature of 
feeding was gTea tly in evidence. " 

D11riI1g· 1917 the prices of hogs shot up past that of cattle 
because of European demands. The general average price 
of hogs in hicag·o reached 1 .20 in eptember, while cat
tle we1·e at $14.50. Thereafter, until late in 1919, hogs 
maintained a lead over cattle. This made the production 
of hogs even mor profitable than that of cattle. Conse
quently the n11mber of hog·s in Io,va increased from less 
than seven millions on January 1, 1914, to nearly eleven 
millions on the same date in 1919, while the beef cattle in 

r;1 '' The customary sprea.d bet,veen fail-ly good f eeders and good fat steers 
( average, not top ) has been just a little over two cents. During the past 
year, l1owev-er, the spread has been considerably greater than this, probably on 
account of the extremely higl1 price of corn. It is a remarkable thing at the 
pre~ent time to see feeders selling for from $8 to $11 per c.,vt., whereas fat 
steers are bringing $16 to $18 per c,vt. In other wo1ds, there seems to be 
three or four tin1es as much spread as is custon1ary. . . . With $1.20 corn 
in prospect, the cattle f eeder would see1n to l1ave a chance to make good 
money. On the basis of $90 for a fairly good 1,000 pound f eeder in October, 
and $1.20 for ne,v corn, tl1e average man ought to n1ake a good profit u his 
steers sell fat in the spring at anything over $12.50 per cwt. But of course 
eorn may be higher than $1.20 per bushel, and cattle may be lo,ver than 
$12.50 per cwt. Tl1at's where tl1e gamble conies in. evertheless, all signs 
point to an extremely profitable winter for cattle feeders.' '- Wall aces' 
Farmer, October 12, 1917. 

• 
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the tate inc1 .. eased during~ the same period, only from 
2,555,000 to 2,8611000. 

The price of co1'n was 1"i ing~ even more rapidly than that 
of either cattle or hogs. F1--om January, 1916, to eptem
ber, 1917, the monthly average price of co1 .. n in Chicago rose 
from 76 cents to $2.09. This meant that it was more prof
itable to sell cor11 tha11 to feed it either to hogs or cattle. 
The profit which might be made in feeding came from an 
increase in the price of the live stocl{ while they were being 
kept on the farm and fed, and not from a favorable rela
tionship between the prices of corn and cattle. The result 
,,yas that beginning in 1917 there " ras a tendency to market 
the corn and cattle separately. In 1917, howe er, corn was 
·e\Terely damaged by early frosts and this forced the feed
ing· of a larg·e amount of corn that would othe1--wise have 
been sold. 

With the entry of the United tates into the war in 1917 
the government ass11med control over many industries. 
Dealers in food products especially were placed under a 
licensing system which ga e the government more or less 
s,1per,rision over the t1 .. ade. The prices of meats and other 
food products were strongly influenced by the large pur
cl1ases for war pu1~poses. To pre ent a possible shortage 
of meat products '' meatless days'' were inaugurated to 
tl1e disappointment of the producer's of meat, who had 
hoped to see prices go higher still. All possible objections 
,vere aclvanced during· this period to g·overnment regula
tions; not to government regulations ove1' most industries, 
or over industries in general in time of war, but to the spe
cific regulation ,vbich each person thoug"ht ,vas putting him 
and l1is industry at a disadvantag·e as compared to others. 
Thus, cattle feede1"s believed that ''meatless days should be 
confined to pork only' .58 

1>s I owa Yearbook of Agriculture, 1917, p. 349. 
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DEPRESSION A D RECOVERY AFTER THE WAR 

The farming industry had hardly become adjusted to war 
time conditions when the war closed. There followed a 
short period of unce1·tainty, and then, in anticipation of a 
heavy demand for foods from Europe, the prices of cattle 
strengthened and held at about 17.00 for fat steers for 
nearly a yea1--. The price of hogs, meantime, continued to 
advance, because of the demand in Europe for pork prod
ucts and fats. In the s11mmer of 1919, hog·s were from three 
to six dollars above cattle, de pite the smaller receipts of · 
cattle at markets caused partly by the drought in the south-
western range country. The1 .. e had been three dry yea1·s 
there, and as a consequence cattlemen had been forced to 
sell heavily to reduce the n11m bers of cattle on the range. 

In the fall of 1919, the government launched an attack on 
the high cost of living by selling· surplus war supplies of 
food products. This precipitated a rapid decline in the 
price of hog·s from nearly $22.00 to below $14.00 in five 
months. Cattle declined mo1'e slo,vly. But the period of 
highly profitable feeding· was ended £01" a few years. W bile 
prices were on the decline no matter what the ma1·gin be
tween fat cattle and feeders was when they were bought, the 
decline between the date of purchase and sale would wipe 
out the ma1--g1.n and cut off most of the possible profit. ow 
the reverse of the earlier situation arose - the longer the 
cattle were kept the greater the loss. 

In the spring of 1920, with the post war boom well under 
way and nearing its peak, farmers beg·an to pluck up cour
age. The fall in prices, most of them argued, had already 
taken place, and the storm was over.59 During the s11m-

c;9 In reply to an inquiry as to the outlook for cattle feeding a writer in 
W allaces' Farmer said: '' In the first issue of every month we publish a chart 
showing steer profits and losses. If our correspondent will refer to page 1515 
of our issue of June 4th, he will note in our last profit-and-loss chart that fat 
cattle have now been exceedingly unprofitable for over a year. After they 
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mer, however, with the industrial boom at an end and prices 
already begjnning to fall, many r ealized that tight money 
might possibly interfere to some extent with the fat cattle 
market in the fall. 6° Corn began its phenomenal fall from 
an averag·e of $2.03 in 1Ia1 .. ch, 1920, to 78 cents per bushel 
in December. Between October and February, cattle 
dropped from $15.30 to $8.80. Bet,veen September and 
January hogs fell from $15.90 to $9.40. 

The indignant astonishment which resulted from this 
rapid decline in prices was well described in W allaces' 
Farmer on November 5, 1920: ''The farmers of the nation 
are thoroughly stirr ed up over the tremendous d1~op in the 
prices of their crops. 11eetings are being held; conferences 
are called; committees are sent here and there; protests are 
being made in the papers; farmers are urged to hold their 
crops off the market. Eve1 .. ybody who has a real interest in 
Agriculture is casting about to find some way to stop the 
ruinous decline in prices, but no one seems to know just 
how to do it''. 

Corn, which is largely a raw material for the making of 
pork and beef, fell first and fastest. If hogs and cattle 
were unprofitable, there was to be little demand for corn. 
Consequently corn declined from $2.03 in Tuiarch, 1920, to 
46 cents in October, 1921. During the period of the most 
1 .. apid decline hog·s mo ed a little ahead of cattle but fell by 
about the same amount. The decline in cattle was from 

have been unprofitable f or this length of time, there is a chance for things to 
start the other way. Of course, fattening cattle may not become profitable 
again as early as this fall, but if not by that time, the chance for profitable 
prices by next spring will be b etter. No one can predict with any certa.inty 
as to the short swings of the market, especially in these uncertain times. We 
believe it possible, however, to make a rough guess as to the long swings, and 
therefore venture the opinion that some time during the next year the fatten
ing of cattle will again become relatively profitable. ''- Wallaces' Farmer, 
June 11, 1920. 

60 Wallaces' Farmer, July 9, 1920. 
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15.70 in July, 1920, to $7.20 in December, 1921, using as a 
basis the averag·e monthly p1'ice fo1' 1200 to 1500 pound 
steers in hicago. The decline was disastrous to many 
cattle feeders, ,vho saw their inve tment in feeding· stock 
melt a,vay so that many receiv d less for their fat stee1's, 
after feeding· their co1·n crop to the cattle, than they had 
paid for the feede1's. 

In 1922 the p1·ice of cattle moved upv\rard strongly until 
October, when a slig·ht reces ion set in. With prices 1 .. isii1g 
the }rear proved a favorable one fo1-- the cattleman, and 
especially for the feed r. onseql1ently the late summer 
and fall saw practically a doubling of the ordinary ship
ments of cattle into Iowa for feeding. The farmers and 
cattlemen ,vere again getting on their feet after the defla
tion of cattle prices, and were again venturing as boldly as 
ever. There was heavy feeding· in 1922 and 1923 but in 
g·eneral the number of cattle in Iowa and the numbers fed 
sl1owed onl r mino1' yea1' to yea1· fluctuations until 1926. 

The attempts to shift production on Iowa farms from the 
less to the more p1·ofitable enterprise are particularly 
inte1·esting· ii1 gi,ring· some idea of the degree of flexibility 
of the farm business. 

The relationship between beef production and the pro
duction of milk, for example, in sections " 1hich were essen
tially beef producing districts, was modified in a significant 
manner. Prior to 1914 the drift from beef towards dairy
ing was very slight. After 1915, ,v-ith the price of grains 
rising rapidly and with labor becoming· more and more 
scarce, the number of co,vs milked fell off. The prices of 
dairy p1 .. oducts were then lag·g·ing· behind those of beef, 
hog·s, and grain, hence the movement was towards the pro
duction of these other commodities. At the end of the war 
the situation was reversed. The prices of dairy products 
were ag·ain lagging· behind grain and beef. But this time 
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the prices were moving· down instead of up. The beef pro
d11cer was now in a bad way. He had invested his labor 
and capital in the production of cattle, and in growing· grain 
at a hig·h level of costs. He now had a choice between sell
ing his gTain at an extr emely low level of price and incur
ring a hea,ry loss on it, or of feeding it to his cattle likewise 
at a loss. No matter which way he looked there ,vas no 
opportunit},. for a profit on the crops of 1920. He could not 
sell out and quit farming, because the price of land and 
e,·erything· else he owned was at such a low level for the 
time lJeing, that to sell, even if he could find a buyer, ,vould 
l)e to i11cu1' a still heavier loss than from conti11uing to run 

his farm. 
The problem was one of choosing· the smallest loss, and of 

scraping· together every penny tl1at could be obtained u11til 
times impro,Ted. The dai1"y ind11stry was one that weath
ered the sto1"m better than most others. But there were 
,,..ery few fa1'mers who could have gone into the dai1"y busi
ness in 1920 or 1921. They did not ha,·e the money to bu},. 
dai1'y cattle. The beef cattle already on the Iowa fa1 .. ms, 
however, offered a pa1iial solution. The farmer discovered 
that milk 01 .. cr eam was wo1,.th something· and that he had 
riot been selling· nea1 .. ly as much of these commodities as he 
could. The1 .. ef ore the milking· of co\\rs in beef herds in
creased g1 .. eatly in nearly all parts of the State £1 .. om 1920 to 
1922. In a few sections there was an increase in actual 
dai1 .. ying, and a conside1 .. able number of cows of the dairy 
breeds were brought in from dairy sections such as Wis
consin and Minnesota. 

For the most part the milking of more cows was a tempo
rary thing·. As soon as the prices of gTain, beef, and pork 
began to recove1--, and it became worth more to talre care of 
these enterprises than to milk, milking was larg·ely aban
doned. Only in a few counties near the older dairying· sec-
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tions and in a few isolated areas, was there any permanent 
increase in dairying. 

The problem of combining dairying and beef production 
was again taken into consideration. This time, however, 
not so mu·ch was made of the po sibility as on earlier occa
sions. The co,vs of the dairy breeds had become more spe
cialized as milk producers, and partly as a consequence, 
their ave1--age production was so much above that of the 
beef cattle that f aI·me1's generally agreed that the bona fide 
dairy cow and not a beef type was the one to be used if real 
dairying was to be unde1 .. taken. On the other hand the use 
of calves from dairy herds as second rate beef 8.nimals was 
still thought of as a possibility. 61 The growing n11m ber of 
dairy cattle in the country was making this type of beef too 
plentiful to be overlooked. In Iowa it was represented by 
the feeders which were produced in the dairy area and from 
there sold to other parts of the tate. The number of these 
cattle had been fluctuating from time to time as the market 
discriminated more or less in the type of feeders it would 
take, and as the dairy business waned or waxed prosperous. 

IV 

STOCKI1 G A 1 T TE WITH .A.TTLE 

It is not the purpose of this study to recite the history of 
breed improvement in Iowa at lengih. The leaders in the 
development of the purebred cattle of the tate have ren
dered a valuable service, and their achievements a1 .. e well 

61 '' About 40 per cent of the beef marketed in the United States comes 
from the dairy. Probably 18,000,000 calves are born from dairy cows every 
year, and of these at least 12,000,000 are slaughtered as calves. Some few 
are probably grown and marketed as steers. In addition to these 12,000,000 
calves, about 4,000,000 dairy cows and about 5,000,000 dairy bulls are sent to 
the butcher annually. On a rough estimate, more than 3,000,000,000 pounds of 
edible beef comes from the dairies each year, as compared with about 
5,000,000,000 pounds of edible beef from beef cattle.''- Wall aces' Farmer, 
February I, 1918. 
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worth setting forth at length, as are the blood lines of the 
outstanding cattle of the principal breeds. But a study in 
economic history, such as the present one, is more con
cerned with the causes for the improvement in breeding in 
the f OI'm of higher possible profits from the better cattle, 
and with the economic consequences of the breed improve
ment. 

The first cattle of Iowa were driven into the State either 
from the region east of the Mississippi River or from Mis
souri on the south. The meeting4 of these two lines of influ
ence in Iowa is an interesting event in the history of the 
settlement of the 1\.Iiddle West. 1\.fissouri, or the eastern 
and central parts of it, was settled earlier than Iowa. Iowa 
,vas, therefore, an area in which two streams of settlement 
con,~erged, bringing into it the practices of the feeding 
a1·eas of Illinois and of the more extensive types of cattle 
raising from 1fissouri. The first cattle of Iowa came from 
tl1e common stock of these two sections. They were from 
stock that had been driven from section to section of the 
country since its colonization, generally moving westward 
and mixing more or less with cattle from other sections in 
each new locality. Consequently they were, as the report 
from Allamakee County to the Iowa State Agricultural 
Society of 1857 states, '' 11 uch like the other stock, a mix
ture of eve1 .. ything' '. 

The cattle which entered Iowa from 11issouri were de
scribed as being small in size and inferior in breeding♦• 62 

62 ''Now what breeds of cattle do we find in Iowa Y The most of our fine 
stockmen will say scrubs. . . . In J\fichigan, Wisconsin, and northern Iowa 
we find grad€s from the Devons, central Iowa grades from the Shorthorns; in 
fact the leading blood is shorthorn. In the southern part of Iowa there is a 
small race of ca.ttle tl1at have travelled westward through the Carolinas, 
through Tennessee. These are generally called scrubs, and are inferior. But 
farmers in Iowa have for many years been breeding from the highest grades 
in their possession. 

'' Some very common steers, that I raised and f ed, at four years old- or 

VOL. xxVI-9 
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They were descended from the stock which formed the basis 
of the cattle industry in the arolinas in the late eighteenth 
century. The stock had travelled westward through Ten
nessee and into 1issouri on its way to Iowa. The cattle in 
the more northern parts of Io,va had been introduced into 
the tate larg·ely from Illinois and had had the advantage 
of the improved breeding· of the stock of Kentucky, Ohio, 
and Illinois, into which States stock of improved English 
breeds had been coming since the beg·inning· of the century. 

The cattle of Iowa were characterized differently by dif
ferent observers. A correspondent in Blackhawk County 
in reporting to the Iowa State Ag·ricultural ociety in 1857 
says that there the cattle are g·enerally good, that there are 
some pl1rebr eds, the breeds being ''Durhams, Devons and 
Ayrshires '. In Iowa ounty, according to the r eport, 
the1·e were then no purebreds but some gTade Shortho1 .. ns. 
Shorthorns were reported the favo1--ite b1 .. eed in nearly all 

parts of the State. 
Even to a casual examiner of the records of the time it is 

obvious that much, or perhaps most of the stock 1--eported 
as ''purebred'', ''blooded'', and ''improved'' were only 
grades and often not very good g·rades at that, a rather 
fine distinction to this effect is made by a correspondent in 
Kossuth County in reporting to the Iowa State Agricul
tural Society in 1858. He said, ''We have no bulls in the 
County of any lrnown pedigTee, but two of the Devon 
variety.'' 63 

From the beginning· of the settlement in Iowa there have 

rather three and a half - three weighed over 1800 pounds, and the balance 
ranging from 1400 to 1800. These steers were fed some oats and meal when 
calves, af ter,vards wintered upon prairie hay. Now, after many years of 
breeding and crossing with the shorthorns, my steers at the same age weigh 
from 1500 to 2000 pounds, with a better quality.''- Communication from 
Andrew Hastie of Warren County in The I owa Homestead, January 14, 1870. 

6S Report of the Iowa State .Agricultural Society, 1858, p. 301. 

• 

• 
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always been some men with an interest in improving the 
cattle of the State, and each year claims a1'"e made to sub
stantial improvement made during the immediate past. 
But the first breeders of better stock had a particularly 
difficult problem. Fences were very few and the cattle ,vere 
almost always to be found running at larg·e on the prairies, 
mjxi.ng indiscriminately with the best and the worst of the 
section and often wandering a considerable distance from 
home. Under these conditions it was extremely difficult to 
improve the blood of any one herd. The incentive to the 
purchase of better stock was the ref ore very weak until 
fences became more general. 

There are conflicting claims as to the identity of the 
''first'' purebred cattle of beef breeds brought into Iowa. 
In the Report of the I oiva State Agricultural Society for 
1857 it is stated that ''In 1840 Charles A. Hatfield brought 
a Shorthorn bull to this country (Muscatine County) which 
was a very superior animal. He was from an imported 
cow and sired in England''. This bull was later taken to 
Scott County. The name of Timothy Day of Van Buren 
County stands out as an early breeder of Sho1'thorns and 
as one who accomplished much in raising the standards of 
quality of beef cattle in Iowa. It has been said that Mr. 
Day b1'ought into Iowa the fi1,st purebred Shorthorns 64 and 
tl1at he was the first systematic breeder of r egistered 
Shorthorns in Iowa.6 5 In the spring of 1850 he bought of 
Brutus J. Clay of Bourbon County, Kentucky, a yearling 
bull, ,veight 1,000 pounds, for which he paid one hundred 
dollars, and three heifers, paying seventy-five dollars for 
one and fifty dollars for each of the other two. He also 
bought the bull calf Fillimore for one hundred dollars. 

64 Proceedings of the Eighth Annual Meeting of the I owa State I mproved 
Livestock Breeders A ssociation, 1881, -p. 102. 

6~ Sanders 's Shorthorn Cattle, pp. 330-332. 

• 
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At the first Iowa tate Fair at Fairfield in 1854 H. G. 
Stuart of Lee County and Timothy Day of Van Buren 
County exhibited ho1 .. thorns or ''Durhams'' as they were 
then called. It wa stated in the report of the ninth Iowa 
State Fair held at Dubuque in 1 62 that Judge T. S. Wilson 
of Dubuque had imported ''Durhams'' into Iowa ''twenty 
yea1·s'' prior to t11at date.66 In 1 58, J. H . Wallace, Secre
tary of the Iowa tate AgTicultural Society, published 
what he called the I owa Hercl B ook and continued it for a 
f e~1 years. This shows no record of cattle calved prior to 
1849. But there is a r ecord of a purebred bull having been 
taken into 1fuscatine ounty in 1 41 by Charles A. War
field, and one ,vas bought by Colonel E. W . Lucas of Iowa 
City in 1845. 

It is not worth while to quibble about who was the '' fi1"st'' 
to introduce any given b1~eed into the State, but it is im
portant that such men as Day succeeded in arousing· a 
lively interest in the impr·o,rement of stock, so that in the 
Report of t lie I owa State Agricultural Society for 1858 it 
could be said '' you ,vill sca1'cely find a farmer, of a.ny pre
tensions whatever, who is not making some effort at im
provement'' of his cattle. 67 }.1: ost of the pureb1'eds in Iowa 
at the time were Shorthorns, for the same R eport declares, 
''we know of no Herefords in the State''. It also mentions 
frauds made possible by a lively but undiscriminating 
interest in improvement, which led to the sale at various 
places of grades under the name of purebreds. 

As to the number of cattle in the State and the rate of 
their increase, the best evidence is to be found in the census 
reports, but the development between 1-840 a.nd 1860 was so 
rapid that :fig11res at more frequent intervals are to be de
sired. For this it is necessary to rely on the indefinite data 

66 Report of the Iowa State Agricultural Society, 1862, p. 206. 

61 Report of the I owa State Agricultural Society, 1858, p. 12. 
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to be g4 otten from the memory of old settlers and estimates 
in the reports of agricultural societies. On the voll1roe of 
business done in selling cattle for eastern cons11mption or 
to stock the western part of the State, only the latter two 
sources of information are available. 

TABLE III 

CATTLE IN IOWA ACCORDING TO THB~ CENSUS 

UMBER OF BEEF CATTLE NUMBER OF BEEF CATTLE 

YEAR IN low A OTHER THAN YEAR IN IOWA OTHER THAN 

MILK CATTLE MILK CATTLE 

1840 38,049 1890 3,394,765 
1850 69,025 1900 3,943,982 
1860 293,322 1910 3,041,214 
1870 614,366 1920 3,048,198 
1880 1,755,343 

The information which can be obtained from the old set
tlers is less definite but more descriptive than that avail
able from other sources. An old settler in Winneshiek 
County, who was taken there as a child in 1853, reported 
that according to his memory there were only two or three 
cows per farm up to the late fifties. 68 These were scrubs 
kept mostly for milk for the family. The calves were killed 
for veal, or if kept for steers were for home or neighbor
hood cons11mption rather than for sale to the East. In this 
section the cattle did not seem to multiply very rapidly. 
But the rate of increase and the interest shown in cattle 
varied from county to county. In Decatur County, which 
was settled a few years earlier,69 and where Leon was an 
organized town in 1853, droves of as many as 160 head 

68 Interviews with E. L. Beard of Decorah. 

69 From a correspondent in Decatur County: '' Our county is a new one. 
We have been organized only five years, but still we h.ave about 8,000 inhab
itants.''- Report of the Iowa State A gricultural Society, 1857, p. 231. 
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were being d1~iven east to Chicago or to markets along the 
1fississippi or in Illinois as early as 1857, showing that 
cattle had al1~eady become rather plentiful in that section. 

In the R eport of the Iowa State .Agricultural Society for 
1857, it appears that considerable numbers of cattle wer e 
being sold from the eastern and southeastern counties of 
the tate, but few from the sections a hundred miles or 
more west of the J\Iississippi. In Jackson County about 
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4000 were sla11ghtered ''for export'' or driven out of the 
county.70 In Johnson County cattle and hogs were raised 
in large numbers for export, and were ''mostly marketed 
in Muscatine, Chicago and New York''. From Lee County 
about 2000 were driven to the Chicago, St. Louis, and New 
York ma1--kets. From Mahaska County, a few cattle were 
d1--iven out, but 14,300 head were enumerated by the as
sessors and were assessed at $167,000. Along the southern 
border of the State in 1857, Davis County reported that it 
had no larg·e stocl{ raisers, but two or three who raise 100 
head annually, and estimated that 5726 head were sold that 

10 Report of the Iowa State .Agricultural Society, 1858. 
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year for $109,256, an average of $19.08 per head. This 
county was filling up rapidly with settlers and reported 

.S'-9...9 

BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA IN 1840 

90,000 acres in cultivation. A year later in Appanoose 
County adjoining Davis on the west the n11mber of cattle 

BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA IN ]850 

driven to market was r eported at about ten or twelve h11n
dred, a sitl1ation which illustrates the abruptness with 
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which settlement ended to the westward at this early date. 
In the central part of the tate, Marshall County re

ported in 1857 that no cattle were driven to market from 
there-'' the high price at home preventing. We are not 
sufficiently stocked yet to have a surplus for export''.71 

One year later, Boone County, the second county west of 
11arshall, reported the exportation of 300 cattle. 

THE OIVI.L WAR PERIOD A D THE PUREBRED BOOM 
OF THE SEVE TIES 

During the Civil War there was but little interest evinced 
in the improvement of cattle. The interest of the producers 
was focused for the time on sheep because of the high price 
of wool. The n11mber of cattle in Iowa was, however, in
creasing rapidly because of the growth in the number of 
settlers in the tate, and ven more because the settlers 
were trying to increase their live stock a much as possible 
in order to make use of the prairies. At the end of the war, 
with sheep unprofitable and consequently unpopular, atten
tion was again turned to cattle. During the decade from 
1860 to 1870 the n11mber of cattle other than milk cows in 
the State mo1~e than doubled, and with the increase in num
bers there was also a development of interest in the im
provement of the type and b1--eeding of the stock for ,vhich 
there was great need. The scrub cattle which were being 
raised on most Iowa farms produced neither a profitable 
animal nor a good quality of beef. The improved stock 
which was being brought into the country and into Iowa was 
very plainly superior to the native stock both in economy 
in the use of feed and labor and in the quality of the :fin
ished animal. With cattle profitable and with the advan
tages of the better bred stock obvious to the producers, a 
lively boom in pedigreed stock resulted. The unfortunate 

'11 Report of the Iowa State Agricultural Society, 1857 . 

• 

• 



PRODUCTION OF BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA 137 

part of the boom was that the pureb1--eds were kept for the 
most part in the herds of a few men who were speculating 

BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA IN 1860 

on their pedigrees, and their prices rose beyond the reach 
of the ordinary breeder. 

BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA IN 1870 

The high prices of the purebreds made them unattainable 
to most of the farmers. Also, the newness of the country, 
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and the fact that the settleI·s weI·e able to afford only the 
cheapest cattle postponed the jmprovement of the stock for 
some time afte1 .. mater ial gains had been made in Illinois 
and other sections to the east. In Tlie I owa Homestead of 
Feb1 .. uary 9, 1877, C. D. Reinking said : ''We cannot, with 
our common cattle, compete "With the high grade steers 
grown in Illinois, and other states where they have made 
considerable improvement by crossing''. After the decline 
of the purebred boom prices on such stock became much 
lower, but still they seemed much out of reach of the ordi-

nary farmer. 
The general condition of the Iowa cattle at this period 

was well desc1 .. ibed by ,James ~IacDonald in 1878 as follows: 

At least three-fourths (probably more) of the whole cattle stock 
of the state are what are known as the ''common'' cattle of the 
country - a nondescript, strangely mixed class, mostly descended 
from one or other or all of the different breeds early introduced 
into America. To be sure, they are a degree or two better than the 
Colorado and Texas cattle; but still, considering the fine rich 
country which they cover, they are very far from what they ought 
to be. They are indeed an inferior class of cattle - big boned, 
high standing, unshapel;, fiat1~ibbed, sharp sho1tlder ed, and coarse 
in quality. They have no laclc of size; they would in fact, rank 
higher in the stock-yards were their big rough form moulded 
down into one more even, more compact, and above all, better in 
quality. All Iowa's share of these cattle are bred within itself, 
every farmer having four, eight, ten, twenty, or forty or more 
cows, according to the extent of his holding and the dimensions 
and content of his dollar sack.72 

The collapse of the boom in Shorthorns was of as great a 
benefit as the boom itself - or perhaps more. It brought 
the prices of the pureb1 .. eds more nearly within the reach of 
the ordinary breeder of beef cattle.73 Ad,Tantage of the 

7 2 MacDonald's Food from the Far West, Ch. XV, pp. 120, 121. 

73 ''When Short-horDB were selling at from :five hundred to nve thow:;and 
dollars, and the n1arket was 1n the hands of fancy breeders and speculators, 
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lower prices was taken, and purebreds were more freely 
bought by t]1e farmers . In 1884 it was claimed that from 
thirty-five to forty per cent of the Shorthorn bulls in the 
central-western district of the State were pedigreed.74 

About 1880 the Herefords also began to gain in pr ominence 
in the State, and a few Polled Angus began to come in. In 
1886, it was said that the Polled Angus had become ''very 
popular'' . 75 

The importance of better breeding as well as better feed
ing was being jmpressed on the farmers by the agricultural 
papers, agricultural societies, and others.76 It was coming 
to be realized that the producer of the better bred stock had 
an advantage over the one with the lower grade stock. 
'' There is no good reason'', said one ,vriter on the subject, 
'' wl1y a steer should be three yea1--s in 1--eaching a thousand 
pounds. That weig·ht can just as well be made with even 
less feed in eighteen months.' ' 77 

In 1886 a report from Johnson County said that purebred 
cattle weI·e '' increasing very rapidly.'' Prices ranged 
from $75.00 to $300.00 per head while grades and dairies 
ranged from $35.00 to $50.00.78 During the period of de-

who often, by collusion and bogus bids, loaded pampered and useless cattle 
upon the unwary granger; the best thing that the granger could do ,vas to 
keep out. But now that the bubble had burst, and good Short-l1orns can be 
bought at from one hl1ndred dollars upward, and they have been brought 
within the reach of the common farmer, or granger, the business is on a solid 
basis and is not only safe but is highly profitable.''- Tlie I owa Homestead, 

February 13, 1885. 

7 4 Report of the I owa State Agricultural Society, 1884, p. 358. 

1 ~ Report of the I owa State Agricultural Society, 1886, p. 448. 

76 ''We are satisfied that four hundred and fifty pounds will catch the aver
age steer twelve months old, and uine hundred and twenty-five pounds the 
average two year old feeder. We say to farmers only what they know full 
well, that there is no mouey in raising these catt]e.' '- The I owa Honiestead, 
April 27, 1888. 

77 The Iowa H omestead, April 2, 1886. 

18 Report of the Iowa State .Agricultural Society, 1886, p. 393. 
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pressio11 in the cattle business in the late eighties and early 
nineties the1"e ,vas a wide diverg·ence in the development of 
cattle breeding. Improvement was continued by a part of 
the breede1--s. But a great many lost interest for a while, 
so that a number of sections report that their cattle were 
going backward in grade rather than improving. 

FENOING 

Although the desirability of fencing may now seem clear, 
in the sixties and seventies there was vigorous argument in 
favor of and against the practice. The question was raised 
as to whether it was most profitable to fence the stock in 
the pasture or to fence them out of the crops. On the one 
hand was the damage to the crops caused by cattle, or other 
stock running at large. It was practically impossible to 
breed good stock, declared one writer, when '' as a general 
thing, the scrub males are allowed to run at large''. Speak
ing on this subject in 1865, H. B. Hoyt said, ''Until we have 
a more stringent law in regard to male animals roaming 
over our prairies at will, those that would improve their 
stock, cannot. '' 79 On the other hand there was the expense 
of building· fences in neighborhoods where timber was 
scarce, and where the labor was needed for other things 
which seemed more p1 .. essing. Likewise, there was still free 
pasturage in most parts of the State and the man with little 
property but cattle and without help to tend the cattle, ob
jected strenuously to being deprived of the use of the free 
prairies. The '' poor man's rights'' were being invaded. 80 

The battle waged over this question of free pasturage. 

10 Address by H. B. Hoyt :in the Report of the I owa State Agricultural 
Society, 1865, p. 317. 

so Mr. Spurrier of Johnson County, in a debate in the ''Farmers' Club'' of 
the legislature said: ' ' The poor man with eighty acres of land can keep as 
many cattle as the man with his many sections, as long as he is not required 
to fence them in.' '- The I owa H omestead, March 16, 1864. 

• 
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It provided a source of income which was not to be sur
r endered without opposition. J. W. Cessna of Nevada in 
The I owa H omestead of 11arch 1, 1872, declared that the 
free pasture would be lost through the herd law. In his 
opinion this would be a great damage to the farmer of mod
e1~ate mea.ns. 

As it is he can inve t every spare dollar in young stock, turn 
them out on the unbounded pastures of Iowa, and by a few dollars 
thus expended, he would receive a greater return with less labor 
than from all the r est of his farm. But deprive him of this privi
lege by your herd laws, and compel 11im to herd his cattle thro11gh 
thick and thin, at a cost of $2.00 per head, and you have taken 
away one of the greatest inducements to men of small capital, in 
the East, to emigrate to Iowa. 

The above was not an idle claim. The coming of the 
fence was a symptom of the passing of a fo1·m of agricul
ture in which it had been to the advantage of the farmers 
to make use of such a larg·e area that they could not prof
itably fence it. Here was an actual strug·gle between an 
extensive a.nd an intensive form of ag·riculture. Fences 
were a needless expense and a nuisance under the earlier 
system. They were a necessity in the later one. As soon 
as all the land was taken up, and there were enough people 
per square mile so that they must till the land if they were 
all to live on its produce, there was no further objection to 
fencing. The interests of all then required that livestock 
be restrained. But, even as late as 1871 it was still being 
said in eastern Iowa that '' it is a part of our peculiar civili
zation which demands that stock shall be free commoners, 
and any law to the contrary will work an injury instead of 
a blessing.' ' 81 

As the State filled up with settlers, the advantage of 
fencing or herding became greater, and arguments in its 

81 See the report from Adair County in the R eport of the I owa State .Agri
cultural Society, 1871, p. 355. 
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favo1,. became more frequent. In 1870 a law was passed by 
the State leg1.slature making 0\Vner·s of live stock running 
at la1 .. ge lia1)le for damage done by such stock. It was pro
vided that the owner of any cultivated land in the State, or 
the person actually in charg·e of it, should have a lien on 
any wandering stock trespassing on it. ireans were p1--o
vided by which damag·es could be recovered from the o,vner 
of the livestock. But the enforcement of the law was left 
to local option. The board of supe1·,1 iso1 .. s of each county 
was given authority to determine each year whether the · 
county should vote on the adoption of the law.82 In 1 72 it 
was provided that a to,vnship might vote on the adoption of 
the law, on the presentation to the township t1"'ustees, of a 
petition signed by one-third of the legal voters of the town-
ship. 83 In 1874 the local option features were extended, so 
that on petition by a fourth of the voters of a count:,r, or on 
their own initiative, the county su1Jervisor s mig·ht submit 
to a vote the question of r estraining stock from running at 
large, or of restraining them between sunset and sun1 .. ise, or 
of restraining them between dates to be named in the 

ballot. 84 

There was, of course, a great deal of opposition to this 
law by the persons who had been using the open prairies 
for grazing. On the othe1 .. hand, the1·e was also opposition 
to the local option feature.85 This came from persons who 

82 Laws of Iowa, 1870, Ch. 26. 

s3 Laws of I owa, 1872, Ch. 18. 

84 Laws of Iowa, 1874, Ch. 70. 

85 The result of the local option provision of the law of 1870 '' was that in 
many cases adjoining counties voted 1n opposite directiollil upon it, and the 
border wars which have ensued, n1ak.e matters worse than before. We have 
need of a general statute or nothing, and it is the duty of our representatives 
to put this matter at rest this 'ITT.llter. Petitions for such a law will not be 
want1ng; the whole bent and tendency of civilization is in its favor, and there 
is nothing opposed to it but the vestiges of a very early condition of things, 
which lingers about the timber, and looks with ill concealed dislike upon those 
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were completely convinced of the utility of the law and 
whose interests lay in the direction of tillage rather than 
g·razing. On the whole, it is probable that the local option 
feature was one of the most valuable parts of the law. In 
most of the State, settlement ,vas still quite thin and it was 
profitable to permit the cattle to run at large or else to herd 
them. To compel the owr1er of a few head of cattle in such 
sections to fence them in would have meant an unnecessary 
expense. Voting· on the fence law continued throughout the 
seventies. Its adoption seems to have moved westward 
about as fast as the intensity of settlement made it eco-
nomical. 

JORN A. HOPKINS, JR. 

low A STATE CoLLEGE OF AG Bl CULTURE AND MECHANIC ARTS 

AMES IOWA 

who are toiling to make homes on the prairie, and by ma.king them are 

'spiling the range'. 
'' What more direct argument in favor of the herd la,v, in an economic point 

of view, personal to every farmer in the Northwest, are the columns of The 
Homestead filled as they are every week with estray notiees of cattle and 
horses which have been turned into space in the fashion common here, and 
who have wandered aimlessly off, to be recovered only at an expense, as often 
as any way, equal to their value.' '-Article signed ''R'' in The I owa H ome-

8tead, January 26, 1872. 


