
ECONO1iIC HISTORY OF THE PRODUCTION OF 
BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA 

(This is the second installn1ent of an article on the economic hlstory of beef 
eattle production in Io,va, by John A. Hopkins, Jr. The article will be con
cluded in the July number.-THE EDITOR] 

INCREASE IN NUMBER OF CATTLE IN THE LATTER PART 
OF THE CE TURY 

Between 1860 and 1870 the number of cattle in the State 
had more than doubled. Bet\\reen 1 70 and 18 0 it nearly 
trebled and the n1Jrn ber per 100 of rural population in
creased from 59 to 127. Bet,veen 18 0 and 1890 the number 
again nearly t1~ebled, while the number pe1' 100 of rural 
population increased from 127 to 225. The n1-1rnber of cattle 
other than milk cows in Iowa in 1870 was 614,366. In 1880 
it was 1,755,343 and in 1 90 it was 3,394,765.86 

The density of the cattle population was changing with 
the change in density of h11rnan population. In 1870 the 
area of greatest cattle density ,vas east of a line drawn 
from Monroe to Delaware County. This area averaged 
about twenty-five cattle pe1" square mile. In 1880 the south
eastern part of the State was still the one of greatest den
sity as far west as a line from Mills County, in the so11th
western corner of the State to Bl1chanan in the northeastern 
section. But the densitv ,vas much more uniform in this ... 

area than previously, except fo1' Cass, Adair, and 1Iont
gomery counties which were still quite thinly settled. As 
f a1-- west as a line from Woodbury County in the western 
part of the State to Winneshielr in the northeastern co1 .. ner, 
the density was as great as in the densest area a decade 
befo1·e. 

86 Census reports from 1860 to 1890 inclusive. The maps in this chapter are 
drawn from data found in the census reports from 1840 to 1920. 
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In 1890 there were four belts of varying grades of cattle 
density. In the section of the State east of a line from 

O-.IA~ 

BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA IN 1880 0 • .S.99 

Decatur to Scott County there we1'e not more than sixty 
cattle per square mile. West of this a11d east of a line from 

)'O• TA.P 

BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA IN 1890 

Fremont to Buchanan County there was a density of from 
sixty to ninety per mile. To the northwest there was a belt 
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extending to the line established by 1f onona and Floyd 
counties, in which the density approximated sixty OI' sixty-

. . • . . 
, 

. , . 

DEEF CATTLE IN IOWA IN 1900 

five; and finally in the north,vestern corner of the State, 
there was a density of from twenty to fifty per square mile. 

-

BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA IN 1910 

The southeastern corner of the State now began to show 
that it did not have a carrying capacity for cattle as gTeat 

• 
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as the central part. Afte-r the central part of the State was 
passed, the density of the cattle population began to shade 
off to the north and west as one approached the more 
spa1 .. sely settled sections. 

BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA IN 1920 

In 1900 the density of cattle had increased most in an 
area parallel to the 11issouri River and two tiers of coun
ties to the east. The area which had the greatest density in 
1890 continued to contain more cattle than the areas on 
either side. A crescent shaped section in the eastern part 
of the State from Grundy County through Poweshiek and 
Johnson to Clinton County had also increased considerably 
in density, though not to the same extent as the western 
section. 

In 1910 the census showed no marlced change in r elative 
density from 1900. The absolute density as given by the 
censl1s of 1910 was considerably less than that of 1900. 
This, howev ... er, is la1 .. g·ely d11e to the fact that the census of 
1910 was taken as of Ap1~i1 15th, while that of 1900 was 
taken as of June 1st. Had the 1910 census been taken as of 
June 1st, it would have shown a much gTeater density than 
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it did. Both the census of 1900 and that of 1910 was taken 
too late in the season to show many of the feeding cattle,87 

which are mostly sold during the winte1,. and early spring 
months. The census for these reasons is not very satis
factory either in measu1·ing the volume of cattle production 
or in comparing· the I"ela tive importance of the enterprise 
in different parts of the State. The data of the Department 
of AgTiculture is likewise unsatisfactory, especially in the 
earlier years. It is necessary to use the two together, and 
to interpret each in the lig·ht of any other available data. 

BREEDI G FOR BABY BEEF 

In the breeding of cattle the interest after the beg-inning 
of the centu1--y was largely in developing beef cattle which 
would mature and could be fattened at as early an age as 
possible. This was largely in response to the demand of 
the market for smaller cattle with as good or a better :finish 
than previously.88 The need for cattle which would make 
more efficient use of feed, and the results of feeding experi
ments which showed the ad,Tantag·e in feeding young stock 
was also of influence he1--e. This problem had been before 
the breeders for some years before 1900, and considerable 
progress had been made. In 1900 C. E . Leona1"d, President 
of the American Shortho1--n Association, said reg·arding 
early maturity of the Shorthorns : 8 9 '' such p1"ogress has 

s1 In the Thirteentli Census o f the United States, 1910, Vol. V, pp. 526, 527, 
tl1e value of cattle and calves sold or butchered in I owa is given as $92,862,139 
and of hogs sold or butchered as $93,802,016. 

ss ' ' A characteristic feature of the (cattle) trade for the entire year waa 
that medium weight cattle of good finish ,vere always preferred and generally 
brought a higher price than the heavier kinds. . . . . Another f eature was 
that high grade steers invariably brought a good round premium over the 
price paid for animals without breeding.' 1- The I owa Homestea,d,, J anuary 

10, 1901. 

so From an address before the A 1ne1·ican Shorthont Breeders Association in 
Chicago, December 5, 1900, in The I owa Hon1estead, January 3, 1901. 

l 
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been made in this respect that up to date Shorthorns are as 
well matured at two years as formerly at three.'' 

The improvement in the grade cattle had been even more 
marked than in the purebreds according to all reports. Of 
course the grades depended on the pu1~ebreds for their 
improvement. But the use of purebred sires had increased 
a great deal, and with the passing of the open prairie the 
inducement to imp1·ovement, as well as the possibility of 
improvement had also increased. The scrub cattle, which 
as the Irish settler said, '' were pretty old for their size'', 
were passing out of fashion and out of existence. 

The possibility of b1·eeding cattle which would be good 
for both purposes, dairy and beef, ,vas again b1·ought for
ward as a possible solution of one of the farmers' ha1~dest 
problems. The price of feeds was rising. The margin be
tween the price of feeder cattle and that of fat cattle was 
apparently becoming· smaller. The ordinary cattle of the 
State were fairly good as beef, but poor as milk producers. 
If a breed or a strain could be developed which would fill 
both purposes satisfactorily, it would greatly reduce the 
cost of calves since there would be another product of the 
breedi11g· herd besides the calves to help bear the expense of 
maintenance. 

The dual purpose question had been discussed before, but 
the first six or eight years of the century sa,v it reopened 
and thoroughly aired in various papers, and at farmers' 
meetings. One group pointed out the necessity of milking 
the dams of the beef calves if the farmer ,vas to make both 
ends meet. Another g·roup showed that inferior beef was 
produced by g·ood dairy cattle. 1fore or less of an agree
ment was reached that it seemed impossible to produce a 
breed which would excel in two purposes as ,videly diver
gent as the production of the best beef and of large quan
tities of milk. But it was also agreed that the millcing of 
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the beef co"rs as much as possible was by all means to be 
desir d as a way of 1--educing the cost of beef production. 

THE PUREBRED BOOM OF 1918-1919 

The n11mber of beef cattle in Iowa in 1914 was approxi
mately 2,555,000. B}r 1918 it had gr o,vn to 2,919,000. In 
1919 there was a slig·ht falling off, fallowed by a r ene,ved 
growth to 3,474,000 in January, 1920. There was no gTeat 
change in the locatio11 of tl1e areas of gi .. eater cattle density 
in the decade fr·om 1910 to 1920. 

The jmpro·v·ement in the breeding of cattle in the State 
continued. By 1914, ther"e were few farmers who did not 
own a purebr·ed bull if not a few purebred cows in addition. 
With the inc1 .. easing profitableness in the production of beef 
when prices beg·an to rise in 1915, there was awakened a 
greater interest in purebred stocl{. 9-0 11en who were in
duced by the profits of cattle r·aising to go into the business, 
furnished a larger outlet f 01" the product of purebred pro
duce1"s, and gave jmpetus to the boom. 

The prices of purebred stock were already such as to be 
lucrative to the producer s.91 In 1917 and 1918 purebr·ed 
p1"ices moved upward at an even greater' rate than the prices 
of fat cattle. The boom 1--eached its peak in the fall of 1919. 
While it lasted there was heavy and often indiscrimlnate 

go '' There are many indications of a revived interest in livestock husbandry. 
Among other things may be noted tl1e brisk demand that exists for pure-bred 
live stork as indicated by the prices paid f or the good cattle of all breeds 
during the last six weeks or two months. The interest does not center wholly 
in the pure-breds, because many inquiries have been r eceived by thiB paper 
from subsc.ribers who are changing from grain farming to live stock raising, 
their ajm being to convert their grain and roughage into animal flesh and 
market it in tl1at form.''- TJ1,o I owa Homestead, July 8, 1915. 

91 ' ' It has b een very apparent for three or f our years that of the two lead
ing parties in the making of a steer, the breeder and the finisher, the breeder 
is the one ,vho got the lion's share of the profit.''- Tli,e I owa H omestead, 
November 18, 1915. 

• 
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buying, partly by other breeders a11d partly by f arme1's. 
The reputations of the breeders counted often for as much 
or more in dete1'mining prices than did the conformation of 
the animals sold. 92 

With the beg·inning of the decline in the prices of cattle in 
the marlcets, the purebred craze came to an abrupt end. 
The legitimate producer of purebred stock, who had con
fined his activities to the selli11g of the stock he produced 
was not seriously injured. But the speculator who had 
bought recklessly, thinking he could sell at still higher 
prices, was seriously hurt.9'3 Prices tumbled and purebred 
speculators t11mbled with them. There was again a prob
lem of :finding out what purebred cattle were worth as si1'es 
and dams of beef rather than of pedigrees. 

V 

THE GRAZING INDUSTRY IN IOWA 

The first settlers of Iowa found a great area of fertile 
land waiting for them. Nature had been prodigal in stor-

92 '' The insistent demand for beef, both at home and in foreign countries, 
is being daily reflected at the a.uction sales of pure-bred cattle throughout the 
grain-belt states. Price records are being established one day only to be sur
passed the next. There seems to be almost no limit to the prices breeders are 
willing to pay for choice anlrnals of the right breeding.''- The Iowa Home-

stead, May 29, 1919. 
A successful breeder in Iowa expressed disappointment at the lack of dis-

erimin ation sho,vn during the boom. He had seen a bull calf sold at a sale, 
by a widely known breeder, for $15,000 but believed tha.t as good calves, and 
with as good pedigrees had been sold by breeders who were not widely known 

for $500. 

as '' The spectacular pure-bred prices of last year are now a u1a.tter of hi.s
tory. Values have declined from 50 to 75 per cent and in some instances 

more. . . . 
'' The breeder of pure-bred cattle who has not allowed himself to speculate 

du.ring the last few years i.s not afraid of the future. He is still ma.king 
money and will continue prosperous. His business is on a sound basis, not so 
lucrative as it has been in the last two years or so, but nevertheless very 
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ing up food for plants in the soil her e, and in converting it 
into feed for animals. Early settler s were :filled with awe 
at the sight of the virgin prairie, covered with tall, thick 
grass as far as the eye could see. 

The land in early Iowa could be secured at a low price. 
Labor, on the other hand, was scarce and high for few men 
would work long for other s when they could easily secure 
land for themselves. apital was also scarce, and if it was 
borrowed, the rate of interest was very high. Land alone 
was cheap. Theref Ol'e, the mo1 .. e land and the less labor and 
capital the farmer could 11se in early Iowa, the better off he 
was in comparison with producers in the older sections of 
the country where labor and capital were cheaper, but 
whe1 .. e land values were higher. Under these conditions the 
growing of cr ops as the principal enterprise in Iowa was 
for the time being· out of the question. Live stock, which 
could be grazed and raised mostly on the feed of the 
prairies, broug·ht the la1·gest r eturns for the labor a.nd capi
tal expended. 

Of the kinds of live stock which could be raised, cattle 
were by far the most satisfacto1·y. Except where oak woods 
with plenty of mast were abundant hogs were not satisf ac
tory. They could not be raised on prairie grass, but needed 
more co11centrated and less bulky feed. Sheep were not 
satisfactory because there wer e anjrnals such as wolves to 
prey on them. Cattle, on the other hand, needed just such 
bulky food as the prairie grass, and they were large enough 
to take care of themselves. 

Not only is the labo1' r equired to care for a herd of cattle 
probably the smallest per acre of land of any form of agri
cultu1 .. al production, but the amount of capital invested in 

profitable. It is the man who was carried off his feet by high prices and who 
thought there was no limit to wl1at men would pay and, therefore, who bought 
freely at sky-high prices, confident that he could resell at still higher figures, 
,vho is hurt by present declines.''- The I owa Homestead, December 2, 1920. 

• 
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cattle, under gi--azing conditions, is also one of the smallest 
per acre. This was especially true on the frontier where 
cattle were cheaper than in the older settled regions. There
fore, the g·1~azing of cattle filled the need for a p1·oductive 
ente1 .. p1 .. ise to fit the peculiar conditions of the frontier. 

The principal product of the early settler, before the 
building of railroads into Iowa, also had to be one which 
could easily be transpor·ted to market. The markets for 
the agTicultural frontier were fa1~ to the east, and facilities 
for transportation ,vere lacking. Grains, such as corn or 
wheat, were impossible as market crops, except within short 
distances of the rivers do,vn which they could be shipped to 
St. Louis. Cattle were not only a saleable commodity of 
high specific value, but they could actually provide their 
own means of transportation. Their legs could car1--y them 
to market. 

The principal difficulty which the settler in Iowa faced for 
some time was that he did not have sufficient capital to keep 
as large a herd as the land would support. 11 ost settlers, 
therefore, were forced for a time into less profitable ente1~
prises, and raised a few acres of crops, most of which they 
fed to hogs or cattle. 94 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE GRAZING INDUSTRY IN IOWA 

There were various ways in ,vhich the open prairie lands 
of Iowa were used for grazing·. These depended on local 
conditions, on the wealth of the settler, on the n1Jmbe1 .. of 
cattle in the neighborhood, and on the stag·e of development 
which the section had attained. The principal methods may 
be grouped into four appI·oximate divisions, and other sys
tems considered as combinations or modifications of these. 
These are: (1) the gTazing· of the few cattle belonging to 

o~ Much of the data for this chapter was obtained from interviews with old 
settlers in various parts of Iowa. 
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new settlers who as ;"et had not been able to build up a he1·d, 
(2) the grazing of larg·e herds in the neighbo1·hood in which 
tl1e o,vners of the cattle lived, (3) the herding of cattle 
throughout the season beyond the dense1,. settlements and at 
a distance from the farms of their owners, and ( 4) the graz
ing of herds which we1~e in transit to markets from sections 
of the count1·y farther west or sol1th. 

As has already been stated, the settlers at fi1·st had very 
few cattle because they were not rich enough to o,rn more. 
A settler's live stock usually consisted of a yolre of oxen and 
two 01· three cows to fu1·nish milk for the family. There 
were, of cou1 .. se, some who had more live stock, but they were 
the exception rather than the rule during· the early pioneer 
period in Iowa. 

A few early settlers, in order to provide grazing for their 
cattle and save the trouble of looking for them every day, 
built fences around enough land to provide pasture. But 
this was seldQm done on the frontier. Usually the cattle 
were tt1rned loose on the prairie. They were sometimes 
tended by boys who were not old enough to do much work 
a1--ound the farm. Since considerable time and effo1·t were 
required to build a fence, and the timP, of the boys cost 
nothing, this method of tending the cattle was less expen
sive. Many settlers instead of having their cattle watched, 
especially if they had no small boys to do this work, simply 
turned them loose in the hope that they would not stray far, 
and hunted them up each evening to milk. As long as there 
was good pasture, the cattle seldom wandered away, al
though once in a while some of them would start off and 
would cause their owner a hunt of several miles before he 
found them. Along rivers, and where there was timber or 
rough land, cattle which were not in the milking herd were 
often turned out in the spring and seldom seen again until 
their owners hunted them in the fall. But the farmer usual-
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ly tried to look them up once in a ,vhile to be sure they had 
not strayed a,vay too far, and to g·ive them salt.95 

Larg·er herds also were sometimes turned loose on the 
prairie. In Delaware County, in 1867-1868, according to a 
man who settled the1·e at the time, there was an area of open 
prairie for fifteen miles to the west of his place. On this he 
pastured his cattle which at one time n1Jmbered between 
three and four hundred head. These cattle got very little 
attention du1--ing the day, but ,vere rounded up and cor
ralled at night. ~6 

The second method of utilizing the prairie pasture was by 
the cooperative herding of cattle near the homes of their 
owners. These herds were made up by each settler contrib
uting a few bead of cattle. As settlements grew, the wan-

• 

dering· of cattle into the crops, which were l1sually 11nfenced, 
became a se1~ious menace and a cause of much damage. The 
hiring of a man to watch the cattle of a large n11mber of 
settlers was a cheap method of protecting the crops, and of 
avoiding trouble with the neighbors. In some sections all 
the cattle were put into the herd, which was collected in the 
morning and returned at nig·ht to be xoilked. This was par
ticularly true of the herds belonging to the inhabitants of 
small towns and villages. In the country the farms were 
usually so far apart that it ,vould have been impossible to 
collect and return the cattle each day. 

The herds made up by farmers usually included the dry 
stock only. They were usually collected in the spring by the 
herder, who got from one to t,vo dollars per head per sea
son and were driven to an unocc11pied section of land in 

' the neighborhood. Here they were kept until fall. The 
herder usually had a corral near his shack, into which he 
drove the cattle at night to prevent their straying off. 

9:s Interview with an old settler at Agency. 

oo Interview with an old settler at Ma.nc11ester. 
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When tl1e land in a community was all taken up, it became 
impossible to herd there any longer, and the men with larg·e 
nlunbers of cattle found themselves with insufficient pasture. 
F or a few year .. s after this condition arose in each section of 
the State, the1--e usually r emained unused prairie land with
in short distances to the west or north. The cost of herding 
was so low in proportion to the value of the cattle, and so 
much cheaper, than lreeping them on land in the settled sec
tions, that the older settler s contin11ed to send 011t here.ls as 
long as cheap or free pasture land could be r eached. These 
herds were collected in the spring· and driven beyond the 
denser settled districts to open prairie. The methods of 
caring for them were much the same as described abo,Te. 
They varied in size from a little over a hundred to as high . 
as fifteen hundred, the hig·hest n11mbe1-- r eported to the 
writer. 

The cattle in these herds, as well as other s in early I owa 
comm11nities, were identified by means of brands or ear 
marks. Nevertheless, ther e was some loss by stealing. This 
practice was likely to develop in a.ny pa1--t of the State. In 
some sections it caused an early decline of herding, but this 
was not of ten the case. 97 

The pastures of Iowa were also used f 01 .. short periods by 
cattle which were being· driven to Chicago or other markets 
to the east. From the end of the Civil War until afte1 .. 1870 
there were herds of cattle on the way to market from Texas 
,vhich were driven into Iowa, usually into the southern and 
south-western counties. They often ca.me into the State in 
th-e spring or early s11mroer and ,vere kept there until fall, 
in order to put on more weig·ht befo1"'e being driven to Ot
t11mwa, or othe1 .. shipping points. 98 This practice stopped 
about 1870 or very shortly thereafter--. By this time the 1·ail-

01 Interview with an old settler at J efferson. 

98 Interviews with J. B. Harsh of Creston and T. D. Ashby of Lucas. 

• 
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roads 1~eached e11tirely across the State and the prairie in 
the southern part ,vas mostly taken up so tl1at there was 
little oppor·tt1nity for l1e1·ds from other sections to fi11d pas
ture the1·e. 

CHRO TOLOGICAL SKETCH 

The southcaste1·11 pa1·t of the State was quickly settled, 
and by the late :fifties or early sixties he1·ding had been 
driven out of this section by the density of settlement. In
deed, herding· in this region never 1·eached the development 
later so common in the western counties. The settlers in 
this section came mostly f1 .. om densely settled States in the 
East; they did not sp1~ead ol1t over the prairies as d1d la1 er 
settlers, did not have many cattle, and did not mal{e up 
herc1s to drive into the open prairie. :1{ ost of the cattle in 
the southea~ tern counties were kept nea1~ thei1· o \v11e1 .. 's 
farm, and we1·e watcl1ed by boys, or were lrept in fenced 
inclosures. 

In the south cent1 .. al part of the tate, usually a pe1--iod 
of three OI' fot11~ years elapsed aftc1~ a newcomer settled be
fore he had enough rattle to cont1 .. ibu te to a herd. Often, 
too, it v{as three 01' four years bef 0I'e he had a.ny neighbors . 
Conseqt1ently he was concerned only abot1t his o,vn corn
field and l1is o,vn cattle. If he was fortt1nate in havmg· some 
chilclre11, and i:>ionecr families ,ve1,e usually large, the prob
lem of keeping the co,vs and the corn apart ,vas easily 
sol,Ted. As othe1-- settlers moved into this region, and cattle 
became more numerous, there arose a need for herding· tl1e 
cattle, or rest1 .. aining them in some other way. In Wapello 
County there was he1·ding du.ring· the later fifties, but it 

• 

stopped beca11se of settlement of il1e prai1·ies about 1858. 99 

In J aspe1 .. County there we1"e enoug·h cattle for herding· to 
start bet\\1een 1860 and 1862. Here settlement ,vas slowe1· 

oo Interview ,,•ith R. W. ~Ioore of Cedar. 

VOL. XXVI-15 
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and there were he1~ds as late as 1870.100 In Delaware 
ounty, to the east and north of Jasper, there was unused 

land in the late sixties, and cattle ran loose on it as men
tioned above. In 186 there was a large in.flux of settlers 
who toolc up most of the open prairie. As new settlers 
mo,,.ed into a region land values rose sharply. For example, 
in 1867, a settler in Delaware County bought a section of 
land for 6.25 pe1-- acre. With the inc1 .. ease in settlement, the 
price of land inc1--eased so rapidly that he was able to sell 
the s ction a year late1 .. at 25.00 per acre.101 

The custom of herding developed along the outskirts of 
the more tllickly settled eastern counties. News items to 
this effect occur frequently in the local newspapers of the 
time.102 The disadvantag·e, even to the owner, of turning 
cattle loose on the prairie ,va becoming obvious. A ,vriter 
in TJie I oiua Homestead in 1 72 said, '' stock can be he1 .. ded 
any,vhere in the state, b. g·ood, reliable he1 .. dsmen, at a cost 
not to exceed $2.00 pe1~ l1ead for~ the season. In such case 
they can be saltecl and ca1 .. ed for, and be subject to the in
spection of the o\vner at any tjme; ,vhile if tt1rned loose, on 
the prairie, the time spent in hunting, together with the loss 
by straying, would a.mount to more than t,vo dollars per 
head. . . . This is now becoming the practice in many 
counties where f arme1 .. s have not range left in the vicinity 
of their homes. '' 103 

100 Interview with M. A. McCord of Newton. 

101 Interview ,vith an old settler at Manchest~r. 

102 The following item from the .Adair County Register for October 5, 1 67, 
is typical. '' Tl1e citizens of this township met la.st Friday evening and or
ganized a herd company; nearly all the cattle owners in the to,vn going 
into it. A boy is employed to take charge of tl1em ,vlto ,vill take tl1em away 
at seven o'clock in the morning a.nd return them at sundown. Quite a large 
herd ,vas made up at the meeting and otl1ers can be put in at ru1y time. With 
the number already made up the expense will be ligl1t on each one. ' ' 

10s The I owa Homestead, February 9, 1872. 

• 
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In Black Hawk ounty, we t of Delaware County, there 
wer e a few herds in the sixties. In the seventies, herding 
stopped in Black Hawk County, and he1"ds were driven 
from the neig·hborhood of Cedar Falls to Cer·ro Gordo and 
Kossuth counties for s11mmer pasturing. 104 At the same 
time, between 1875 and l ~_nJO, the transition from the prac
tice of keeping· l1erds in the home neig·hbo1·l1ood to that of 
driving them to newer sections was in prog·ress in Lt1cas 
County in the southern part of the State and farther ,vest 
along the 1formon Trail and the hicago, Bur·lingion and 
Quincy Railroad. The same practice occurred about five 
years later, or bet,veen 1880 and 1885, in the territory 
westward, including· Iitchell, F1·anklin, Dallas, Cass, and 
Pottawattamie counties. 111 the interjm herds from coun
ties immediatel3r east of this area were being driven into 
it for summer herding. 105 Thjs was a district that was 
rather rapidly taken up, ancl the herding of cattle 1--aised 
in it lasted only :fi\·e or six years in most cases. After 
this for a few years, hercls ,vere dri\ren to the west and 
north for pasture. Each section of the State that had not 
yet been settled remained for a time a gr .. azing· ground for 
the settled regions just to the east. 

By 1885 practically all of the State which was 11ot in 
homesteads was being grazed to some extent, and persons 
who wished to establish new her·ds we1--e likely to find them
selves competing· 1·ather strongly with herds already estab
lished. There were herds of seve1·al hundred built llp in 
some sections by this tjme by men who started out with a 
very few head a dozen years before. But they realized that 
the herding b11siness in Io,va would not be a permanent one. 

104 Intervie,vs with C. A. Round of Cedar FalJs; Nathan Northy of Wat.er
loo, and with a.n old settler at Cedar Falls. 

10:s Interviews with D. W. Mott of Hampton, Tom Foster of Clarinda, H. 
W. Fulton of Atlantic, and with old settlers at Adel and Dallas Center. 
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The infilt1·ation of settle1·s i11to all pa1·ts of the State pre
,re11ted the belief tl1a t he1·ding ,vould la t ma113-r years, and 
the ov,ners of the herds did not attempt to establish them
selves on a perma11ent basis. It was 1·ealizcd that an in
crease of settleme11t ancl the extension of railroads into the 
still unsettled parts of Iowa " Tould chang·e conditions, and 
that the lancl would no longer-- be a\Tailable £01-- he1--tls. 

By 1873 there wa little ope11 prai1'ie east of the Des 
Moines Rive1--. By 1880 the1·e ,vas only a he1·d left he1·e and 
the1·e in the th1·ee outhe1·n tiers of countie , in the small 
a1--eas which were 1·ot1gh topog1.--aphically, or undesi1--able for 
some other I'eason. Tl1ese provided pastur·e for se·\'"et"al 
yea1·s after tl1e mo1-- desi1·able land ,vas taken up. In 1880 
cattle were being d1·iven to pastures to the ,vest and north 
of Fremont, ass, and Dallas counties. U11til abot1t 1885 
herds f1--om Blaclr Rawle County wer·e being· driven to e1·ro 
Gordo, Kossuth, and Hancock counties.106 From Cass 
County they were being· cl1·i en into Shelby and Audubon 
counties,107 and from Page into Al1dubon and Shelby, and 
also into nearby counties i11 Iissouri.108 

These herds usually number~ed f1·om one to two hl1ndred 
head, though sometimes they were much larg·er. They were 
made up in the sp1·ing as soon as there was pasture, and 
were driven to a location whe1~e there was g·ood grass and 
water and not too far f1"'om the home neighborhood. The 
herder lived in a shack near the gTazing gTound. He tended 
the cattle during· the day, ricling horseback to g·et o,rer the 
ground faster and with less effort. At night he usually 
drove the stock into a corral near the shack in orde1" to 
avoid their straying off 01-- stampeding. 

1 00 Interviews with E. II. Mallory of H an1pton, and Frank B. Miller of 
Cedar Falls. 

101 Interview with H. 1'.I. Fulton of tlantic. 

10s Intcrvie,v ,vith J ohn Farquhar of Coin. 
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The1"e were a few hercls which belonged entirely to one 
man. These were more n11merous in the ,vestern pa1--t of the 
State, ,vhere there was more time for the herding business 
to develop. This type of herd showed that Iowa was begin
ning to develop a range industry of its own. The develop
ment did not go far, ho,vever, for it was gen rally recog
nized that the pasture lands of Iowa would soon be taken 
by settle1-.s. 

In the northwestern part of the State herding lasted 
longer than in the older sections, and became more of an 
established industry. Until about 1890, cattle ,vere being 
driven from Green Cot1nty into Calhoun County for grazing 
from about the first of April to the first of October. In Cal
houn County some herds contained as many as eight hun
dred head.109 In the section along the Chicago and North
western Rail1·oad through Green, Carroll, and C1·awford 
counties, and in the r egion farther north along the Illinois 
Centr·al Railroad, herding seems to have come to an end be
tween 1882 and 1885. In the more thinl3r settled sections 
between the rail1·oads it lasted three or four years longer. 

The herders of ten owned some of the cattle they tended. 
There was a real opport1.1nity for them in the business and 
sometimes they used it to good effect. In 1879 Robison 
Baxte1-- boug·ht up a hu.nd1~ed calves in and a1·ound Delaware 
County in the eastern part of the State. He drove these 
calves to Ida County, whe1~e, with the assista11ce of one other 
man, he tended a larg·e drove of cattle collected from the 
farmers of that section. At one time he was herding nearly 
:fifteen hundred head. The calves were kept at ver.y little 
expense until they were four years old. They were the11 
sold, dt11'ing the period of high cattle prices in 1882, at $6.50 
per cwt., bring·ing· nearly $100.00 per head.110 

100 Interview with an old settler at Jefferson. 

110 Interview with Robison Baxter of Ida Grove. 
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In addition to herding there ,vas some fencing of large 
pastures in these areas, the pastures ranging in size from 
less than a section to as many as six sections.111 But usu
ally when fencing b gan herding stopped. 

The p1·oce s of pl1shing the herds farther and farther to 
the northwest continued. By 18 5 herds hacl disappeared 
from Greene, Crawford, Ida, and the counties to the east 
and south. From these counties cattle were being driven 
into lay, ioux, and other counties in the northwestern 
part of the tate. hortly after 1885 herds disappeared 
from these counties and were to be found in the counties in 
the northern tier, ancl in tl1e weste1'n part of the ta te. 
Some cattle in the late eighties wer~e being· driven beyond 
the limits of Io,va into 1finnesota. ome men took their 
herds west into South Dakota OI' Nebraska to settle again 
in range cot1ntry as the practice of herding came to an end 
in Iowa.11 2 

In its roig1 .. ation across the State, the grazing business 
developed a n11m ber of characteristics which made it similar 
in some r espects to the corresponding industry f Ol1nd 
earlier in the States to the east, and like,vise to the 1--ang·e 
industry which was developing in the country to the west. 
It is hard to tell just what practices were transpla.nted from 
sections in Illinois where the same sort of conditions ex
isted p1"ior to its development in Iowa. While there were a 
great many settlers in Iowa ,vho ca.me from Illinois, they 
did not necessarily come from sections in which cattle herd
ing was, or had recently been, in prog·ress. 

1{ost of the practices we1·e st1ch as might ha e gr~o\vn up 
within the State. The easiest and simplest vvay of caring 
for the cattle under the circt1mstances was nearly always 
the one 11sed. fany of the methods r esembled those of the 

111 Interview with Nathan Northy of Waterloo. 

112 Interview with an old settler at Rock Rapids. 
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eastern pa1·t of the country mor·c than any which developed 
in the range country to the west. It was in fact a condition 
more nearly similar' to that of the ea1--ly days in the north
easte1~ States, where there were community herds, than 
in the we t ,vhere the herds belo11g·ed to a few large o,vners. 
The cattle in Iowa, after they became n11merous, ,vere not 
turned loose to shut for themselves. Because of the set
tlers' Cl"'Ops, and because each man who contributed to a 
commu11ity herd in Iowa had only a few cattle and could not 
aff orc1 to lose any of them, it was necessary to keep a man 
,vith each herd so that each animal might be looked after. 
Even the large herds which belonged to individuals coul<l 
not lJe turned loose because of damage they would have 
done to c1 .. ops, and becal1se no system of rounding up 
strayed cattle was developed in Iowa. It is quite possible 
that some of the methods which were used by Iowa cattle 
owners, st1ch as b1"'anding for· identification, may have been 
introduced into the State from the south and west more 
than from the east. Although the practice of branding was 
in use in the Carolinas nea1'ly a century before, it is note
worthy that its use was much more often reported in the 
districts of southern Iowa than in eastern Iowa. It is likely 
that it was introdl1ced from 1fissou1·i more than from Illi
nois. Cattle raising· developed on an extensive scale in lYiis
souri ear lier than in Iowa, anc1 the lv[issouri industry seems 
to have been more nearly a lineal descenda.nt of the industry 
of the Carolinas than was that of Iowa. In Illinois the in
dustry was mo1 .. e nearly on a farm than a range basis. But 
there were settlers in Iowa from nea1--ly every section of 
the country, and the interchang·e of ideas was carried on 
freely. It is likely that each settle1 .. bI·ought with him some • 

ideas from bis o,vn section, and that these were modified 
and blended into the existing customs, thl1s giving· 1·ise to 
a body of practices not entirely like any other. 
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THE STRCGGLE BETWEEN HERDING AND CROPPING 

In a1·lier chapters it was pointed out that the l1er<l. f11r
nished feeder cattle for the corn gTower in the mo1~e 
thickly settled sections of the tate. Of cour·se, the cattle 
in man. of the h l"ds beloncred to these same fa1·me1·s, and 
w re witl1 the hercls because this ,vas a cl1eaper ,vay to lceep 
them during· tl1e summer. attle from oth r l1e1·cls ,vere 
also sold to the co1·n raiser s . But there we1"e large n11m bers, 
too, whicl1 ,ver·e sc11t to ma1·ket di1"'ectly in a gra s fat con
dition. 

Feeding· the cattle from the he1·d on gTain was pa1·ticu
la1·ly profitable because of the very low value of corn d11r
ing this period. G1--azing and feedin°· " rere combined only 
by the small fa1·me1·s who l1ad cattle in the comm11nity he1 .. d . 
The big· he1·ders often did not gro,v corn because they did 
not ha,re enoug·h capital or labor to pr·ovide it for their 
larg·e herds. As long· as they could secu1--e the 11se of land 
for little or no cost, there was no reason why the herder 
should spend their time gi~o,ving· low p1--iced co1·n on a few 
acres when they could raise higher p1·iced cattle on a ml1ch 
larger area. But when the land became scarce and labor 
more abundant, the people we1·e f 01·ced to apply more in
tensive methods of production, and to prod11ce more per 
acre e, ... en if it amounted to less pe1" ma11. Tl1is meant a 
complete chang·e in the system of p1--oduction. 

The strug·g .. le bet,v-een the two systems of p1 .. odt1ction as 
the more extensive one was pt1shed ,vest,va1·d took on var
ious fo1--ms in different parts of the State. In the eastern 
sections the t1 .. ansition was not attcnclecl by any pa1·ticular 
strugg·le. The settler'"s could afford to pay more for the 
land for raising· CI"'ops than co11ld the hc1·de1·s for g1·azi11g, 
and there ,vas plenty of other land for the her·ds. The 
he1--ders often took up homesteads, 01· boug·ht the land 011 
which they li,red, but did not buy la11d for the herds. 
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The law passed in the seventies compelling the restrain
ing of li, ... e stock forced a close1" watch on the cattle and to 
some extent put the he1"de1·s at a disad,Tantage. Fu1·ther
more, the practice of fencing, as it g·:rew, prevented the use 
of many vacant :fields which herds had been using· bef oI·e. 
Under tl1ese conditions, with the settle1--s puttu1g· the re
sponsibility on the herders of l{eeping their cattle out of 
the crops, the bt1siness came to ha ,1e mo1"e and mo1·e un
pleasant features as time passed. 

The settler s were in the habit of pla11ting cr--ops ,vith ve1--1T 

little protection in the way of fences. Consequently, if a 
nea1"by herder was ca1·eless in letting· his cattle ,vander ove1· 
the neighborl1ood lie very soon found a strained relationship 
between him and his neighbors. The settlers were also in 
the habit of cutting p1--airie hay for tl1ei1 .. stock ,vherever 
they found it growing most abundantly. If the cattle of 
the herders wandered into the wild hay which a settler in
tended to use for his winter's roughag·e, trouble usually fol
lowed. As the settlers g·r·ew in numbers and the land avail
able for g·r·azing became exhausted, the herder-- was forced 
to move farther west. During· t}1c last ~ ear 01-- tv.ro of g·1·az
ing in the western part of the State the strug·g·le between 
the adherents of the two types of agriculture became very 
unpleasant. 

In Pottawattamie 011uty, in tl1e late se'\Tenties and early 
eighties, there ".,.ere he1·ds of cattle which belong·ed to larg·e 
cattle o,vne1·s who lived in tl1e so11thwestern pa1~ of the 
State. Settle1·s had by this time tal<en the large1-- part of 
the lancl. Tl1e herds, which we1·e watched by hired men, 
ranged o,?01· the 11nenclosecl wild hay of the settle1·s, tramp
ling· it down and eating it. Occasio11ally there was some 
damag·e done to c1·ops. Some settle1·s, it is reported, at
tempted to stampede the he1--ds. :1feetings were held by t11e 
settle1·s to devise means of getting the herds out of the 
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section. The herde1·s on the other hand had no place to go 
with their cattle. All the other land around them was now 
in the same stag·e of settlement. The 1{issou1--i River was to 
the west, and across it eastern Nebraska was rapidly :filling 
tip. Hostile encounters occurred between committees of 
settlers and the herders. In a few of these, parties of the 
two factions met with :firearms ready to do battle. For
tunately, the encounters never seem to have gone beyond 
verbal tilts. The herders were warned to take their he1·ds 
out of the county, and being g·reatly outn11mbered by the 
settlers, they complied after much protest.113 In most 
localities, however, the herders retired without such a show 
of resistance. 

The disappearance of the herds was fallowed by the grow
ing of more crops and the feeding of cattle which were 
either raised in the community, or were brought from 
herds to the north, or from west of the river. 

VI 

THE PLACE OF BEEF CATTLE I THE FAR1f BU INESS 

The beef cattle enterprise can not be considered sep
arate from all others. Beef cattle are not kept solely for 
the purpose of producing marlcetable live stock, but also 
for making use of what would otherwise be waste roug·h
age, for converting grain into a product which can be 
taken to market at a smaller charge for freight than if it 
weTe shipped as grain, for utilizing· labor at slack times 
of-the farm year, for contributing· manure to keep up the 
fe1~tility of the soil, and in various other ways to help in 
the organization of a well ro11nded farm business, so that 
the farme1~ may get the gTeatest possible return from the 
resources which he has at hand. Tl1e place of beef cattle 

11a Interview with an old settler at MeClelland. 
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on the farm has changed from time to time with the 
economic status of agriculture in each part of the country. 
It is the purpose of this chapter to trace in a broad and 
general way the evolution of the beef enterprise in its re
lationship to the organization of the farm business. 

CATTLE AMONG THE SETTLERS 

As has been mentioned previously, the settlers, when they 
:first came to Iowa, seldom had more cattle than a few head 
of cows and a yoke of oxen. The cows were of the low 
grade general purpose type, and one of their important 
functions was to supply milk for the settler's family. The 
first cattle were commonly turned loose to shift for them
selves for a great part of the time, or were watched as 
they grazed on the prairie by the settlers' children. As 
their number increased their function as beef producers be
came more important, and they were given a greater pro
portion of the settlers' attention. 

As described in the Report of the Iowa State Agricul
tural Society for 1866 the method of caring for the cattle 
was a very simple one. It consisted in giving them the 
run of the pr·airie in the s11mmer, with salt once a week. 
In the winter they were given the run of the cornfields 
when the ground was frozen. When it was not frozen they 
were kept in the barnyards and fed mostly on prairie hay. 

The principal feed at first was prairie grass. Later as 
the number of cattle increased it was found that the prairie 
grass, or ''blue stem'' did not stand heavy pasturing, but 
died out where it had been closely cropped and trampled. 
It was also killed by frost earlier than the blue gTass which 
was beginning· to appear in the older parts of the State. 

The blue grass came in veI'Y slowly and for the most 
part without being· introduced consciously by the settlers. 
It was very seldom planted in pastures, although some seed 
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was brought from Kentucky to be scattered in places whe1 .. e 
the p1 .. airie grass had been trampled out.114 There were 
also some la,,111s plantecl i11 bl11e grass, and it naturally 
spread from them to the prairies. Except f 01· these 
methods of propag·ation it seems to have been int1·ocl11ced 
mostly by accident, the seecl clinging to the settlers' effects 
or in the coats of animals. By 1870 it l1ad appeared ouly 
in small patcl1es il1 the eastern and outhe1'n tie1.. of 
counties.115 

Shortly after settlements had been made timothy ,v-as 
planted in most sectio11s to take tl1e place of wild hay and 
to pro,ricle a better f orag·e and a la1--ge1 .. yield per acre. 
Timothy was the first c1·op to be l)lanted for hay in almost 
all parts of the tate. In Wapello County it came i11to use 
about 1 55.116 Farther west and south in Lucas Countv • 

timothy and Hu11ga1·ian g·rass were planted about 1858 or 
1859.117 I11 1,861 a settler f1·om nea1· Chariton took some 
H unga1--ian grass seed into newly settled te1·ritory in 1fis
souri for sale, showing that this crop had been raised for 
at least one or two years . The planting of timothy spread 
ver·y rapidly. In 1857, it was said, there was only one man 
in Po,veshiek Cot1nty ,,rho ,,ras g1·owii1g timothy, and he 
l1ad only about te11 acr·es of it. Within two or three yea1 .. s 
it was being· gTO"W11 as far west as L11cas Oount3r. 

Both in ield per acre and quality of feed, clo,rer is 
much supe1·ior to timothy, bt1t it ,vas seldom planted iI1 the 
parts of the State fir,st settled until eig~ht or ten year"'s after 
timothy had been intr~oduced. Inoculation of the soil ,vas 

• 

neoessa1·y before g·ood crops of clover could be gTovv11, al-
thot1g·h that ,vas not lmown at the time. Repeated effor .. ts 

114 Interview with R. :t\1. 1foore of Cedar. 

11:; IntcrYiew with C. J. Cain of Chariton, and with an old settler :.i.t Leon. 

11cinterYiew witl1 R. _f. Moore of Cedar. 

117 Interview witl1 C. J. Cain of Chariton. 
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to rai e clo,.,.er ,vere necessa1·y befor·e the soil was suf
ficiently inocl1lated. Timothy, which 11eeded no inoculatio11 
and was well adapted to the soil, provided good crops from 
the ,re1·y first. This explains the lead ,vhich timothy o l,
tained o er clover in the ea1--ly years. In The Prairie 
Far1ner, David Sears, of Jackson Ol1nty, reported that he 
planted ten ac1"es of clover i11 1853, a11d spoke as thougl1 
clover.. was well established in his section by 1865. In 
Decatu1-- County a f e,v patches of clover .. were planted abol1t 
1 60, but it was not well established the1--e for nea1 .. ly a 
decade.118 

During the period of settlement the cattle of Iowa had 
very little shelter in cold or incleme11t weathe1... By 1860 
a few barns had been built by settlers who came from 
older pa1'is of the country where there was a bar"n on every· 
farm, 119 but for the most part the cattle had only such 
shelter as they could find in g1 .. oves or under a ' st1,aw 
shed'', which was composed of rails laid acr·oss the tops of 
posts and cove1--ed with straw or sloug·h gTass.120 

Up to abo11t 1870 in the southeaster"n part of the State, 
and to a later time, even to 1890 in the northwestern part, 
the production of beef was fundamentally a matte1· of pas
turage. In the frontier-- comrol1nities the amount of g1,.ain 
fed was relatively unimpo1·tant.1 2 1 Among the ea1--lier set
tlers a large part of the corn was cut a.nd shocked. This 
practice involv ... ed more labor than picking, 122 but it also 

11 a Interview with an old settler at Leon. 

119 Interviews with H. C. Weir of Mt. Pleasant, and R. nl. Moore of Cedar. 

120 '' hla.ny a.re not sheltered, otl1ers have grass covered shanties to go into 
du.ring stormy weat11er. Small and large frequently run i11 corn-stalk fields 
with attention of salt, perhaps once a week.' '-The I owa H ornestead, August 
13, 1869. 

121 I11terview with H. C. Weir of Mt. Pleasant. 

J22 Husking the €-a.:r from the stalk as it stood in the field. 
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provided roughage for the winter. The practice probably 
ow d its origin to the same custom in older parts of the 
countr·y from which the settlers came. The corn was com
monly fed to the cattle in the fodder which was thrown on 
the ground in the feed lot. In the seventies and eighties 
the use of snapped corn ( ear corn with the husk on it) came 
into use and the use of corn in the fodder declined some
what. 

It was not until late in the period of settlement that there 
were railroads near any of the new sections. orn was 
worth practically nothing· until after it was turned into beef 
or porl{.123 In Iowa, therefore as in ea1--ly Ohio, cattle and 
hogs ,x;ere 11sed as a means of t1--ansporting corn. Once in 
the form of be f the corn or other crop became well worth 
takiJ.1g to mar·ket.124 The early methods of feeding were 
very simple and seemed intended only to get as much corn 
into a steer as possible.12 ~ Only in a fe,v sections wa there 
any other way to dispose of the co1--n at a profit. In the late 
fifties a.nd sixties some farmers along· the formon Trail, 
or other main 1--outes of travel for westbound immigr--ants, 

12s A correspondent in _t.\.dair County ~Tote as follo,vs: '' The Farmers a.re 
turning their attention to stock raising, in fact nothing else can be done to 
an advantage, as we have nothing but a home market f or our grain.' '-Re
port of the I owa State Agricultural Society, 1 59, p. 166. 

124 Daniel MeCready, a farmer near Fort Madison, Iowa, wrote as follows: 
''Neat cattle.-Cost of r earing until three years old, $7; usual price at that 
age, from $10 to $15. Co,vs sell in the spring from $16 to $20; in the fall, 
from $14 to $18. As to the pounds of beef one hundred pounds of corn will 
produce, I think from about eight to ten pounds would be near the amount.'' 
-Report of the Commissioner of Patents for the Year 1852, Part II, p. 336. 

1 2 cs ' ' There should be 60 bushels or more of corn put up in the shoc.k for 
one steer, or one acre and a baJf of conunon corn. The cattle should be 
smooth, thrifty, 3 or 4 years old, to be taken up before they begin to fall off 
and furnished with good lots to change in, running water, timber or broken 
ground to the west or north. If possible salt once a week, and after the :first 
week give them as 1nuclt corn and f odder as they can eat. In case of a.i]mAnt 
split the tail and give them soot and salt.' '-Letter from C. Robert.son in 
The Prairie Farmer, September, 1866. 
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were able to sell their corn to immigrants. This short 
period in which settlers got their income by ministering to 
the wants of the newer immig·ra.nts was typical of the fron
tier in most parts of the United States and Canada, but it 
usually lasted only for one 01" two years. 

On the frontier it was not necessary to figure as care
fully on the rates of grain or the quantities of feed used as 
it was a few decades later.126 There ,vas little or no fat
tening and finishing in the modern sense. Prairie land was 
free or nearly so, and the cattle could get a living without 
much attention from their owners. A cattle man of that 
period decla1 .. ed: '' 11 any of them eke out their living· on 
prairie pasture and praii .. ie hay; little grain is fed; cooked 
and g·round food is among the myths; and at the end of 
three year~s the steer is put in market, and much of his price 
is considered clear gain''. While these conditions con
tinued it was not necessary to give much thought to im
proved methods of feeding. But as the number of settlers 
increased and the amol1nt of land pe1-- man became less it 
became necessary to make a more intensive use of the land. 
This meant the gTowing of more crops, and the feeding of 
these crops to the cheap cattle raised by more I"ecent set
tlers to the northwest, rather than to home grown cattle. 
As the pr~airie was put in crops the cattle used the rougher 
land as pasture. As soon as corn was available in the fall, 
the cattle which could be prepar"ed for sale in the winter or 
spring· were put on feed. This provided the farmer with a 
use for some of his spare time. His problem was to keep 
enoug·h cattle to make use of the land which he had at his 
command in excess of the acreage which he could put in 
crops. He was also compelled to keep enough cattle or 
hogs to cons1Jme his corn and roughage crops. 

12 6 See, for example, the estimate on the cost and profit of feeding cattle, by 
Isaac A. Hedges, in T he Iowa H omest ead, March 10, 1871. 
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TTLE I1 TIIE DEVELOPI TG COl\lhlU:NITY 

1\7ith the settling· up of the tatc tl1e importa11ce of the 
cattle ente1--1 rise tended to clecline. A 11ew phase in de
velopment was 1,.cacl1ed. attle ,,rer~e 110 longer neecled to 
consl1me the almost s11perabl1ndant p1·ai1'ie grass, b11t they 
,v re now needed to con "'11me some of the low grade feeds 
p1 .. odl1ced on the fa1'm, to pastu1~e the waste land, and to 
save freight in the transportation of g1·ains. attle raising 
was on tl1e decline, but cattle feeding was increasing·. Cat
tle "\\,,.bich had been 1--aised in 11e,,~c1-- section to the west we1--e 
begi.nni11g· to come into Iowa to be fattened on corn before 
continuing· thei1· jour11ey to market. I11 sections where 
there was an abu11dance of corn la.nd but onlv a mode1--ate ., 

proportio11 of rougl1 pastur"e land, the feeding b11siness de
veloped I"apidly between 18 0 and 1896. The more f 01·ward 
lool{i11g Iowa cattlemen were comjng to realize that the 
cheaper lands of the rang·es posses ed an advantage over 
Iowa lancl in the p1·ocl11ction of f eedei·s.1 27 Tho11gh the 
Iowa land could p1--odl1ce mor·e cattle pe1-- square mile than 
the lancl of the rang·es, it wa even more ,7"aluable for the 
production of othe1~ c1--ops. Tl1e crop ,:vith the smallel'· rel
ative advantag·c, therefore, came to be left mo1,e and more 
to the 1"oug·he1-- a11cl less productive sections, while Iowa 
f a1 .. me1--s tu111ec1 thei1-- attention more to the production of 
hog·s and the feecling of the cattle already gTown to marl{et

able age on the ranges. 
A v..,.1·iter in 1878 decla1 .. ed : '' In the olde1 .. settled districts 

the1'"e is a consiclerable extent of so,vn pasture, but by far 

121 '' The result of these gradual moven1ents both on the plains and prairies 
is the bringing of the rancbman and the farmer into ne,v relations, and their 
interests instead of being clashing are now praetically one. . . . Corn
fields lie between the pastures and the markets, whether at home or abroad, 
and l1ence, cheap grass, cheap corn, and cheap transport-ation ,vill furn.ish 

a solution of the problem of cheap food for the beef n.nd n1utton eaters of 
the world.''-Wallaces' Farmer, May 14, 1897. 

• 
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the greate1-- part of the g1,.ass area of the State is natural 
prairie, affording good pasture in s11mmer, but little that is 
of even fa.ir quality in winter. On these pastures and on 
'stalk' fields .... cows and young stock are kept all the 
year round, receiving a little hay when the grass gets 
buried amongst snow. '' 128 By 1890 blue grass pasture was 
p1'"evalent in the southeastern half of the State. But the 
area of pastu1'"e was on the decline. 

In the older sections the calves were ordinarily allowed 
to run with their mothers during the s11mmer and fall, and 
were not weaned until they were five or six months old. In 
winter all the stock ran in the stalk fields until they ex
hausted this source of food. They also had the run of the 
straw stacks, and were usually fed some prairie hay or, if 
it was available, clover~ or timothy. Little grain was used 
except in fattening, except that in winter an effort was usu
ally made to feed some ground grain to small calves. 

The cattle were seldom fattened for market before they 
reached an age of three or three and a half years. Pastur
age was still cheap and plentiful in the newer sections until 
about 1890, and it did not cost much more to keep a steer 
for an additional yea1~. Various experiments were made in 
the :finishing of cattle at young·e1-- ages, but cheap pasturage 
in the northwestern part of the State still outweighed the 
smaller· feed cost in the fattening of the young·er a.ni
mals.129 

12s MacDonald's Food from the Far W est, Ch.. XV, p. 121. 

120 '' A close reader of the cattle market will notice the unusual number 
of yearlings put on the market and also the high priee of medium priced 
cattle.'' But the writer did not consider the sale of yearlings '' wise even 
at prices within 45 cents of the very top of the market. To iit a calf for 
market at twelve months old is too expensive; that is it requires too much 
corn and does not utilize enough grass. Let us analyze the item of expense. 
First there is a year's keep of the cow and the service of the sire. This can
not be put at less than $18.00. For the :first six months the grass eaten is 
very small. To f atten them at twelve months requires a heavy grain ration, 

VOL. XXVI-16 
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One evidence of progTess in the care of the cattle is found 
in the g·1·owth of the practice of deho1'ning. It ,,ras said in 
the R eport of t}ie Iowa State Agricitltural S ociety fo1· 1887 
that the '' p1--ucticc of dehorning· cattle is a recent innova
tion in Iowa, and is being· carried on with gratifying 1~e
sults in many localities. '' 130 This practice gained 1·apidly 
in popula1--ity and stopped much of the injury that had pre
viously been caused by the horns. It al o facilitated quiet 
handling of the stock. 

CROPS AND THE CATTLE ENTERPRISE 

Wheat was usually the first crop of impo1'tance after 
breaking the prairie. It had, howe,ter, no ve1--y close re
lationship to the beef industry. It did not, like corn, f11r
nish a feed for' the cattle. The straw was of relatively 
little value although used to some extent both as for age and 
as bedding. The wheat supplemented but did not comple
ment the beef enterprise. The two together used all the 
land available, and provided the farmer with more constant 
employment than either one could do alone. But neither 
was directly dependent on the other and the two did not 
provide a well balanced farm organization. 

In the R eport of t}ie Iowa State .Agricultural Society for 
1,875, a writer from ~fitchell County said: ''Until quite re
cently wheat has been the staple crop and the only source of 
revenue. Now a diversified industry is beginning to be ap
preciated; mo1-e cattle, hog·s and horses are g·1--o,vn. ' '131 11ore 
cattle and hog·s meant, of course, more corn. In 1875 and 
1.876 there were very poor wheat crops. As a 1"'esult of the 
reductions in yield after wheat had been gro,vn on the same 

and that during a sea.son when ther e is no chance for grass. ' '-Th,e I owa 
Homestead, May 20, 1877. 

1so Report of the Iowa State Agricultural S ociety, 1887, p. 47. 

1s1 Report of the I owa State Agricultural S ociety, 1875, p. 438. 

• 
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ground for a number of years, there was a larg·e reduction 
in the acreag·e of wheat planted in the late seventies and the 
eighties. The displacement of wheat by corn broug·ht the 
c1'ops and the cattle into mutually dependent relationship. 
This process ma1'l{ed a milestone in the p1'ogress of ag1·icul
ture. It occur·red in the sixties and seventies in the south
eastern pa1"t of the State, and reached the northwestern 
part in the late eighties and early nineties. 

In the easte1'n part of central Iowa, despite the increase 
in the planting of c1·ops, cattle were still raised mostly on 
grass. One of the larg·est cattle feeders in 1Iahaska County 
in 1880 reported that he had only about fo1·ty ac1·es of corn 
and forty of oats on a four hundred acre farm. The rest 
was in pasture or l1ay.132 This was undoubtedly a larger 
proportion of g1'ass tha.n "ras to be found on most fa1--ms in 
the neighborhood, and was a great deal more than could be 
found on a similar f a1'm a decade later when more corn was 
being raised. 

In the northwestern counties it was thoug·ht fo1' some 
time that corn could not be gro\vn s1lccessfully. fany 
farmers were slo,v to plant it. The first few crops of corn 
were small, twenty bushels per acre being· considered a 
fair crop.138 In the nineties much of the land in the north
western part of the State "\Vas in the hands of speculato1·s. 
These men were anxious to have corn grown on their land 
to make it appear more valuable. Some of them, in renting 
their land, stipulated in the lease that a certain acreage of 
corn was to be grown on each fa1·m or q11arter section, thus 
hastening its adoption as a crop.134 

About 1900 there was considerable interest f 01· a time in 

1 s2 Interview with R. W. Moore of Cedar. 

1ss Interviews with J. H. Wolf of Primghar, J. J. Murray of Rock Rapids, 
and with an old settler at Rock Rapids. 

1s4 Interview with J. J. Murray of Rock Rapids . 
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the practice of soaking the corn for feed.135 This was not 
a new practice, ho,veve1~, as it had often been done in the 
spring 01- s11mmcr when the corn was dry and hard. An im
portant development in the use of corn, which occurred for 
the most part afte1" 1900, was the more ca1 .. eful use of the 
stover. The stove1~ had been used more by the early set
tlers, who for a time cut and shocked most of their corn, 
than by the Io,va farmer of 1880 or 1 90. During the years 
of abundant prai1·ie hay and cheap corn it was not neces
sary or p1--o:fitable to spend time in taking care of such a 
cheap commodity as corn stover. Between 1900 and 1910 
it became apparent that it would be necessary to use the 
stalk as well as the ear~, if the farmer was to make both 
ends meet under the condition of narrow profits that had 
arisen.136 Farmers beg·a.n to make fuller use of the stover. 

13!i ''Nearly all farmers agree that it pays to soak the corn for cattle on 
grass. In an ordinary summer corn is ha.rd and the teeth of the cattle that 
have been grazing on soft grass for some time are unfit to properly masticate 
thiB hard corn. Therefore, it is better to soak it. Care, however, must be 
taken that it is not allowed to become sour.' '-W allaces' Farmer, June 26, 
1903. 

1sa '' The corn belt farn1ers who are not dairymen can not be greatly blamed 
for wasting this ( corn stover) during the la.st fifty years. In fact, so long as 
we could get all the cattle we wanted on the range, it was often better to 
waste the corn fodder than to save it. Corn fodder has no actual value un
less fed on the farm; and whether there were cattle or livestock of other 
kinds, the waste of labor involved in cutting and in husking was greater than 
the waste of the fodder. Besides, until within the last comparatively f ew 
years, we had no corn harvesters, no corn shellers, no silos. 

'' A great change has come over our agriculture in the last fifteen years. 
Land both on the prairies and on the plajns has trebled in price. We ca.n no 
longer depend on the great national stock ranges f or feeding steers. More 
and more we shall have to grow them on high priced lands. To do this we 
must utilize the stalk of the corn as well as the ear, 100 per cent instead of 
60 per cent. To utilize this jrnn1ense waste we must get cattle somewhere. 
For ,vhile sheep a.nd horses, and even hogs can utilize some f odder, cattle are 
the only class of live stock that can utilize it to any very great advantage. 
They are built that way. 

'' If we ea.n not buy them we must grow them. To do so we must grow less 
corn and more grass, less grain and more roughage. We must change our 

• 
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A few cut cor~n so it could be fed from the shock. The 
majority began to make fuller and more careful use of the 
stalk pasture. 

Between 1870 and 1880 blue grass beg·an to appear in the 
southern and eastern third of the State as far .. west as Union 
County. In the northwestern part, north of Ida and Web
ster co11nties, it did not become very common until well 
along in the nineties. Although the method of its intro
duction into most sections was quite obscure, the1 .. e was an 
occasional effort to plant it intentionally. A settler in Ida 
County planted a meadow with blue grass in 1880. Two 
years later, desiring to harvest some seed, but not lmowing 
just how to go about it, he cut the grass while in seed and 
cured it and piled it in cocks like hay. Before he could haul 
it, there was a flood which picked up the cocks and carried 
them off down stream, spreading blue grass seed as it 
went.137 

As a hay crop timothy was usually the first tame grass to 
be planted. The reasons have already been mentioned. 
No inoculation was needed for timothy and good crops 
could be gro\vn from the start. Clover seems to have fol
lowed timothy at intervals from two years in some of the 
northwestern sections to a decade or more in some of the 
sections first settled. In the southern part of the State, 
clover had been planted in small patches east of the Des 
Moines River before 1870, but it did not come into general 
use until the middle of the eighties. Actual dates for the 

methods of feeding cattle; and before we can change our methods ,ve must 
change our ideals. Thirty years ago we grew cattle on cheap lanJ mainly 
to market our corn. About fifteen years ago we began to feed grain to cattle 
and hogs and make beef and pork. From this on we must grow grass and 
roughage, grow our cattle on these, and feed enough corn and other gra.ins 
to make our roughage-fed cattle marketable. >'-Wallaces' Farmer, June 12, 
1914. 

1s7 Interview with Robison Baxter of Ida Grove. 
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begjnnings of such crops, however, ar .. e ver·y difficult to se
cure. 

Althoug·h little was the11 kno,vn regarding mjcrobiology, 
and the relationship between certain bacteria and members 
of the leg1.1me family was not kno,vn to the ordinary 
farmer; still, by observation and empirical rttle, they often 
accomplished soil inoct1latiou with as g·ood results a have 
been secured in recent times by scie11tific meast11 .. es. As 
early as 1862, J. B. Ha1" 11, of Creston, Iowa, ,vho was then 
living in Bureau County, Illinois, shipped a two bl1shel sack 
of earth from an old clover field to his brother in Union 
County, Iowa. This earth was scattered over a field in
tended for clover, and a good stand was obtained.138 Such 
an early introduction of an improved crop lilce clover was 
a decided advantage to a community, as it ordinarily took 
some years after the need was felt bef 01 .. e clover became 
established. 11 ost of the clover planted in new sections re
ceived no inoculation other than bacteria which mjght be 
clinging to the seed planted. 

Clove1--- moved to the no1--thwest ac1·oss the State, accom
panying the intensification of agriculture. In the middle 
of the eighties it was established east of the line formed by 

138 '' While I did not know all that is no,v kno,vn about the inoculation of 
the soil, I did kno,v from observation in and around my home in Bureau 

ouuty, Illinois, that when farmers went afield on the prairie and broke up 
a new piece of virgin soil that when they wished to seed it to clover they 
scattered clover hay over the field, aud especially I knew from observation 
in Union County, Iowa, having often visited there from '59 to '62, that 
where movers camped at night and left clover hay about their camping place 
that clover sprang up in abundance on the spot. 

'' So I argued there was some connection and therefore in 1862 I shipped 
a two bushel grain sack of earth, taken from a clover field, to my brother, P. 
L. Harsh, who then lived in Highland Township, Union County, Iowa. There 
was no railroad station at Afton, at that time, but I shipped it to Eddyville, 
Iowa, and from there it was taken by freighting wagollB to Afton, where my 
brother received it. He sowed it on bis field intended for clover and got 
a good stand the :first time tried.' '-Extract from a letter from J. B. Harsh, 

of Creston, dated November 4, 1922. 

/ 
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Decatur and Winneshiek counties, or approximately in the 
southeastern third of the State. In a region f1~om this line 
to anothe1-- about four counties to the west it was just being 
planted. By 1895 it had become established in the no1 .. th
western part of the State. 

About 1903 alfalfa began to be tried out on a larg·er 
scale than before.139 It was supposed at this time that it 
could be gro,rn only in the extreme weste1~n part of Iowa. 
Its introduction had been gTadual, as had that of clover. 
The :first alfalfa in Buena Vista County, in the north
western part of the State, was said to have been planted 
in 1907. Between 1907 and 1910 it was introduced into 
other counties in that region. By 1913 it was a crop of con
side1~able value, although its acreage was small as com
pared to that planted since. Alfalfa gre,v best and spread 
most rapidly in the western section, but by 1910 it was also 
being grown in small acreages in most other parts. By 
1914 its use was becoming common among the beef pro
ducers of western Iowa. In 1924 the Iowa Weather and 
Or·op Bureau 1 .. eported 276,000 acres of alfalfa in the 
State.140 

Another improvement taken up by Iowa stoclr men dur
ing the period from 1900 to 1914 was the silo. It was not 
an altogether new idea in 1904 but there were very few 
silos in the State at that time.141 Farmers and farm papers 

139 See the I owa Year B oole of Agricultu,re, 1903, pp. 380-394, 1905, pp. 
783-808. 

140 Iowa Y ear Boole of Agriculture, 1924, p. 347. 

141 '' It is now more than twenty years since agricultural papers and agri
cultural meetings began discussing the advantages of the silo. The convic
tion has become quite settled in the minds of the public generally that the 
silo is in a n1a.nuer essential to successful dairying. . . . It is only, how
ever, within the last very fe,v years that the silo is regarded by the most 
advanced thinkers as important, if not essential to the production of beef 
cattle.' '-Wallaces' Farnter, May 20, 1904. 
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were just beginning to talk about silos seriously. Be
tween 1904 and 1910 they began to be used for feeding beef 
cattle. By 1914 they were being b11ilt rapidly. In fact, 
about this time there were a great many silos built which 
were used only a few times thereafter. The silo found its 
greatest use in the eastern Iowa feeding area, or in other 
sections where alfalfa was not widely grown.142 

In the late nineties and shortly after 1900 gluten meal, 
oil meal, and cottonseed meal came to be used much more 
,videly as nitrogenous supplements to the grain ration for 
fattening cattle. These supplements had been used since 
the early nineties, but only by a few feeders and in very 
small amounts. They wer'e often sprinkled lightly over the 
corn rather than used as an important part of the ration.143 

About 1905 they came to be common feeding stuffs for the 
ordinary feeder. They permitted more rapid gains and the 
more complete utilization of the grain ration, which con
sisted largely of starchy feeds such as corn. They helped 
to put a better finish on the cattle and thereby helped the 
owners to secure a better price. 

The effort to grow more feed per acre was becoming 

142 As an example of the unqualified endorsement given silage at this time, 
a writer in The I owa Homestead, July 10, 1913, declared: '' Few facts in 
agriculture have been more clearly and conclusively established than that the 
silo is a necessity to the stock farmer. . . . 

'' Com silage should be put into the feeding program of every Iowa beef 
producer if he wants to fatten cattle economically and efficiently. That corn 
silage is our most profitable cattle roughage has been clearly demonstrated at 
the experiment station as well as upon l1undreds of Iowa farms. 

' ' The addition of corn silage to the ration not only decreases very mate· 
rially the cost of ga.ins, but usually makes them more rapidly. The steers 
are finished more quickly and ordinarily sell for a higher price than where 
clover is used as the roughage. 

'' Fattening cattle of all ages utilize silage as their roughage ration. It is 
as good for the calf and yearling as for the two and three year old. All 

profit from its use. '' 

11a Interviews with. 11. S. Finch of Ida Gro~e, John J elden of Everly, 
David R. Munro of Keota, and Ralph Clingman of Chariton. 

• 
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more widespread in other States as well as in Iowa.144 

Various new crops and new combinations of crops were 
being tried. In Iowa the practice of planting rape, or soy 
beans, or cow peas among the corn was increasing.145 The 
object was to grow as much feed per acre as possible and 
then to save labor by turning cattle or hogs into the field to 
harvest the crops for themselves. The idea was not new, 
but the need for economy was forcing its adoption. 

In the late eighties and the nineties drainage began to 
be used to make the low lying lands tillable. This added 
still further to the increasing productive capacity of the 
State. The transition to a type of farming in which highly 
nutritious and high yielding crops were grown went along 
with a change both in the type of cattle produced and in 
their function in the farm organization. The dependence of 
the cattle enterprise on the type of crops available for feed 
and the mutual dependence between the cattle and the crops 
form an important chapter in the story of beef cattle pro
duction in Iowa. 

BEEF CATTLE AND DAlRYING 

One of the important functions of the first cows in newly 
settled sections was to furnish milk for the settlers. There
fore the early cattle were considered at least partly as 
dairy cattle, and were of unspecialized types, being neither 
high grade beef nor dairy cattle. But the profit in raising 
beef cattle on the open prairies soon provided an induce
ment for the development of the beef type of animal. There 

144 '' Stockmen are taking advantage of the heavy forage crops that can be 
raised on a limited acreage. The cultivation of kaffir corn and m1lo maize is 
extending into northwestern Oklahoma and northwestern Texas; while in 
Western Ka.nsas and Nebraska, in Colorado, New Mexic.o and Arizona, the 
growing of alfalfa for beef cattle l1as long passed the experimental stage.'' 
- The Iowa Homestead, March 13, 1902. 

'1415 Interview with an old settler at Ireton. 
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was little inclucement to dairying beyond the needs of the 
pioneer comm11nity. The labor available could be used 
more p1--ofitably in tending beef cattle than in taking care 
of a dairy. There was little or 110 market for dai1'7 pr·od
ucts in the young ag:ricultural comm11nities, a,nd t1--anspor
tation to the older communities was poor. Even in these 
older communities daii"'y products were still cheap. 

In the northeastern part of Iowa the1 .. e was little dairy
ing except for home use prior to 1875. At about that date 
a few farmers beg·an to make more butter tha.:n they could 
use or dispose of locally, a.:nd to pack it in s11mme1 .. for sale 
in the fall, 146 although it must have been a very inferior 
product by that time. About this time creameries and 
cheese factories beg·a.n to be built in the more favored sec
tions.147 Farmers also beg·a.n to bring cattle of the dairy 
br--eeds into Iowa in larger n11mbers than before. The bull 
calves were ordinarily castrated, and were either raised for 
beef or were raised to f eecler age and sold to be fattened in 
other sections. 

The interest in dairying which de,Teloped in tl1e seventies 
spread over nearly all of the more thickly settled sections 
of the State. The northeastern pa1'i was well fitted to be
come a dairying section. This was not due to any partic
ular .. advantage which it possessed) b11t rather because it 
was at a clisadvantage in the production of c1--ops. The 
topography and the soil fertility ,vere such as to cause a 
large acreage to be left in pastt1re. In the remainde1-- of 

14s Intervie,v with E. L. Beard of Decorah. 

1-47 A report from Black Ha.wk County said: '' Dairying is becoming one of 
the important pursuits. Two cheese factories have been erected and success
fully conducted during the past year, and arrangements have been perfected 
for opening a third one. The rheese, n1ade at the factories was excellent and 
found a ready home market''. A report from Bucbana,n County declared: 
'' Three cheese factories are in successful operation, and one butter factory 
doing a prosperous business.''- Report of the Iowa State .A.gricultural Soci
ety, 1874, pp. 324, 330. 

• 
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the State the inte1 .. est in dairying soon died out because of 
the gTeater advantage in the raising of crops, and the 
smalle1 .. labor requirements of beef cattle. 

After 1900 the cost of p1'oducing young stock in Iowa 
was observed to be increasing, and as a consequence atten
tion ag·ain came to· be given to the possibility of raising 
beef cattle f1"om dairy he1'ds. Dairying· was spreading· 
from the sections in which it was established. But this was 
very slow. Indeed there was an actual falling off in the 
n11mber of milk cows repo1 .. ted in the State after 1909. The 
quality a.nd productive capacity of the cows, however, im- . 
proved. And it is probable that much of the reported de
cline in DJJm bers was due to a refinement of the term '' milk 
cow'', so that many cows which had been milked but little 
for farm use, and which were not kept primarily for dairy 
purposes, were no longer reported as such afte1· 1909. 

The pr·oblem of combining the dairy business and the 
production of beef has been attacked ag·a.in and again, but 
not with pronounced success. Attempts to make both 
equally the aim of the business have seldom lasted long. 
The milking of the cows of the beef herd has provided a 
possible means of increasing the farmer's income. This 
has been resorted to for the most part in times of agricul
tural depression, both in the recent a,nd the more 1'emote 
past.14s 

Anothe1' possible combination lies in raising the bull 
calves of the dairy her--d for beef. Dai1 .. y calves are not 
highly popular with the producers of beef, but they can be 
used if the beef prices are high enough and the price of 
calves is low. Whe1--e the herd is not of a highly specialized 
dairy type, tl1e objection to using such calves for beef is not 

148 '' It is alleged that dairying is declining in Iowa. . . . With the 
class wl10 were driven into milk production as a kind of side issue when beef 
cattle were low, there has probably been a decline''.- The I oiva Homestead, 

May 3, 1900. 
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necessarily strong.149 This gives an opportunity for the 
dual purpose herd.1 tso 

In the northeastern counties where dairying is now the 
principal live stock enterprise, feeder cattle were produced 
during the early years of dairying. But after 1908 or 1910, 
when the stock had come to be strongly of dairy type, the 
cattle from this section became less popular with the feed
ers. Feeder cattle a1"e still produced here but not from the 
better dairy herds.151 

SHELTER FOR CATTLE 

In the organization of the early farm but little trot1ble 
and expense was incurred in providing shelter for live 
stock.152 Straw staclrs, straw sheds, and groves continued 

149 '' The last three or four yen.rs have been eye-openers. The close margins 
which feeders have been obliged to accept hn.ve tn.ught them that there is no 
profit in the calf of the special purpose cow. . . . Now they are looking 
for the man who can offer them cheap cattle and that man is the dairyman 
who uses the Short-horn grades, sells his milk or cream to the creamery, and 
gro,vs his calves by hand. Either this man or the ranchman must furnish the 
great bulk of the f eeding steers for the future. These are the only two men 
that can furnish them at a price that ,vill justify their feeding, n.nd herein 
lies the opportunity for a new race of Shorthorn breeders. . . . The 
great demand of the dairyman now is for hulls of the dual purpose type''.
W allaces' Farmer, April 21, 1899. 

150 '' The man ,;vho raises his own steers, and the ref ore keeps a cow for the 
calf she will produce, must on high priced land, in the future market his 
steers at the age of n.bout twelve or fourteen months. If he will let them 
suck and feed them all the grain they will consume they will ,;veigh from 1000 
to 1200 pounds at this age and will bring the top notch price if they are bred 
right. The cost of the cows' keep ,vill be from $10 to $18, and you can sell a 
calf a year at from $50 to $60 - sometimes for 25 per cent more than this. In 
this way ten bushels of grain will bring the calf to this age, while if you 
carried on under low pressure feeding until he was three years old he would 
consume 100 bushels. ''-The I owa Homestead, November 10, 1904. 

1 51 Interviews with E. L. Beard of Decorah, and C. A. Round of Cedar Fa.Jls. 

1 52 '' Iowa has remarkably little house accommodation for cattle. As a rule, 
the common cattle are provided with no shelter whn.tever, save what they may 
find around a hay-stack, or in that elegant erection designated an 'Iowa 
Barn', a building of some fame in the Far West''. It ,vas made as follows: 
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to do se1--vice on most farms and over the greate1 .. part of 
the State until late in the nineties. In some of the older 
sections barns were built at a relatively ea.rly period, but 
most of them were intended for ho1"ses, 01-- milk cows, and 
not for beef cattle. Much was wi--itten about the need for 
barns and better shelter for the cattle. Actually they 
needed but little shelter except on ery cold days or during 
storms. 

An old settler of Ida County relates that about 1880 he 
built a shelter for his cattle, most of which had been raised 
with little or no shelter. It was of the usual ''straw shed'' 
type, that is, it was constructed by laying poles across the 
tops of upright posts and these poles were then covered with 
prairie hay. The hay was not out of the reach of the cattle, 
a.nd the shed served both as a shelter and a hay l"ack. The 
cattle :in question, even afte1' being driven into the shed, 
usually left it as soon as they col1ld, and lay in the snow. 
For a while their o,vner got up in the night, if it was cold 
01 .. stormy, to drive them back into the shed again. But the 
cattle continued to use it only as a hay rack. At last, dis
gusted at their stupidity, but concluding that they did not 
need the shelter badly anyhow, he let them lie in the snow 
if they wished.153 

Some reports would indicate that sheds and barns were 
common in much of the eastern part of the State before the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century, 154 but these reports, 

'' Drive two opposite rows of posts into the ground, leaving eight or ten f eet 
between eaeh post ea.ch way; lay a net work of sticks across the top of these; 
cover that with a liberal coating of straw held do,vn by stieks, and you have 
an Iowa barn in all the glory of its original grandeur I ''-MacDonald's Food 
from the Far West, Ch. XV, p. 121. 

1~s Interview with Robison Baxter of Ida Grove. 

154 '' The straw and hay covered sheds - so long famous on the farms, are 
giving way to large and cornrnoclious barns, and stock is securely protected 
from the fierce blasts of winter.''- Report of the Iowa State A.gricU,ltural 
Society, 1873, p. 387. 
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which are r elatively few in n11mber, seem to have magnified 
greatly the actual number of barns. In Delaware County 
straw sheds we1--e the prevajling shelter for cattle until 
about 1890.1 55 In Greene County there were very few barns 
before 18 5.156 In ioux ounty barns and sheds, except 
straw sheds, wer e not generally built until about 1895.157 

Ther .. e was a j1.1stification for doing without bar,.ns or sub
stantial sheds until a section was well settled. In the 
newer r egions, capital, especially in the fo rm of material 
fo 1.. building ,vas scarce. What capital was available 
yielded the larger r eturn when invested in cattle rathe1· 
than buildings. rops were cheap and could be fed freely. 
The advantage of building·s for cattle is largely in that s11ch 
sl1elters sa,~e feed b3r p1·e en ting the ,vaste of some of the 
animals' bodily heat. They also prevent some winter loss, 
but that could be done by cheaper shelters than barns. Un
til capital invested in building·s would yield approximately 
as much as that invested in other forms of capital goods, the 
building·s were not jt1stified economically. It is probable 
that other than economic motives - h11:manitarian ones -
prevented the lapse of very much time between the :first eco
nomic need for buildings and their actual erection. 

THE CATTLE ENTERPRISE AFTER 1896 

The yea1 .. 1896 may be taken as the beginning of a fai1'ly 
stable period in the agTiculture of Iowa, a.nd the beginning 
of the third phase of development of the cattle enterprise. 
While the enterprise r etained some of its earlier functions 
it-now took on another. The cattle enterprise now became a 
means of utilizing low g1--ade f 01--ag·es, waste products of 
other crops, and roug·h land which it was not yet profitable 

165 Interview with an old settler at Manchester. 

1ao Intervie,v with an old settler at Jefferson. 

1G1 Interview witl1 an old settler at Ireton. 

• 
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to put in crops. It now became something of a salvag·ing en
te11)rise in an intensive f a1"m org·anization, converting into 
a saleable £01--m waste products or low gTade by-p1 .. oducts of 
some othe1 .. enterprises. 

During· this later period the relationship between the r el
ative prices of f a1·m commodities and their production be
came mo1"e obvious than before. It became clear that the 
price r elationships between cattle and the materials and 
labor'" which ente1-- into their prodl1ction bring about a rather 
delicately balanced equilib1·il1m in farm organization. If 
the r ela.tive price of beef cattle inc1·eased it became profit
able to produce beef under less favorable conditions. If 
the price of one of the prodtlctive agents increased, it be
came necessary to use that ag·ent more sparingly or to find 
a substitute. The relative prices, for instance, of co1--n, cat
tle, and hogs, determine how much of the corn raised on a 
farm should be sold as gTain, how much should be fed to 
hogs, and how much should be used in supplementing 
roughag·e fed to cattle. I t must not be imagined that price 
1--elationships were unimportant in adjusting the farm en
terprises prior to the period ,ve are now discussing. But 
the greater stability of agr·icultu1·e and the continuing fluc
tuations in price relationships caused attention to be fo
cused on prices and costs more than before. 

By 1896 the process of settlement ,vas completed. The 
evolution of a settled agTicultl1re f r om the pioneer type had 
practically come to an end except in a few small areas. In 
the years immediately following 1900 there was a rise in 
the price of cor·n as compared to tl1at of cattle. This stim
ulated seve1·al impo1--tant changes in the methods of produc
ing beef and i11 the place that beef cattle occupied in the 
farm organization. Cattle had been hig·h as compared to 
corn from 1896 to 1900, and the production of beef had 
therefore been profitable. But with a r ever sal of this price 
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r elationship, ihe cattle enterprise lost its advantage over 
the sale of grain or the production of hogs, which were like-

• • • • • wise r·1smg m price. 
But f1·om 1900 to 1914 the number of beef cattle in Iowa 

inc1·eased. The ref ore the price r elationships can not be 
taken alone as e:xpla.ining the variations in the n11m ber of 
cattle during this period. 

In the rougher sections of Iowa there was an incentive 
to keep some cattle to use I·ough la,nd for pasture. Other 
uses could have been found fo1-- much of it, and less would 
probably have been used for cattle had it been necessary to 
feed as much corn as before in finishing the cattle. But 
with good crops of clo er hay displacing some of the grain 
ration and bringing the cattle through the winter in better 
condition than prairie hay could have done, it remained 
profitable to produce young cattle in the rougher sections. 

There was a change in the method of producing beef as 
well as in the raw materials used. Ever since farmers be
gan to realize in the late eig·hties and nineties that cattle 
could be :finished for market at the ''tender age of thirty 
months'', there was a constant tendency in the direction 
of raising ''baby beef''. On an inc1~easing number of fa1--ms 
this provided a profitable means of using· pastl1re for the 
breeding herd, and a profitable means of feeding a part of 
the corn crop together with good g1 .. ade 1·oughage. 

THE CATTLE E TERPRISE DURING THE EUROPEAN WAR 

The changes in price relationship du1~ing· the E111~opean 
War demonstratecl the extent to which it is possible to alte1~ 
the farm organization. The rise in the price of cattle added 
a speculative factor to the business of feeding and of rais
ing cattle. The relationship between co1--n prices and cat
tle prices of the same day did not measure the advantag·e 
in cattle feeding. Even though corn was high p1-.j_ced when 

• 



PRODUCTIO OF BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA 249 

fed, later increases in cattle prices mjght rest1lt in a profit 
"rhen the cattle ,vere sold. 

Ea1,ly in the war· there was a short period whe11 cattle 
!)rices held an ad,""antage over corn, but this was fallowed 
by a mor·e rapid rise of the price of co1 .. n over that of cat
tle. There ,vas, therefore, a tendency to restrict the size 
of the cattle enterp1--ise where it could be done ,vithout in
volving a waste of pastt11·e on ro11g·h land, 01' of for age of 
the by-procluct type. Cattle we1"'e sold at you.ng·e1~ ag·es and 
in lig·hter weig·hts. The co1'n wl1ich ,vould, 11nder normal 
price conditions, have gone to make the additional ,veight 
was often sold separately. After 1915, cattle became more 
than e"\re1.. consumers of roughage. This continued until 
1921, when the fall in the price of corn agajn made it pro
fitable to turn as much of it into beef as possible. 

The changecl demand of the market for beef fu1~hered 
tl1e tendency to sell cattle in poorer finish. A high quality 
of beef was not demanded by the army and navy. With the 
rapid rise in the p1~ice of beef, even civilian consumers be
gan to take lig·hter cuts and to buy cheaper qualities during 
the early pa1·t of the war. But later when the wag·e earners 
of the cities began to get higher"' wages, they took to buying 
the choice cuts rather .. than tl1e cl1eape1· ones wl1ich tl1ey hacl 
l1sed in the past. 

Little that was ne"r ,vas dev"eloped in feeding methods 
du1·ing· the pe1·iod f1,om 1914 to 1922. There were a few 
developments in the directions already established by 
earlie1-- tendencies. The g1--o-wing· of alfalfa, which was not 
belie,red to be economjcally possible by many farmers in 
some sections of the State, constantly increased in these 
places. onti11ued attempts to gr .. o,v it, a11d consequently a 
more tho1'011g·h soil inoculation, together ,vitl1 a better lln

derstanding of the soil needs of the crop all hastened its 
planting. 

VOL. XXVI-17 
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Between 1914 and 1923 the silo became more strongly 
established in the eastern feeding ar ea. In the western 
a1·ea it made little if any gain. Here alfalfa gTew well and 
provided a high grade forag·e, so that silage was not so much 
needed. Also there was usually less labor available in the 
western tl1an in the eastern area, making the labor demand 
at silo :filling time a greater handicap. 

The practice of feeding cattle during the s11mmer was 
growing in fa or in most sections. The cheapness of gains 
on gTass and the smaller amo11nt of grain required to :finish 
the steer made this method a profitable one. Cattle which 
,vere to be summer fed ,vere usually bought late in the 
winter, or, if boug·ht in the fall, were carried through the 
winter mostly on 1~oughage, and with very little grain. 
After they were put on grass the grain ration was gTadu
ally :u1creased until the cattle were usually getting as much 
corn as they would eat. This method saved not only grain 
but labor as well, compar·ed to the labor 1 .. equirement of cat
tle fed in the winter. A disadvan.tag·e was that the labor was 
demanded more in summer by othe1 .. enterp1--ises. A great 
deal of the sl1mmer feeding·, however, was done by men 
whose principal business was the :finishing of cattle. These 
men usually carried on a year-ro11nd feeding enterprise and 
combined s11mme1 .. and ,vinter feeding. By doing this, they 
were able to make fuller use of their equipment as well as 
of the special skill which they had developed. 

The big feeder was able to combine the most economical 
methods. He could g·ain by co11ducting business on a 
larg·er scale. Handling more cattle he was able to pick out 
steers of a more unifo1·m finish when he sold, keeping back 
the ''tail enders'' to sell with a later~ lot. He could feed 
with a smaller labor requirement per stee1·. And he de
veloped a higher degTee of skill in buying and selling. On 
the other hand the little feeder could use a larg·er propor-

/ 
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tion of roughag·e which would partly, 01-- largely, be wasted 
if not fed to the cattle, and his labor was usually of a sort 
that cost little during the winter. The little feeder seldom 
bought much of the feed he used. Consequently, in the 
event of a bad year, he usually came through in better 
shape than the big f eede1-- because his loss, as far as feed 
was concerned, was merely the lack of an opport11nity to 
sell his grain instead of feeding it. The big feeder on the 
contrary, had paid, or had obligated himself to pay hard 
cash for a larger part of the grain which he fed. 

VII 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE l\1ETHOD OF 
FINI HI1 G CATTLE 

In a previous chapter it was said that beef sold in 
Charleston late in the eighteenth century from cattle 
which had been raised in the Piedmont region on grass 
alone was ''neither fat nor of good taste '', while the meat 
of cattle from the same region, after they had been fat
tened on corn in Pennsylvania, was of good quality.158 

This improvement in co1"n fattened cattle results not so 
much from the added fat as from the so called ''marbling'' 
of the flesh. This means that fat is deposited on and 
around the bundles of muscle fibers themselves, a condition 
which adds greatly to the tenderness, juiciness, and palat
ability of the meat, as well as to its digestibility.159 People 

158 Hopkins's Economic Hi.story of the Production of Beef Cattle in I owa in 
THE IOWA JOURNAL OF HISTORY AND POLITICS, Vol. XXVI, p. 74. 

1s9 '' The accumulation of fatty tissues, as such, is of secondary importance 
in fattening, the main object being to improve the quality of the lean meat 
itself. To some extent during growth, and especially during fattening, there 
is a deposition of fat in the lean-meat tissue. A small portion of this may 
be deposited within the muscular fibers themselves, but a much larger part is 
stored between the bundles of fibers, constituting the so called 'marbling' of 
meat. This deposition of fat adds to the tenderness, juiciness, flavor, and di 
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are willing to pay a higl1e1 .. price for meat f I'Om well finished 
cattle than f1·om those wluch have not bee11 in the feed 
yard . 

The prices fa1 .. mers 1 .. eceive for diffe1 .. ent g'"l .. ades of cattle 
may not be exactl. in proportion to the cons11mers' prefer
ence , because otl1cr economic factors help fix prices. 1101·e
o er, the preferences of con umers are subject to some de
gTee of change. In a period of business prosperity the1 .. e 
is likely to be a wider spr ad between the prices of the 
better and the inf e1·io1 .. cuts of meat. As the business cycle 
wanes, and it becomes necessary fo1 .. the cons11me1" to watch 
his expend.itl11 .. es more closely, the spread in p1 .. ice between 
different gi·ades of meat becomes less. The farmer begins 
to notice that the thicker, better :fi11ished cattle are no 
longer selling at as gTeat a premi11ro as usual. If he is wise 
he will take the hint, and sell his cattle in poorer" flesh than 
usual, because the last increment to the :finish costs mo1·e in 
feed and care than the ear lie1" improvement. If hig·h finish 
is not in demand, the last fifty or hund1·ecl potmds may 
easily cost more tl1an the marlret is willing to pay f 01 .. them. 

METHODS OF FEEDING PRIOR TO THE ESTABLISHME T OF 
TIIE BUSINESS I IOWA 

attle feeding i11 so11thea te1 .. n Penn ylvania late i11 the 
eig·hteenth and ea1"ly in the 11ineteenth ce11tu1 .. ies, seems to 
have been done mostly in barns, or if ca1--ried on in tl1e 
yards arotmd them, was mo1,.e nearly lil{e the stall feeding 
type than that f1~om which the methods of early Io,va were 
derived. The1--e was some feeding of corn in the fodder, 
but the corresponding mid-wester11 practice appears to 
have been de1--ived from a different section. 

gestibility of the meat, besides increasing its nutritive value. There is also 
an increase in the soluble protein and in other extractives of the muscle&, 
r esulting in a further betterment of the quality of the meat as an additional 
advantage from fattening.' - Henry and Morrison's Feeds and Feeding, p. 
94. 

• 
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The method l1sed in Vir·ginia, ,vhere some cattle ,ve1·e 
fattened on corn early in the nineteenth century, has al
ready been mentioned. Cattle were fed twice a clay in open 
lots of ten acres 01-- more. The feed co11sisted largely of 
corn in the fodder which was thro\v11 on the gTound.160 The 
cattle ,, ... er·e followed by hogs to clean l1p tl1e "Tast . Tl1i 
method cor1·esponds very closely to the system t1s d i11 
ea1--ly Iowa and was probably the sot1rce of the Io,va p1·ac
tice thoug·h in an indirect waj'. 

Conditions in the Vi1"'ginia feeding· area at this time wer·e 
in some 1--espects quite similar to those i11 Iowa just after· 
the middle of the nineteenth cent11ry. 01·n was plentiful 
and cl1eap. attle f1--om the grass 1·eg1.ons to the sol1t]1 and 
southwest could be secu1--ed cheaply, and furnished the most 
satisfacto1·y way of marketing· the corn. The climate, l1ow
ever, was milder tl1an in Iowa, wliich led to feed.i11g· out of 
doors with little or no shelter. The Virginia practices ,vere 
carried to other State . 

In the feediI1g regions in Ohio, f1-.om about 1830 to 1860, 
feeding methods developed similar to those l1sed later in 
Iowa. Prior to the building of the rail1·oads across Ohio, 
the method of feeding had been ml1ch the same as in Vir
g·inia. It is very likely that the methods were taken to Ohio 
from Virg·inia by settlers f1·om the older tate. The Ohio 
cattle, like those in Virginia, were fed co1"n in the fodder 
which was thro,vn on the g1"'ound in the feed lot. Little or 
no shelter was used. 

Before the 1"ailroads wer·e built into Ohio, it ,1.,.as the prac
tice to feed tl1e cattle on co1"'n for the larg·e1" 1)a1--t of two 
,vi.nters. 161 They were started on corn at th1·ee or four 

1ao Eiglztli Census of the United States (Agriculture), 1860, p. cxxx. 

161 '' When tl1e business of feeding cattle on the Scioto river was at its 
height, say from 1840 to 1850, to n1ake No. 1 lot of fat cattle, tl1e best 
grades ,vere feed some ten to twenty bushels of corn in 1'Iarch and April when 
they ,vere three years old, and other cattle at the age of four years; they were 

• 
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years of age, and were then gTazed through the s11mmer and 
fall. Then they were fed all the corn they would eat during 
the winter. They were started east to market between the 
first of the yea1~ and early spring. Such was the situation 
before the coming of the railroads. 

When the railroads we1·e built there was a change in the 
feeding methods because of the new outlet for grajn, Cat
tle were no longer fed so heavily nor kept so long as before. 
One winter's feeding came to be the rule instead of a winter 
a.nd part of another. The feeding was now started in the 
winter before the cattle ,vere th1,.ee years old and lasted 
well into the spring·, when the cattle were sold. This led 
to a complaint in some quarters that the cattle were being 
sold at too young an age thereby involving an absolute 
waste of ''raw material'', in that the animals were not al
lowed to get their ft1ll growth. Exactly the same sort of 
complaints were made a couple of decades later in Iowa 
when the price of corn increased in relationship to cattle, 
and the Iowa feeder began to reduce the age at which he 
:finished his stock. 

In the feeding areas which developed in Illinois, as those 
in Ohio declined, there was no great change in the 

then grazed throughout the whole summer and fall in the best ma.nner, then 
f ed from four to five and a half n1onths all the corn they would eat - say full 
half bushel per day each before starting to market; cattle that had no corn 
the previous spring were well grazed and fed from five to six montl1s. Now, 
cattle handled as the f ormer ,vould begin to go to market by the 1st of July, 
and all or nearly all would be in market before the 1st day of January. Quite 
a common way of prosecuting the business now is to commence feeding the 
cattle in January or F ebruary, when less than, three years old, on corn in lim
ited quantities, substituting more fodder or other rough feed, but increasing 
the quantity of corn in Marcl1 or April, often to full feeding, say from twenty
five to forty bushels in the aggregate, per head, and these cattle ,vill com
mence to be sent to market by the 1st of June, and by the 1st of October by 
far the greater portion of them will have go11e; comparatively few of them, 
perl1a.ps, having been detained to be fed on corn for a month or two before 
starting them.''- Eig}ith Cen-sus of the United States (Agriculture), 1860, 

• • • pp. CXXX.1, CXXXll. 
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methods.162 Conditions were much the sa.me as they had 
been in Ohio a fe"r yea1"s earlier. There was, ho,vever, a 
noticeable reduction in the ag·e at which the cattle were :fin
ished, corresponding· approximately to the reduction that 
had taken place in Ohio. The Illinois cattle seem to have 
been finished usually at between tb.l~ee and four years. 

FINISHING OF CATTLE IN EARLY IOWA 

In early Iowa there was but little feeding of corn. In 
each section feeding was forced to wait for a few years un
til corn bega.n to be grown in sufficient quantities to be used 

1tn McCoy's H~toric Sketches of the Cattle Trade of the West a·nd Southwest, 
pp. 166, 167, conta.ins a description of the methods used in f eeding cattle in Mor
gan County, Illinois. Part of this description is as follows. '' A few ,veeks be£ ore 
the grass in the pasture fajJs, the feeder begins to give his cattle corn, at first but 
little, gradually increasing the amount until the cattle b ecome tl1oroughly ac
customed to it, without gorging or foundering. Wl1en the pasture becomes 
bare of grass, the cattle are brought into the feed yards, and there daily f ed 
for from four to six months. The feeder's outfit is usually an ox team of one 
or more pairs of cattle, which are attached to a wagon, upon which is placed a 
long, rude, strong rack, mueh like a hay frame, upon which the shock corn is 
thrown, then drawn from the field to the feed yard. Entering the yard with 
his team, the feeder mounts the load, and with a stake or standard from the 
rack, throws the corn to the ground, :first upon one sido then upon the other, 
while the team moves around a beaten circuit which they soon become accus
tomed to follow, and which is soon marked by a high ridge of corn staJks, 
which in muddy, rainy times, forms a dry spot or circle, as well as an excellent 
bed in cold weather. 

'' The ground is literally floored or paved with corn stalks in the feed yard, 
and the cattle arc allowed to eat as much as they desire, and that too of the 
best ears of corn. An average sized bullock will eat and waste, one half 
bushel of corn ea.eh day, and will become, in time, very fat. The usual gain 
in from four to si"{ n1onths f eeding, is from two to three hundred pounds. 
Extra good feeding of extra good cattle will often make greater gains. Many 
feeders prefer to feed husked or snapped corn, which is fed in boxes or 
troughs. There is less waste of corn, but th.is method requires feeding hay or 
straw f or roughness. 

'' Wl1en shock corn is fed, two yards are provided, in which the cattle are 
fed alternate days. Whilst they are being fed in one, a herd of swine are eat
ing up tl1e waste and offal in the other. One or two hogs to each bullock are 
thus made fat. The profit on the hogs fatted is no mconsiderable item in the 
feeding operation. ' ' 
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in this way. 'l'he cattle i11d11stry in Iowa wa first one of 
p1'oduci11g· cattl on pastu1--e. Some of tl1e e gTass f ed cat
tle ,ve1·e sold to f eeclers in Illinois, and othe1"s \\Te1·c sold 
directly to the marl{ets with no g1:·eate1· finish than could be 
sect1I·ed f 1·om the p1"airie gTass. As the growin °· of corn 
increased attle beg·an to be fed 011 it, b11t 0111:T liQ,·ht]~r at 
:first, bec,1use ther ,vere still mor·e cattle raised tl1a11 co1·11 
with which to feed them. Consequently tl1e. we1·e 11ot 
hig·hly :finisl1ed ancl many cattle ,vere still solc1 off ~1 .. a ss 
,vitl1110 feedil1g of corn at all. 

As early as 1 51, some cattle ,vere bei11g· fed 111 H enry 
ounty. Tl1e cor11 was fed i11 the fodcler, as " ... as tl1e11 the 

custom in Illinois. The fodder ,vas u llally ihro,vn. on the • 

ground in the feed lot, but was sometimes f cl in r·acks.163 

In muddy weatl1er there was a great waste, even tl1ough 
the cattle were followed by hog·s. There was no gTeat in
centive to saving, howeve1", with cor11 as cheap as it ,vas. 
Afte1" a few yea1·s, the settlers from sections in the East 
who ,vere accustomed to cutting· and shocking corn bega11 
to discover that much labor could be saved by snapping or 
by husking the corn in the field. Thus ir1 the soutl1western 
part of the State in the fifties, and within a decade late1-
in other sections, the fodder was largely supplanted by 
snapped co1·n 01" broken ears. The s11apped co1·11, like the 
fodder, was fed on the g·round for some time before 
bunks 164 were 11sed. 

In the late sixties tl1e snapped corn be an to be displaced 
to some deg·ree in the south cent1·al pa1·t of the tate by 
broken ear corn fed in bunks.165 Tl1e p1·actice, previously 

163 Interview ,vith H. C. Weir of :tvft. Pleasant. 

10-1 Broad trougl1s in ,vh.ich the fcecl is placed. They are 01 diI1arily about 
tluee f eet wide, ten to twenty feet long and sLx to nine inches ueep, supported 
about two and a half feet above the gi·ound . 

1ss Interview ";_th Frank Smith of Chariton, and C. F. Cain of Chariton. 

• 



PRODUCTIO OF BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA 257 

mentioned, of using· t"ro feed lots ,,ras tried out about this 
time by some feede1~s . It involved f eecling cattle on alter
nate days in different lots. The hogs were turned into tl1e 
lot the cattle were not using· in 01·der to use up the waste. 
But with the low price of corn the ad,rantag·es of this 
method over feeding both classes of stoclr in the same lot 
were not great. 

The feeding periocl in Iowa ,vas 1·clatively long. I11 the 
seventies cattle ,vere usually fed for six to eight months 
in sections where corn was being gro""\\'11. to ai1. considerable 
extent.1 66 Some were allo\\,.ed to 1·11n in the co1·n in tl1e fall 
to save labor·.167 

The cattle were put on feed whe11 three 01· even four 
years old. For a few years after settlement corn fodder 
was used as the principal roughage. s corn came to be 
husked or snapped from the standing· stalks, the fodde1-- was 
replaced by prairie hay, a11d later by timothy, then clover. 
Verv little shelter was used othe1· than the st1·aw stacks ., 

and groves. 

l\fARKETING COR TRRQlTGH BEEF 

From 1870 to nearly the end of tl1e centu1·y the produc
tion of corn increased rapidly, a11d the price ,vas generally 
low. This favorecl feediJ.1g it to cattle. The freight rates 
on corn from central Io",.a points to Chicag·o consumed ap
proximately one fifth of its value. Co1·n ave1·ag .. ed about 
fo1,.ty-£ve cents }Jer bushel duru1g· this period, and tl1e 
freight was f 1~om seventeen to 11ineteen cents per one hun
dred pounds from Boo11e to Chicago. On cattle, on the 
othe1· hancl, tl1e f 1--eig·ht conslrmed only about one twentieth 
of the value. The p1"ice of fat cattle in Chicago averag·ed 

1cc Interview ,vitl1 II. :i.\f. Fulto11 of .t\.tlantic, and mtl1 an old settler at 
Jefferson. 

161 I11tervie,v ,vith an old settler at Oskaloosa.. 
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about fi,re dollars and the freight about twenty-five cents 
pe1-- hundredweight. This difference in the proportion of 
the value of the product con 11med by freight greatly fa
vored cattle feeding. The1~e were many cases in which cat
tle ,vere fattened on snapped corn alone, the husks taking 
the place of roughage. 

Except for the heavier corn ration, there was little 
change at this time in the methods of feeding. It was con
sidered not only desirable but even necessary to keep the 
steer to an age of three or four years before he was fat
tened. It ,vas thought that the life of the steer was natur
ally divided into two parts. During the first part he could 
only be expected to grow an.d attain the necessary frame 
and size for finishing. Farmers belie,·ed that a steer could 
not be properly fattened and :finished until this period was 
passed, while in the second part of his life he cot1ld easily 
put on fat and the necessary finish. This idea was the basis 
of the p1--evailing practice of keeping the animal on cheap 
grass until he was three or four years old, and then feeding 
him heavily on corn for seve1--al months before he was sold. 

The cattle which were to be sold ,vere usually started on 
feed in the fall and kept on a 1--ather heavy ration throug·h
out the winter. They were frequently started on gTeen 
co1--n fodder, then changed to snapped corn, on which they 
were fed for a couple of months. They were then changed 
to ear corn, and :finally to shelled co1~n. The shelled corn 
stag·e mig·ht be omitted entirely and the cattle :finished on 
ear or even on snapped corn. The feeding period va1--iecl 
from five to nine months. The cattle usually weighed more 
than the prevalent type in the markets for the past dozen 
years, often 1300 to 1400 potmds, and sometimes consider
ably more. Sixteen hund1 .. ed pounds was not a.n unusual 
weig·ht for a :finished steer, and between four and five years 
was by no means an unusual age. 

• 
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It should not be forgotten that the majority of the cattle 
sold before 1890 were raised mainly on gi .. ass, and there 
were probably as many sold without having had any corn 
as were fed enough corn to be called 1--eally :finished. In the 
seventies and eighties the cattle fattened on corn 
were usually fed prairie hay for roughage.168 In the nine
ties clover was becoming common, and timothy had already 
displaced the wild hay in most parts of the State. Shelter 
was being improved during this time, but was not ve1 .. y 
elabo1'ate for the cattle in the feed yard. The equipment 
used had 11ndergone but little change. The difference be
tween the equipment of 1870 and 1890 was mostly in that 
more feeding bunks and racks were used at the later date. 

10s '' Away back when I first went into the business of f eeding steers, f orty 
years ago, we had no trouble to get all the good twos, threes, and fours we 
wanted right in our o,vn state - in northern Iowa, and once in a while we 
would hike over into southern Minnesota and pick up a few big, dark red ones 
from the Danes. We got them fat off the prairie grass . . . . We picked 
'em out in early October, weighing from 1050 to 1,150 pounds, good colors, 
fine straight steers, leaving the dogies and the 'yaller' ones for the other fel
lo,vs. We got 'em for from two to three cents a pound, or on the grand 
average, I should judge, of about two and three-fourths cents weighed over 
the scales either at the place of the seller or at some nearby town. Then we 
drove the steers home a.nd were at practically no expense whatever for the 
journey. Corn in those days cost from fifteen to twenty-five cents a bushel, 
say around t,venty cents. We fed from 150 to 180 days and sold the steers 
thick-fat in Chicago, at from five to five and one-half cents a pound. We 
could cut prairie hay then, all we wanted, on the speculators lands and all it 
cost us was the labor involved. In t hose days steer-f eeding was as stable a 
business as banking. 

'' That lasted us until about 1884 or 1885, when the northern Iowa prairies 
began to be broken up, fenced off and rented out to hay makers. It was then 
no longer possible to run big bands of steers a.t little or no cost all summer 
but the herder's wages, the keep of the ponies he rode and the salt the cattle 
licked. We started then to go to Colorado, Wyoming a.nd even into Utah for 
our f eeders and we worried along as best we could through the depression of 
the nineties. Ten or twelve years ago it became patent to every observing 
man that cattle were beeoming scarcer and dearer, and that condition has 
progressed until today, any good feeding bullock cannot be bought on the 
market f or less than $6.50 per cwt.''- From an article by Peter Hopley in 
Th,e Io1ua H omestead, August 22, 1912. 

• 
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The1"e ,va no invention of any important new type of 
equipment. 

CHA.1. TGED CIRCUMSTA CES A D ECESSARY ECO 01IIE 

In the nineties the possibility of l"aising cattle on cheap 
p1 .. airie gras ame to a11 end. Land in the older settled 
regions beg·an to have hig·her values, and in the newe1~ one 
it was 011 tl1e boom. The price of corn ,vas fl.11ctuati11g·, but 
it was I"ecognized by 1897 that the general t1~e11d was up
ward , and the land was valued on the basis of the antici
pated p1~ices of tl1e co1~n it would raise a few yea1·s later. 
It was no long·er possible to make beef profitably by keep
ing· cattle until the}r ,vere th1-- e or four year's old before 
they "\ve1--e fattened. At the experiment stations it had been 
shown that it was much mo1"e economical to produce lig}1te1' 
steers than the old heavy type of the same :finish.169 

The demand of the market beg·an to change at about the 
same time, and there ,vas a clemand for lig·hter cattle. It is 
difficult to tell just what caused this chang·e il1 the attitude 
of the consumer. It did not prececle the chang·e in methods 

100 '' It is but a few :yeaxs since the prevailing practice among cattle 1 aise1·s 
and feeders ,vas to a.llo,v tl1e steer the first three years of its existence in 
,vl1icl1 to attain the standard growtl1, and supplement tl1is by six mouths on a 
heavy grain ration for the fatteuiug process. Tl1e t\vo periods were regarded 
as essentially distinct, and it was :firmly believed that they must always ren1ain 
so. . . Iu January, 1893, the Io,va Agricultural Experiment Station 
marketed cattle at 1,500 pounds that vrere rated 37½ cents per cwt. below 
1700-pound cattle of the same quality. The buyers stated that they ,vere 
equally as good in every respect except that they lacked the size required to 
furnish the cuts demanded by the trade. . . . 

'' A rnarkcd change l1as ta.ken place ,vithin more recent years, ho,Yever. 
These years l1ave ,vitnessed the passing of the large, overfattened steer and 
the supren1aey of the ,veil-fattened, medium weight carcass yielding better re
turns in the feed lot and more profit on the block, and it is probable that the 
old sort of heavy weights ,vill never again outsell the compaet tidy bullock of 
prime quality a.nd medium scale.''- Curtiss 's Some Essentials in Beef Pro
duction, in Farmers' Bullet1n (United States Department of Agriculture), o. 

71, p. 20. 



• 

PRODUCTI01 OF BEEF 1ATTLE IN 10\VA 261 

of feeding by very many years. It is e,.,en possible that the 
chang·e in the taste of the cons11me1-- ,vas broi1ght about by 
acquaintance ,vi.th the p1--oduct of tl1e 11ewe1' metl1od of feed-
• 1ng. 

The principal chang·es in the methods of fattening cattle 
betvteen 1895 and 1907 or 1910 were in the :finishing of cattle 
at a young·er age, the use of better 1·oughages a11d a smaller 
proportion of co1~n in the ration of the fattening cattle, and 
the use of nitrogenous supplements iJ.1 the ration. Some
thing has al1"'eady been said concerni11g· the fattening· of 
young·er animals. The change was partly a result of the 
improvement of the stock by the b1 .. eeder'S. By 1908 or 
1910, the common cattle of the State came to be as well 
:finished and as heavy at two yea1"'s of age as they had been 
at thr .. ee yea1 .. s 01 .. o,1er during the mid-nineties. Thl1s the 
impro,ement in b1'eeding followed closely the conditio11s 
which demanded more efficiency in the use of f eecls. 

The change in types a11d g·1·ades of rol1g .. l1ages gTo,vn fo1 .. 
cattle ,vas higltly significant. Had it not been possible to 
change to the gr'owing of such rol1ghag·es as alfalfa and 
silage, the substitution of hogs for cattle in the farm organ
ization v.1 ould have proceeded at a much greater· pace. The 
feeder was forced to make two changes in his feeding· meth
ods - one was in the 11se of less corn, the other was in sub
stituting cheaper feeds for .. some of the g1--ain. Both of these 
chang·es were made as far as an oppor,tunity was offe1,ed. 

The use of better roughag·es pel~mjtted greater .. gains with 
less corn. In the ,,reste1--n feeding· a1--ea, alfalfa became an 
important feed. Better gains could be made on alfalfa and 
corn than on timothy or prairie hay, or even on clover-- hay 
with a heavier feeding of corn. The practice of rol1ghing 
young· cattle through the winter in the expectation of mak
ing very small g·ains on them until tl1ey ,vere again tu1--ned 
out on pasture ,vas now used much less than before. With 
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clover or alfalfa hay, they could be kept growing at a rapid 
rate through the winter as well as in the pasture season, 
and that ,vithout a heavy feed of corn. This helped reduce 
the lengih of time required to bring a stee1, to a given 
,veig·ht, and was doubly economical. It is p1--obable, how
ever, that alfalfa in the western a.nd silage in the eastern 
area would not have been economical much before 1890 or 
1895. The1"e was, at these earlier times, so much ,vild hay 
which cost only the trouble of cutting and hauling, that the 
additional labor and e2>..1Jense necessary in getting a good 
stand of alfalfa, or in cutting corn and :filling a silo would 
ha,re re ulted in a higher, cost of production. 

Another method by which a greater, return was secured 
from the corn \Vas by the use of nitrogenous upplements. 
Co1·n is relatively high in carbohydrates and relatively low 
in protein; it does not form a well balanced ration and the 
gain from it is limited to some extent by the protein con
tent. Where alfalfa or even clover is t1sed as a roughage 
this lack of balance in the ration is largely overcome, since 
the leguminous forages are rich in protein. Nitrogenous 
supplements such as linseed oil meal, cotton seed meal, and, 
to a lesser degree, gluten feed beg·an to be used in the nine
ties. Between 1900 and 1907 or 1908 the use of these Stlp
plements became common. In the early stages of adoption 
the oil meal or other supplement was fed very lightly. It 
was sometimes sprinkled over· the corn and was used more 
as an appetizer than a feeding stuff. Later it came to be a 
well recognized part of the ration, and was fed at a rate of 
two, three, or more pounds per day. 

In the equipment used in feeding in Iowa there was but 
little change. The use of racks in which to feed rot1g·hage 
increased as the value of the roughages became greater. 
The use of bunks in which to feed corn became almost uni
versal, and the supplements and silage were usually fed in 

• 
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the same bunks. The feed b11nks varied somewhat in con
struction with the purpose for which they were used. They 
usually stood about th1,ee feet above the ground and were 
three feet wide, constructed of two inch planks, with a 
plank about six inches -wide around the outside to hold the 
feed in. The depth, however, varied. Where much snapped 
corn was fed the bunks were sometimes made nine or twelve 
inches deep instead of six. The use of self feeders also be
came more common behveen 1895 and 1910. They were 
built of different sizes, holding from one to a dozen loads 
of corn. They were usually filled f1,om the top and the corn 
ran out a narrow opening· into a troug·h around the bottom, 
keeping· it pa1 .. tly full. The self feeders we1'e adopted by 
many of the large1 ... feeders and per,nitted the saving of a 
great deal of labor. 

The necessity for economy also resulted in the increase 
in s1Jmme1 ... feeding. This was practically unlmo,vn in the 
early nineties. In the late nineties feeders began to use a 
corn ration on grass. This permitted greater gains at a 
smaller cost, and increased rapidly in popularity. The cat
tle to be s1Jmmer fed were usually started on a light grain 
ration during the winter.170 In the spring they were put 
on gTass and the grain ration was continued through the 
pasture season, the cattle getting as much coI·n as they 
would eat. Tl1e cattle made more rapid gains under this 
method of handling and could be sold in the early fall. They 
were sometimes wintered on a light grain ration or were 
boug·ht in the spring and started on gTain after they had 
been on pasture for some time.111 In this case they were 
usually :finished in the fall. 

The most radical innovation in methods was in the p1'0-
duction of baby beef. This was begun in a small way dur-

110 Interview with E. H. Mallory of Hampton. 

111 Interview with Louis Wella.ndorf of Schleswig. 
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tinued to use ground feed throughout the feeding period. 
The heifers were u ually :finished and sold in the ea1"ly s1Jm
mer, befo1·e reaching an age when they would be discrimin
ated against in the marlret. The steers were commonly 
sold in the late Slimmer·. The prod11ction of baby beef was 
a specialized business, but usually was conc1ucted on a 
rathe1,. small scale, and as a part of the g·eneral farm busi
ness rathel'· than as the principal enterp1·ise. Its ad an
tages were that it pe1·mitted relatively larg·e and efficient 
gains in proportion to the a.mount of feed used, and pe1"'
mitted the selling of heifers on a more advantageous basis 
compared with steer s, since the baby beef heifer was not 
usually discriminated ag·ain t as ml1ch as the ol<le1· heife1·. 
It also produced a higher grade of beef which commanded 
a premium.173 

THE RESULTA T PRODUCTIVE COMBINATION 

The methods of ma11ag·ing and feeding cattle in Iowa 
underwent a continuous and logical development. The 
methods existing at a given time were such as the cattle 
producer s of that time found to be most economical taking 
into consideration the f 01--ms and costs of the productive 
factors available. Few men, probably, began to produce 
beef merely because they liked to work ,vith cattle. At any 
rate, it is safe to say that tl1e industry was never increased 
much by such a motive. The producers of cattle engaged 
in the business because they decided that cattle offered the 
most profitable method of disposing of available crops. 
The cattle formed a constituent part of a productive organ
ization. The changes in the system of producing beef came 
in nearly all cases as results of chang·ed economic condi
tions. Even the discoveries which resulted in more efficient 

11s Farrners' Bulletin, (United States Department of Agriculture) , No. 811, 
pp. 4, 5. 

VOL. XXVI-18 
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methods of feeding usually came from conscious efforts to 
solve p1·oblems arising· from price chang·es or· other condi
tions. It l1as already be n poii1ted out that the system 
which may be most efficient and most economical at one 
time need not necessarily have been the best one a few 
years befo1·e. hang"es were not al,vays adopted because 
the f arme1·s learned more, and had been igno1·ant of better 
methods previot1sly. U s11ally the new system was adopted 
beca11se the conditions had changed and demanded a new 
kind of treatment. 

Even considering the methods of feeding cattle that "~ere 
used after 1920, it can 11ot be said that Iowa, as a whole, 
de,1elopecl a standardized metl1od. The methods used 
varied rather widely in the different feeding sections, and 
with di:ffe1 .. ent feeders. In the western tiers of counties al
falfa gTeW well, and here little silag·e was fed. In the east
ern feeding area alfalfa was gTo,vn but little, and silage 
was used more heavily. In most sections of the State there 
was little grinding or crushing of co1 .. n that ,vas used as 
feed for steers. But in small sections, as in a part of Ida 
County, a rather large proportion of the corn was ground 

or crushed.174 

On some practices most of the feeders were ag1--eed. For 
example, the larger nl1m ber of feeder cattle were bought in 
the fall, from Augt1st to November. This was the time that 
the greatest ntunber from the ranges were coming on the 
markets. At this period, too, they could 11sually be bought 
cheapest. 11ore important, perhaps, f 1--om the viewpoint of 
farm ma11agement, this was the period in which the corn be
came available for feeding and the stalk fields for pasture. 
Unless some use was made of the stalks at this time of the 
year, snow and rain wot1ld spoil the gTeater part of thei1 .. 
feeding values. Furthermore fall saw the closing of the 

114 Interview with R. A. Fowler of Battle Creek. 
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season for field work and thereafter, until sp1--ing, the 
farmer had time to take care of cattle or other stock. 

The cattle we1·e usually turned into the stalk :fields for 
varying periods, depending on the intended length of the 
feeding period. When the nubbins were cleaned up in the 
cornfields, the cattle were put in the feed lot and were 
started on their grain ration. This often consisted at first 
of corn in the fodder. This method of feeding was more 
common in the astern than in the western feeding area, 
but the practice of llsing fodder was slowly spreading. 

The cattle were usually started on grain in the feed lot 
sometime in Decembe1', although the time varied by a couple 
of months. In the lot they were usually started on snapped 
corn, then changed to ear corn, and as spring approached 
and the corn became hard and dry, it ,vas replaced by 
shelled corn. The amount ,vas gr--adually increased until 
within two to six weeks they wer"e on full feed. The quan
tity the cattle cons1Jmed per head per day depended largely 
on their size and the skill of the feeder. A steer of between 
nine hundred and a thousand pounds weig·ht might be ex
pected to cons11me a third of a bushel of cor~ a day, while 
one of a thousand to eleven hundr'ed pounds, unde1' heavy 
feeding, mig·ht eat a half bushel after the middle of the feed
ing period. But the feed consumption mig·ht be expected to 
decline somewhat towards the end of the period. If silage 
was fed, it was ordinarily at a rate of fifteen or twenty 
pounds per day. If no silage was used hay was fed more 
heavily, perhaps at the rate of ten to twelve pounds per day 
for a thousand pound steer. With silage the steer· would 
get about two-thirds of this amount of clover or alfalfa hay. 

The length of the feeding period varied from two to 
about eig·ht months as extreme limits. The 01,.dinary period 
was from four to six months. The cattle boug·ht in the fall 
would be sold between late Ma1·ch and June. 
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SOURCES OF FEEDERS A.j_ D VOLUME OF FEEDI G 

The only available material on tl1e volume of production 
of beef in Io,va p1·io1 .. to the time ,vhen the Department of 
AgTiculture beg·an to collect such data in 1919 is that pub
lished in the I owa Y ear Book of Agricultiire for 1909 and 
for 1910. These repo1·ts cla.im that the1·e we1·e 301,.896 head 
of cattle shipped into the tate in 1909, and 1,153,805 
shipped out in 1910. In 1926 there were 577,426 feeders 
shipped in and 1,899,275 cattle shipped out. Table IV 
shows the number of f eede1's shipped into Iowa, and the 
total feeder movement fo1-- the whole country from 1919 to 
1926. Data for this table was obtained from the Year Book 
of the U riited tat es Depart1nen.t of Agriculture £01 .. the 

year s cited. 
TABLE IV 

ANNUAL SHIPMENT OF FEEDERS FROM STOCKYARDS 

YEAR NUMBER OF FEEDERS TOTAL IN TilE PER CE.."'TT 

SIDPPED TO IOWA UNITED STATES TO IOWA 

1919 700,479 5,286,000 13 

1920 471,091 4,102,000 11 

1921 467,858 3,504,000 13 

1922 843,911 4,864,000 17 

1923 741,437 4,553 000 16 

1924 570,050 3,97 ,000 14 

1925 487,334 3,823,000 13 

1926 577,426 3,712,000 16 
• 

Of the cattle shipped in for feeding·, a thi1'd went into 
the two tiers of counties along the 1'I issouri River south of 
Sioux a.nd O 'B1·ien counties. A fifth went into a wedge 
shaped area in the eastern part of the State, with its base 
extending· from Lol1isa to Jackson County and its apex in 
Poweshiek County. 

In the procluction of cattle as measured by the number 
sold for slaughter, the distribution is more unifo1~m. There 

• 

I 
• 
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are two districts with r elatively small density of produc
tion. One of these comprises the three northern tiers of 
counties east of Clay County. It co1·responds to the dairy 
district of the northeastern corner of the State, and the 
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area in north cent1·al Iowa in which grain is produced 
heavily for sale and shipment. The othe1· area which shows 
a deficiency in the production of cattle is in the southern 
part of the State. It covers the roug·h land east of Wayne 
and Monroe counties. In most of this section the land is of 
inf erio1 .. quality as compared to the rest of Iowa. And in 
part of the district sheep are kept instead of cattle. 

According to the data above, over twice as many cattle 
,vere raised in the State in 1909 as we1·e shipped in to feed. 
In the period from 1920-1925 the n1.1mber raised in the State 
was from twice to three times as large as the number of 
f eeders shipped in. 

It is not possible to trace accurately the size of the cattle 
feeding business prio1' to 1914. In the first place there is 
no accurate information on the feeder movement. In the 
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second place, little clata on the home r·aised stock can be 

found. 
Concerning the approximate rate of inc1·ease or decrease 

in the demand for feeder cattle, something can be gleaned 

CARLOADS OF CATTLE SHIPPED OUT OF JOWA ·/923 
One Oot• 50 Carloads 
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from the reports of agricultural societies from year to year. 
Bl1 t this is only a r eflection of the price r elationships of 
the times, the size of the c1·ops available for feeding cattle, 
and the general business outlook. 

After 1896, with corn low in p1·ice and cattle r elatively 
high, it became more p1"'ofitable to produce beef than it had 
been formerly. Accordingly feeder cattle we1~e bid llp, and 
bought up much more closely than before.175 This condi-

176 '' Cattle are coming into Iowa at a great rate in these days. We have 
already noticed that they are coming from every western State, and territory, 
from the Pan Handle and Oklahoma, as far south as the government quara.n
tine agajnst Texas fever will permit. And of late they are coming in by the 
thousands from Cana.da. Some 2800 head of tl1ese have been brought into 
Adair, Cass, Taylor, and Union counties in the last three weeks. The Ca.nadia.n 
cattle are for the most part fairly well b red Shorthorns, under sized for their 
age as compared ,vith our ca.ttle, but of good form and fully as well bred as 
our own. Farmers are buying them at what seems long prices to put on grass. 

• 
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tion broug·ht about much compla.i11t among the feeders, few 
of whom seemed to r ealize that it was largely their own bid
ding for the thin cattle induced by the higher prices of fat 
cattle, ,vhich made them so high. It did not tal{e a very 
lar--ge change in the n1Jm bers purchased for feeding to bring 
about a considerable change in the p1~ice. The demand be
ing rather stable and inelastic, a withdrawal of a small pro
portion of the normal supply may cause a considerable 
change in the prevailing price. An increase in the normal 
supply has a similar effect. 

The method of feeding at this time cba.nged from feeding 
in large n11mbers by a few men to the feeding· of small 
bunches by the man with an average sized farm. In some 
sections in the eastern part of the State, there seems to 
have been a.n actual reduction in the feeding· and producing 
of beef cattle.176 It is probable, from the reports of other 
farmers, however, that much of the reduction in feeding r e
ported as occurring between 1900 and 1905 or 1910,177 was 
only r elative to the size of the farm business. It was tak
ing on other inte1·ests which grew to overshadow the cattle 
enterprise. As contrasted with the preva.iljng practice of 
buying· feeders of nearly two yea1~s of age, the buying· of 

. . . So extensive has been the in1portation of cattle from other states and 
Canada into south,vestern Iowa, that for the :first time in the last three years 
the pastures are being :filled up, and we found it a matter of some difficulty to 
secure the rental of an additional ejghty acres which we had supposed could 
be pickod up anywhere.''- Wallaces' Farmer, May 14, 1897. 

'' For some weeks past there have been practically no diff erenee in the price 
of the better class of feeding steers and the lower grades of fat cattle. Some 
tinles in fact packers ca.n scarcely get tl1e number of fat cattle they require 
because of the demand for practically the same quality for feeding purposes.'' 
- Wallaces' Farmer, October 1, 1897. 

116 Interviews ,,·ith C. A. Round of Ceda.r Falls, D. J. Schnittger of Delhi, 
and :r. L. Ilall of :Mt. Pleasant. 

111 For example, see the data published in the I owa Year Book of Agricul
ture, 1900, p. 471. 
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calves Ol" )rear lings to put on a feed of five or six months 
was becoming· popular.178 

There was much talk dur·ing the years from 1900 to 1908 
concerning the neces ity of raising the f eede1·s in Iowa in
stead of buying them from the rang·e. It ,vas pointed out 
that the range supply was falling off because of settlement. 
Still, the general tendency seems to have been to increase 
the purchases from the stockya1"ds because of greater con
veni nee and the greater profit in so doing·.17~ 

The g·reate1' pa1·t of the feeder cattle ,ve1·e gro,vn iI1 Iowa 
and were either fed on the far·m where gTo,vn, or we1'e sold 
to neig·hbors to feed. Of the cattle shipped into the iate 
by far .. the g1·eater number came from the West. Prior to 
1900, markets a11d packing plants had been establisl1ed 
along· the ~Iissouri River at ICansas ity, St. Joseph, 
Omaha, and ioux City. These markets were bet,veen the 
rang·es and the corn p1·oc1ucing· count1'y. A la1"ge J)art of 
the cattle which were shipped east,vard in conditio11 to kill 

11s '' An Io,va correspondent writes that he can buy choice steer calves at 
Kansas City weighing 400 pounds, at from 4 to 4½ cents and if some heifers 
are taken, a little cheaper. . . . We have recently talked with a. number of 
feeders ,vho have followed this method for some years with success.''- Wal

laces ' Farnier, September 2, 190-i. 

110 '' It is less trouble to go to the stockyards, pick out a load of cattle suit
able, topping sevoral carloads if necessary and paying the difference in price if 
they desire to get a fancy bunch, than it is to go around among the neighbors, 
or hire some n1an to do so, and bunch up a lot of steers and heifers indiscr1mi
nately, getting them of all colors m1d breecling, being often obliged to throw 
out not merely tl1e heifers but the unsatisfactory steers. The bunching will 
usuu.:lly cost from 50 cents to $1.00 per head. 

'' Another reason is that the buyer is liable to get a better shrink from cat
tle in the stock yards. On the other hand, it ,vill require more ti1ne to get 
cattle fron1 the range used to farm conditions than those that have been under 
these conditions all their lives. 

'' The main reason, ho,vever, is that they can usually get better bred cattle 
from the best rancl1es than they can from tho farms, and the reason why they 
get better bred cattle (,ve may as ,vell state the facts) is because rru1chmen 
ha,c been buying better bulls than the farmer.''- Wallaces' Farmer, Septem-

ber 19, 1902. 
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were sold at the slaughter houses along the 1'1issouri. Cat
t le which were not yet in prime condition were also shipped 
to these stockyards. These were bought by feeders and 
we1'"e distributed to the eastward over the corn producing~ 
country to be finished. These cities naturally became the 
markets to which the cattle feeders of Iowa went to secure 
for feeding such cattle as ,vere not produced in their own 
neighbor hoods. 

There were other sources of feeder cattle besides thr 
stoclryards. Some large feeders went di1~ect to the rang·es. 
The vol11me of this business would be very difficult to esti
mate. In late yea1~s there have been efforts by farmers' 
organizations to buy feeders for members cooperatively. 
In 1922 the Farm Bureau Federation of Iowa organized a 
department for buying stockers and feeders for membe1's. 
There was also a movement set on foot at this time by 

• 

which some cattle from rang·e sections in the southwest 
were shipped into the State for feeding without actually 
being bought by the feeders. The value of the gain and a 
a margin of two cents per pound on the weig·ht at the begin
ning· of the feeding~ period went to pay the feeder, but the 
cattle remained the property of the ranchers.18 0 Beg~inning 
about 1914 there has been a class of men who buy feeder 
cattle in the stockyards at Kansas City or Omaha, and take 
them into feeding sections where tl1ey dispose of them 
at auction. In some sections local dealers have followed 
the same practice. This method has not proved highly sat
isfactory to the farmers, because the stock sold at these 
auctions has seldom been of the highest grade. The 
''scalpers '' or dealers usually buy cheaper cattle to allow 
more cha.nee for profit to themselves, but the farmers prefer 
to secure better stock. 

1so For a discussion of this practice see The Des Moines Register, November 
8, 1922. 
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"'\TIII 

THE FI I IG OF THE CATTLE BUSINESS 

The early settle1"s of Iowa possessed little capital. -'\..s a 
matter of fact their need for capital ,vas small. The prices 
of such implements as they reql1ired were low. Cattle and 
othe1~ live stock ,vere cheap.. The price of land was neg
ligible as compa1--ed to the p1·ice of the p1~esent time. P1 .. ob
ably the settler's g·reatest need was for mo1--e cattle, but 
this was not easily :fillecl. Tl1ere was little or no capital to 
loan among the settlers themselves. The settlements we1·e 
a long distance from so11rces of su1--plus funds in the older 

, 

parts of the country, and the1--e we1·e few :financial conn Ac-
tions between them. As a ust1al thing the early banks had 
only small supplies of capital and a lar·g·e part of what they 
loaned was borrowed b them f 1--om eastern sections of the 

• 

country. 
Later settlers in a ne,v community freque11tly needed 

capital to buy land. Those already established needed 
funds to make imp1--ovements. Capital f 01· such purposes 
nea1--ly always ca.me from the East, the mortgages being 
marketed in eastern sections by the banks, mostly private 
banks, or by pe1·sons acting· as brokers. The same condi
tion with reg·ard to mortgages continued for many years, 
and still holds t1'ue to some extent. This provided one way 
in which new communities could get some of the credit 
they needed. The rise in the value of land a.nd the develop
ment of a mechanism for borrowing on it made it easier to 
obtain funds . If a settler owned his land and needed equip
ment, it was not difficult for him to borrow the funds by 
giving a mortgage on the land instead of on the equipment 
or live stock. Much of the working capital in use in the 
early sections of Iowa was furnished in this way as se-
curity. 

• 
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The ea.r l3r cattle feeders, during the eighties, usually 
boug·ht their cattle in their immediate neighborhood, g·iving 
notes for the pu1"chase p1 .. ice. The notes were tal{en to the 
local banks by the seller s and discot1nted if they needecl the 
money at once. It does not appear that many of these 
short-time notes were I'ediscounted in larger cities 01 .. in 
the East at this time. Tl1e local banl{s often borrowed 
money from eastern banks, but it seems to have been on 
their own paper, or by selling mortgages. A little later the 
practice of selling paper in larger cities grew up so that 
credit channels were established from the local banks to 
sources of credit in the East. 

The reputable borrowe1 .. who wished to buy cattle usually 
was asked f 01 .. no security but his note. If the note was a 
large one, or if the bo1"rower 's security was not of the very 
best, an endorsement by another farmer OI" business man 
was usually required. Chattel mortgag·es on the cattle were 
requirecl only of the weaker bor .. ro,vers. 1Iost borrowers 
considered themselves affronted if asked for a mortgage. 
A large per--sonal element entered into the t1·ansactions of 
the small local banks, more, probably, than at the present 
time. The ba.nl<er usually paid as much attention to the 
character of the bor1·ower as to the secu1 .. ity he had to offer, 
and frequently mo1 .. e: 

The interest rates in the early comm1mities were much 
hig·her than at the p1·esent time. During the seventies and 
early eig·hties, :fifteen per cent was a very common rate in 
Iowa, and often it was even highe1·. 181 By the early nine
ties, the rate had declined somewhat, but the scarcity of 
capital kept it from falling far, and it was only after con
fidence was restored and the causes for the depression r e
moved about 1896 that it declined very much. Between 

181 Interviews with J. B. Harsh of Creston, Patrick Griffin of Leon, and 

S. M. L eacl1 of Adel. 
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1900 and 1903 the rate on short time loans reached eight 
per cent in most sections of Iowa, and continued at approx
imately that rate for some years. 

THE DEVELOP 1E T OF CATTLE CREDIT FACILITIES 

During the nineties and the first decade of tl1e new cen
tu1 .. y, capital in Iowa accumulated at a rapid rate. The lo
cal banks were able to furnish a greater part of the local 
needs from these accumulations. Borromng and redis
counting in eastern cities became much less frequent, but 
there was still considerable borrowing on mortgages. Short 
tjme needs for which satisfactory forms of security could 
not be given to persons outside of the community still 
called for most of the available local capital. Therefore, it 
was loaned first to the higher payu1g, short time users, 
leaving· the long time credit function to be filled by eastern 
capital ,vhich could be obtained mo1--e cheaply than capital 
in Iowa. 

There was, as may be expected from the abo\.,.e, more 
capital loaned to feeders than in the previous decades. But 
from 1890 to 1902, or thereabouts, the business of cattle 
feeding· gre,v faster than available capital accumulated in 
local banl{s. Other farm needs were making demands on 
the local banks for loans to b1.1y breeding stock and machin
e1,3r. It was easier to shift the demand of the feeding busi
ness for capital to otl1er sources of c1--edit than in the case of 
some of the other .. farm needs. This does not mean, however, 
that the g·reateI· part of the cattle credit was not handled by 
the banks. In rural communities they continued to furnish 
the g·reater part of it, but other institutions grew up which 
took over part of this credit and g·ave a new direction to its 
de,relopment. 

Between 1893 and 1897 the rl1ral banks we1~e sho1"'t of 
money and cattle feeders were trying· to obtain the needed 
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funds throug·h commission men.182 To r elieve this situation 
various packer· interests and banks in stockyard cities be
gan to organize cattle loan companies. The companies 
were affiliated -with banks a.nd were t1sually owned by the 
sa.me men who o,vned the banlrs.183 They usually had of-

1s2 '' It is a.nnounced that arrangements have been made by the organiz~tion 
of the Cattle Feeders Loan Oompany, incorporated under the laws of Nebraska, 
to supply pract.ically unlimited quantities of money to Western feeders who are 
able to furnisl1 gilt-edge paper, secured on cattle and sheep that are on feed in 
Iowa, T ebraska, and other western states. . . . The corporation has a cap
ital stock of $500,000, and the indications from tl1e list of officers and directors 
are that the institution is chiefly in the hands of the Cudahy and Hammond 
packing companies. . . . The motive whlch leads to the organization is 
stated to be found in the fact that throughout the West the demand for feeding 
cattle is largely in excess of the local banks' ability to furnish money witl1 
which to purchase them. The intention of the ne,v organization is to take care 
of the excess paper which tl1e local ba.nks can.not handle''.- The I owa Home
stead, August 6, 1897. 

1s3 One of the well known comnlission :firms of Chicago wrote as follows: 
''During the money panic of 1893-4 a good many men who wanted cattle to 
f eed could not get the money of their local ba.nks and obtained it of commis
sion firms in the various Western markets at a high rate of interest. It was 
the means of developing a branch of the business in which it seems to me that 
the man who does tl1e feeding takes all the risk and stands all the loss. A 
great many live stock commission men have aiade a specialty of furnishing 
feeders and stockers to farmers. In many cases they charge a commission for 
bttying, a high rate of interest and include a com.mission for selling in the 
notes. It is safe business for the commis$iOn man who takes a mortgage on 
the stuff as there has almost never been a season when a fattened steer would 
not bring as much when marketed as he cost as a stocker or f eeder, but it has 
had the effeet of advancing the cost of stock cattle or feeders so that every 
man who wants to do business himself or has sufficient credit at his home bank 
to obtain the funds has been forced to pay more for his f eeders than has been 
necessary if he had had only legitimate competition. . . . 

'' There has been considerable of this sort of purchasing at this market but 
there has been a great deal more done at Kansas City, Omaha, St. Joseph and 
Sioux City, and we think it would be well for you to investigate the matter 
thoroughly in all the markets, but particularly those further west. 

'' We are informed that there are fifty or more :firms in the cities mentioned 
whose main, and often exclusive business is to sell cattle to farmers on time, 
and their transactions during the year amount to hundreds of millions. If the 
f armer has the yards, the corn, and the hogs, he has no difficulty whatever in 
buying cattle wholly on time or with borrowed money, whether he knows any
thing about the business of f eeding cattle or not. He goes to a commission 
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fices in the same building, and made l1se of the same c1·edit 
machinery as that already set up by the bank. The cattle 
loa11 company either made loans dir ect to the cattlemen or 
else acted as a br ok r, taking cattle pape1 .. which had been 
made out by commi sion fir .. ms. In the latte1-- case the loan 
com1)any inclorsed the pape1-- thus taking the responsibility 
of collecting the amounts due from the cattlemen. The1 .. e 
was 11sually a marg·in of about two pe1· cent between the 
borrowe1~ and the in,1esto1... This covered the operating ex
penses, losse , and pr·o:fits. Contr ary to the practice of the 
I"'ural banks at the same time, the cattle loan companies re
quii--ed chattel mo1·tgag·es on the cattle as security for the 

merchant in any of the cattle markets, gives his note secured by mortgage, and 
tho comnussion for buying the cattle, the interest for three or six 1nonths, and 
the commission for selling the cattle are included in the note. Tl1is note dra,vs 
interest after maturity, the rate of interest counted in ,tlth the prmeipa.l and 
to follow maturity, varying ,,~ith the locality, usually eight per cent in Kailsas 
and Nebraska and ten in the sections further ,vest. 

' ' o commission fum begins to have enough capital of its own to carry on a 
busine$S of any magnitude, and hence these notes and mortgages a.re sold to 
brokers, many of whom deal exclusively in this kind of paper, known as 'cattle 
pa per ' or 'Kansas City cattle paper' to distinguish it fron1 the cattle pa per or 
notes given to the local banks for money to invest in cattle for feeding 

purposes. 
'' The broker again sells it to the banks or capitalists in any part of the 

United States or Europe, discounting it as may be agreed upon, sometiu1es at 
five per cent, where money is abundant, but generally at six per cent in the 
more western sections. The bankers at Des Moines who purchase large amounts 
of tl1is paper estimate that the amount held in this city is about $1,500,000 
during the year, their security being first the mortgage on the cattle; second, 
the guarantee of tl1e commission man or the broker, or both. Tb.is is the origin 
of ,rhat is known as 'Kansas City cattle paper' so called because more of it 

originates at that point than at any other. . . . 
'' T-he first effect of the system was to make the accumulated capital of the 

Ea.st, and even of Europe, available in the remotest farm yard where cattle are 
feel, and to make the cattle feeder independent of the local banker who of ten 

chn.rged him an excessive rate of interest. 
'' The second effect ,vas to stimulate the feeding of cattle wherever there is 

corn or alfalfa, and the ref ore to lead thousands of farmers to engage in the 
business who had neither the knowledge nor the 0A""Perience to make success 
even [probable] profitable.''- Wallaces' Farmer, September 28, 1900. 

• 
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notes. The loans weI·e of three general types : loans on 
feeder cattle; on stoclrers, which mlg·ht be cows 01· young 
stock; and loans on dairy cattle. The loans on the stoclcers 
were for longer periods than on f eede1·s. They were mostly 
on range cattle, and since there was a much greater chance 
of loss 011 these cattle from l1a1·d winter·s, c11 .. oug~hts, and 
other causes, the lenders were forced to p1 .. otect themselves 
more carefully and clid not lend as la1--ge a percentage of the 
purchase price as on feeders. 

On feeders the loan might be for the whole price pro
vided the farmer already had the 11ecessa1--y feed on which 
to fatten them, and was a responsible and experienced 
cattle feeder. The cattle pape1 .. rapidly became popular 
with short time investors. It was, as a rt1le, amply se
cured.184 The buyer· had the endo1,sement of the loan com
pany which guaranteed the principal, and back of this there 
was a chattel mortgage on the cattle which we1--e presum
ably on feed, increasing in weig·ht and value every day. 
The period for ,vhich the paper .. was made was conveniently 
short. The paper was self liquidating·, that is, the security 
was app1--oaching a condition in which it would be both 
profitable and, in fact, necessa1--y for the boI·rower to 
market it. When marketed, the security was almost certain 
to be ,vorth more than its price ,vhen pu1"chased. These 
factors added to its popularity and rest1lted in a 1--apid 
growth of the cattle loan companies. 

Before the beginning· of the loan companies in the nine
ties, there had been firms of commission men who did a 
la1·ge business of this sort, but much of it was on range 
cattle. In the depression in the 1--ange business in the late 
eighties, some of these firms became bankrupt, or at least 
very seriously embarrassed. The number of these was not 

1s4 Larmer 's The Cattle Loan Company in the Journal of Political Econo,,,iy
1 

Vol. XXVI, pp. 820-823. 
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so large as to deter other companies from doing the same 
sort of business a few years late1'" and with 110 more secur .. ity 
or cautio11. As a result, many of them were seriously em
barrassed in the panic of 1893. After thi many commission 
firms stopped tl1cir credit business, especially with the 
ranche1'"s, and turned it over to the cattle loan companies.185 

The capital available for loans in rural banks in Iowa con
tinued to increase, and the need for the commission man as 
a credit agent dimini hed after 1900. 

The development of the c1 .. edit mechanism just described 
affords an excellent illustration of the way in which a credit 
institution may grow llp in the absence of outside or gov
ernmental encom--agement. There was a demand for cap
ital for a specialized pl1rpose the purcha e and feeding of 
cattle. This business had become a profitable one which 
could affo1 .. d to pay a remunerative 1--ate for the use of 
capital. In the feeding areas necessary funds were lacking. 
In older parts of the country there was available capital. 
It was to be expected that an institution to bring· together-
the capital and the men to use it wot1ld gTow up in the 
markets where the feeder cattle we1--e bought, and where the 
jmmediate need for funds to pu1--chase them arose. It is 
probable that the practice of obtaining loans throug·h com
mission men arose by their taJring would-be cattle buyers, 
with whom they were well acquainted, to the nearby banks 
and vouching· for them to the banker. Later the commis
sion man, obse1'7ing· the opport1,1n.ity for pr--ofit, probably 
loaned funds of his o \Vn to the bl1ye1--s, and supplemented 
this by borrowing money to lend at an advanced inte1 .. est 
rate. In the market cities, banks and packers, observing 
the demand for credit, org·anized the cattle loan compa11ies. 
These, using tl1e existing credit mechanism, mobilized and 

1s:; Interviews with M. L. McClure of K a.nsas City, Missolllpi, and James 

1'1artin of On1aha, Nebraska. 

• 
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made av-ailable to the cattle feeder Sllpplies of capital in 
older sections where the o ,vners were desirous of :finding 
short time loans at rates which allowed a margin of profit 
to the loan compa.uies and commission men. 

As 1·ural banks became stronge1--, acc1Jmulated capital, 
and strengthened their connections with eastern centers, 
the need for loa11 companies became less. Still they did not 
disappear... They were better adapted than banks to quick 
adjustment to changing conditions in the world of credit. 
They could find a wide1-- market for their paper than could 
the small rural banks. They could operate at a smaller cost 
per dollar of capital loaned because of thei1-- larg·er volume 
of business. Their p1·incipal disadvantage in comparison 
with the rural banks was that they could not be so well 
acquainted with the cattle feeder s, nor watch them as col1ld 
the local bankers. The local banks themselves, however, 
made som e use of the facilities of the loan companies. When 
they had surplus funds, they not infrequently bought cattle 
paper f l'"Om these wholesalers of credit. This indicates that 
the loan companies had to some extent even displaced the 
banlrs in the hanclling of cattle credit. But as a usual thing 
the banks buying cattle paper were located in communities 
with bl1t little feeding·. 

ADJUSTMENT OF CATTLE CREDIT FACIT,ITIES TO THE 
\VAR PERIOD 

The adoption of the Federal Reserve Act of 1913 ha.d 
little immediate effect on the cattle c1--edit business. 1fost 
of the notes for-- the purchase of f eede1--s were already being 
made for short periods which were acceptable to the Federal 
Reserve ba.nlrs for r ediscount. Furthe1·more, the use made 
of the system was not very extensive for a few years after 
its establishment. By that time there was a need for much 
r ediscounting, the country was at war, and changes in the 

voL. xxvr-19 

• 
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form of the paper was a minor affair as compared to the 
increase in volume and other developments. 

The cattle paper "\Vas admirably adapted to rediscot1nt
ing. The notes were frequently made for three months and 
were then renewed until the end of the feeding period. The 
custom of renewal did not impose any particular hardship 
on anyone. The banl{er usually preferred a renewal ratl1er 
than a note with a longer period. He seldom or never 
forced the selling of the cattle before they were :finished 
and ready for the marlcet. But he felt that he was in closer 
touch with the security if the feeder came into the banlr oc
casionally to 1--eport on the opeI·a tion. 

With the rapid rise in the price of cattle after the war 
began, and with the increase in feeding that accompanied 
it, there was a demand for a greater vol11me of cattle c1·edit. 
It is apparent that the inflation of credit which accom
panied the :financing of the "\Var, was itself responsible for 
the gTeater part of the rise in the prices of cattle. But the 
prices of cattle and other farm products rose faster than 
those of most non-agricl1ltural products. The increase in 
demand for credit on cattle was therefore quite large. 
There was no difficulty apparent in this extension of c1--edit 
in the early yea1--s of the war. In the later years feeding 
did not maintain its growth in vo111me, and the available 
credit increased more rapidly than the demand. This was 
a further stimulus to a 1·ise in prices. 

In 1920 and 1921 ther·e was a decided change in the atti
tude of the banks towards lending on feeding cattle.186 Be
fore those years they were very liberal in their loans. But 

1so '' Corn belt b ankers this year are probn.bly exerting more influence than 
anyone else in determining the prices of feeders at the river markets. They 
have refused to stake hundreds of men except that they are able to buy a fairly 
good grade of f eeders for less than 6 cents a pound. This attitude of corn belt 
bankers is in marked contra.st to the position they occupied several years ago, 
wl1en they financed nearly every one freely and the corn belt farmers went to 
the river markets and bid feeder prices up on each other, with the result that 

• 

• 
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now loans were scrutjnized more closely than ever before, 
and were r efused in many cases which would have passed 
unquestioned a year or two earlier. There were two prin
cipal reasons for this. The first was that many feeders had 
lost heavily on their feeding operations in 1920, and some 
were unable to repay the loans, although these were very 
few in proportion to the total volume of feeding. The 
bankers were fearful in 1921 of a repetition of this condi
tion, and lmew that if the same thing happened again, it 
would be much more diffic11lt for the farmers to malce good 
the loss than in the previous year when they still had some 
reserves from the })rofitable years preceding. They were, 
therefore, concerned both on the farmer's account and on 
their own. 

The second reason was, in most cases, the mo1--e compel
ling one with the banker: there was little money in the rural 
banks to lend. During the period of 1~ising prices the banks 
had not been as cautious as they might have been. Money 
had been loaned too freely on land at high prices, or to men 
who were speculating in land or other things. With the fall 
in the prices of the securities, these people were seriously 
embar1 .. assed. They could not l"epay the loans, and if forced 
to sell the security immediately, the loss would probably be 
greater than if they were given more leeway and per,r,itted 
to wait a year or two. At the same time the volume of de
posits shrunk and reserves were seriously depleted. The 
banks were therefore forced to give these people more time 
and, meanwhile, to adopt a more conservative policy to
ward their other patrons. The banks usually claimed that 
they loaned what money was really needed by their patrons, 
and that they turned away n.o ''legitimate boi--rowers''.187 

most feeders were doomed to serious losses as soon as they had bought their 
cattle.''- 1Vallaces' Farmer, Oetober 14, 1921. 

1s1 Interviews with Hugh Miller of Clarinda and H. F. Harsh of Creston. 
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The local banks received some help from the revived War 
Fina.nee Corpo1,.ation, which obtained funds from banks in 
the eastern part of the country. But the greatest help 
came from the Federal Reserve banks which rediscounted 
large vol1.1mes of paper held by rural banks. There were 
few banks in Iowa which did not make use of these facilities 
directly or indirectly. Ban.ks which ,vere not members of 
the Federal Reserve System frequently borrowed from 
those which were. 

The commission men and the cattle loan companies also 
provided a mea.ns of tapping temporarily the more plenti
ful resources of the industrial centers. Their connections 
with the eastern cities were more direct than were those 
of the rural banks. Their paper had a g·ood reputation, 
and their facilities were capable of a 1--apid expansion. As 
in the case of the rt1ral banks the additional funds were 
attracted by means of a higher rate of interest. The rates 
rose from six per cent during the early part of the war to 
eight per· cent late in 1920 and 1921. This was a greater 
increase than had taken place in the eastern cities, and it 
was this opportunity for making a hig·her rate of interest 
that caused the surplus of the older section to be tr~ans
f erred to the use of the western 1"egions. It is not possible 
to tell just what amount of c1 .. edit was shifted f1"om the 
banks to the cattle loan companies and other agencies. No 
record was kept of the aggTegate of the loans made through 
these institutions, nor of the volume of loans made by banks 
for the purchase of cattle rather than for some other pur
pose. But from the reports of the bankers, cattle feeders, 
and commission firms, it was probably between one-fourth 
and one-half of the amount usually handled by the banks. 

There was also a '' Stock Growers Finance Corpo1'ation'' 
01·ganized late in the summer of 1921 for the purpose of 
extending credit to cattle men. This was used mo1"e by the 
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ranchmen, whose paper was not so readily marketable, 
tl1a.n by the cattle feeders of the corn belt 1--egion. About 
$20,000,000 of cattle paper was bought by this 01·ganization 
from banks in the Sol1thwest. The funds for this pool were 
subscribed by banks in New York and other eastern cities. 

THE I 1TTERDEPENDENCE OF CATTLE AND OTHER CREDIT 

The corn belt farmer seldom borrows to buy breeding 
stock. He is, therefore, slo,ver to feel a scarcity of funds 
than the feede1· who borrows a greater part of his capital, 
or the rancher· who often bo1'rows a part of the capital he 
invests in breeding stock. A change in the abundance of 
capital for short time uses is felt immediately by the farme1" 
who is about to buy feeders. He :finds, for instance, that 
money is harder to get, and therefore does not bid quite so 
freely for cattle. Or he may be a new hand at the business, 
and if money is tight, the bank or loan company will be less 
willing to take a risk on him, a.nd may discourage him from 
feeding. If money is plentiful, they will be likely to loan 
to men who are poorer risks than otherwise. 

If there is a shortage of credit, it will probably have a 
tendency to reduce the price of cattle, because, since fewer 
feeders are bought the market will be rather over supplied. 
At the same time the supply will be somewhat diminished 
by producers holding off in the hope that conditions will 
improve. On the other hand, if fewer cattle are put on 
feed, there will be a smaller demand for corn in the feeding 
sections, and cheaper corn will also enter into the equation 
which determines the p1'ice of cattle in the coming· months. 
A shortage of credit, therefore, may be expected to have 
somewhat different effects depending on its severity, its 
duration, and the condition of other related farm ente1~-

• prises. 
The effect will likewise depend on the du1·ation of the 

string·ency. If it is brief, the only influence will probably 
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be b1--ought about by the inability of some farmers to obtain 
cattle, as in the panic of 1907. This panic was more acute 
than the depression of 1920-1921, but was brief, and there 
was obvious cause to hope for quick recovery. The amount 
of feeling, therefore, declined but little. If, on the other 
hand, a depressed condition of business in general accom
panies the st1wgency and persists for a considerable time, 
smaller production is likely to result from continued losses 
to the producers. 

If the shortage of credit is a part of a general I"eaction 
from over· expansion in other industries, it is likely to be 
accompanied by declining prices of beef for another reason. 
As large n1Jmbers of men are out of employment during· the 
readjustment of the labor supply, their demand for beef is 
reduced. In this case the shortage of credit is only one of 
a large number of factors incidental to a general 1--eadjust
ment. As in 1920, it may prove actually beneficial to some 
of the producers for a while. In 1920 the men who were 
prevented by the shortage of credit from buying feeder 
cattle were saved f1·om losses fI·om the continued fall of 
cattle prices during 1921. Late in the pe1,.iod of stringency, 
however, when recovery was beginning, the opposite was 
t1,.ue. Those who were able to get cattle to feed at this 
time made profits because the stringency and other causes 
prevented many men from feeding. 

Cattle prices are also influenced by adjustment of the 
marketing mechanism. The fa1·mer receives cash when he 
sells his cattle, but at least two weelrs elapse before the beef 
is actually in tl1e hands of the cons11mer, and this does not 
necessarily mean that the cons1Jmer pays for it at once. 
The packe1 .. , 01-- other buyer of the stock, must have enough 
liquid capital to cover the supply of stock, as ,vell as his 
pay 1"oll and other operating expenses until he receives re
mittances from the retailer. By no means all of the capital 

• 
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used in the purchase of live stock necessarily belongs to the 
packer. Varying amounts of it are bo1·rowed. If there 
occurs a severe stringency so that the packer is unable to 
obtain the usual amount of capital, he may be forced for 
a while to reduce his purchases of live stock. This hap
pened for a day or two in 1893 and again in 1907.188 On 

188 
'' Under normal conditions the packer makes up the statement for the re

tailer Saturday and does not include the Saturday 's purch~es. They go over 
to the nei1; week's bill. During the stringency the statements were delayed 
long enough to get the Saturday's purchase on the bill, and the dealer who did 
not pay his bill before Wednesday found his Thursday order sent C. 0. D. no 
matter what his financial standing. . . . The live stock market is a spot
cash market calling for a payn1ent to the fanner of a million dollars a day at 
Chicago and an equal a.mount at the other packing centers. When a :financial 
disturbance or anything else cuts do,vn his sales, the packer is soon forced to 
borrow at tl1e ba.nks and if funds are not available, to curtail operations. 
Under ordinary conditions when prices fall slightly below the normal he is 
ready to take all the hogs and cattle offered and put them in the coolers until 
conditions improve. Under the conditions existing through October and No
vember, 1907, 11e could not borrow and has been forced to confine his operations 
to the demands of curr ent consumption. He has put nothing in his cellars, 
although normally he should begin to fill then1 at about this time and he did 
begin as soon as it was possible to obta.in funds. . . . 

'' The hard pressed packer was able to derive a special advantage from the 
panic situation by keeping prices to the retailer on the old level for a month 
while he was buying the ra,v material much cheaper than he had been able to 
get it since 1905. This 1vide margin of profits which the strict collections from 
the retailer which he insisted upon enabled him to carry on a moderate volume 
of bueiness without assistance from the ba.nks. This process was continued 
long enough and the margin between purchase and selling price made ,vide 
enough to secure the packer profits sufficient to pay off some of his notes and 
reduce his line of credit to more manageable dimensions. . . . Until No
vember 25, retail prices did not decline. Hogs had declined $1.50 by November 
21 with a gradual increase in the number killed by local butchers and more 
rapid incr ease in the number shipped to eastern markets. With the sharp 
break in prices the butchers and shippers became more aggressiva. Men who 
had been out of the market for months began to buy and kill hogs instead of 
buying their meat from the packers. They had cash or credit to pay for $4.00 
hogs even if the big packers did not, and this competition during the last week 
in November put prices up a dollar a hundred to the farmer. Their competi
tion or other cause also reduced prices of fresh meats to the retailers, showing 
rather conclusively that the market is not in the control of any trust or combi
nation.''- Hill's llelation, of Packers ' Credit to Panic and Prices in the J our
nal of Political Economy, Vol. XVI, pp. 97-102. 



288 IOW " JOUR AL OF HISTORY AND POLITICS 

the other hand, the packer ,vas sometimes able at such 
periods to derive an advantage from the situation. In 
1907, and ag·ain in 1920, the packers were able to keep the 
p1·ices of meat to the retailer and the cons11mer on prac
tically the old level for a sho1·t time after the prices of cattle 
started to decline.189 

It is not surprising that the prices of cattle fall first in 
such tjmes. The paclcer, like other business men who are 
watching the situation closely, can usually percei, .. e the 
drift of the market before the cons11mer begins to cut do,vn 
on his buying. If he has large stor·es of meat products on 
hand he will probably be T'elieved of the necessity of buying 
as much as he sells for a few days. This is no more than 
ordinary business caution, but its effect on the prices of 
live stock may be serious, coming at a time when the market 
is unce1·tain and faltering. The packe1·s 01·dinarily go on 
the market and buy up the surpl1.1s stock to put in their 
coolers if the wealmess of the market promises to be of a 
temporaI"Y nature only. But if indications point to a long 
continued decline in prices and depression in business, such 
a policy ,vould mean disaster. The smaller the inventories 
are under such conditions the better for the o,vners, as 
some packers discovered in 1920-1921. The same caution 
rightfully prevents the farmer who has bought cattle from 
laying in a heavy supply of corn if he thinks that either 
corn 01~ cattle prices are about to decline. 

TlIE SPECULATIVE FACTOR IN CATTLE FEEDING 

Little has been said concerning· the speculative factor in 
the feeding of cattle. F1--om the natu1"e of the business, 
however, it is obvious that this is an important item. A 

1so '' T11e p ackers . . . . in the bankers ' panic of 1907 were embarrassed 
f or a week or ten days only, when they were able t o start the supplies tl1ey had 
in cold st or age abroad, sell their foreign exchange aga.inst such shipments, and 
t hus entrench themselves f or continuing their purchases upon the market, and 

• 



PRODUCTION OF BEEF CATTLE IN IOWA 289 

ve1·y larg·e part of the p1"'ofit or loss on the operation de
pends on the movement of prices of the particular class of 
cattle the farmer has in his feed lot between the time he 
buys and the time he sells. Very few farmers a1 .. e able to 
produce beef on corn at a cost which would return them a 
profit on the ga:in in weight even with all possible economies 
by the joint production of pork and manure. For their 
profit they depend on the marg·in or increased price on the 
weig·ht of cattle boug·ht. 

S:ince 1902 the average spread between feeders and 1200 
to 1500 pound fat steers at Chicago has been between two 
dollars and two dollars and a half, but this is probably 
somewhat mo1"e than the ave1,.ag·e marg·in received by the 
farmers, because this fat cattle price was for a grade some
what better than the averag·e. In each year the extreme 
fluctuations of price in this grade have been greater than 
the normal margin, but this includes differences in quality 
of cattle as well as the up and down fluctuations of the 
market. The fluctuations within the year on the same grade 
of cattle are usually sufficient, ho,vever, to make the differ
ence between profit and loss to many feeders. 

The greatest speculative loss or gain occurs when there 
is a continued movement of price in the same direction 
while the cattle are being· fed. The more violent the fluc
tuations in price, the greater the speculative factor be
comes. During the feeding season of 1908-1909 the cha.nge 
in the average price of 1200 to 1500 pound steers was only 
about fift3r cents per hundredweig·ht. Under this condition, 
the feeding business contained but little opportunity for 
gain or loss except from the skill of the feeder, and the 1~e
lationship between feeder anc1 fat cattle prices. 

D11ring the years of the war, the price of each grade of 

thereafter the markets were well supported.''- The Bankers Magazine, Vol. 
XC, p. 360. 
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cattle was fluctuating rapidly, and the feeder was aware 
of this condition and of the risk incident to it. In the feed
ing season of 1917-1918 the average monthly price of fat 
cattle , ... aried by as mt1ch as five dollars per hundredweig·ht. 
Within nine months, falling f1·om $14.50 in September, 
1917, to $12.00 in December, and then rising to $17.00 in 
June, 1918. Considering that this fluctuation amounted to 
abot1t $50.00 on a thousand pound steer, there was a chance 
for the feeder to make or lose considerable money if his 
feeding operations were heavy. 

This risk is due to the fluctuations of the price as caused 
by the attempts of the p1--oducers to adjust their production 
to the most profitable levels, which also change continually 
,vith the business cycles, the season, and the changes in the 
technology of production. The presence of the time f acto1' 
in the process of production makes the risk unavoidable. 
If the process was instantaneous, or if the feeder could 
contract for the sales price at the time he buys the cattle, 
he would have no risk except that incident to his ability as 
a feeder. He could then be certain that the market situa
tion which obtained when he boug·ht his feeders, would be 
the one to determine bis profits. Even if the risk could be 
shifted, it wot1ld still be necessary for someone to carry it, 
as the time element, and the probability of change in 
ma1"ket conditions can not be eliminated. 

The only attempts that have been made to shift the risks 
in feeding have been in occasional cases where cattle were 
fed on contract. In these cases the feeders got the value 
of the gain and a margin ag·reed upon with the o,vner of the 
steers. This did not 1·educe the risk, b11t only placed it 
with one farmer rathe1' than another. From the nature of 
the product, it is not possible to cont1,act for future de
livery at a stated price as can be done with grains. The 
variation in quality and :finish of beef cattle is so great that 

• 
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they must be bought a.nd sold individually. No method of 
dealing in them by standard grades has yet developed. 

PRESE T CREDIT NEEDS AND HOW THEY ARE MET 

The raiser of cattle needs a larg·er investment per dollar 
of output for his business than the feeder, and needs it for 
a longer tjme. He must keep a slightly greater n11mber of 
cows than the number of cattle he sells each year. In ad
dition to this he must have enough capital to keep the 
calves to an age between one and two years. The amount 
of investment varies with the price of cattle, and good 
breeding stock costs more than the ma1--ket price of cattle 
for beef. There is mo1"e likelihood, too, of wide va1,.iation 
in the price of breeding· stock during· the period of their 
usefulness. The breeding· stock is also a depreciating asset, 
which, unlike the feeding· steer, seldom increases in alue 
as the end of its stay on the farm approaches. The breed
ing he1,.d is kept continuously, whereas the feeders are kept 
for only a few months. The credit need of the owner of a 
breeding he1,d is, therefore, very different from that of the 
feeder. 

Little capital is borrowed solely f 01~ investment in breed
ing herds. Ba.nks ca.n not extend c1"edit for such long 
periods, and are seldom willing to talce notes which they 
would have to r enew so many tjmes. There were no other 
credit mechanisms "\Vhich could issue credit for such inter
mediate periods until 1·ecently when the Iowa Farm Credit 
Corporation was established, and the intermediate credit 
mechanism was set up by the government. As a usual 
thing f arme1·s view the capital at their disposal as a unit, 
and if it is necessary for them to borrow any of the capital 
needed, they g·enerally do so on their land, as they are able 
to get better te1·ms on long term than on short term loans. 

The need of the cattle feeder is for a r elatively larg·e loan 
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for a short tjme, and the loan is a self liquidating one. 
These circ11mstances are peculiar in agriculture to the feed
ing business. They are most nearly paralleled by loans for 
the purpose of making· a crop. The diffe1 .. ence between this 
sort of a loan and one which is made for a long time invest
ment in permanent improvements or land is a wide one. 
Fl1rthermo1·e the types of investors inte1'ested in the two 
forms of credit, the inducements offe1 .. ed by each, and the 
form of cr·edit mechanism needed in the two cases differ 
greatly. 

The 11.1ral banks in cattle feeding~ sections t1sually extend 
credit for the larger part of the feeding business. These 
banks lend for this pu1"pose whatever funds they have 
which are not in use 01 .. necessary for their reserves du1'"ing 
the period of the year when needed by the cattle feeders. 
The function of the banks in this connection is primarily 
one of mobilizing for the use of the feeders the available 
capital of the community. Their business in selling cattle 
paper to other sections is small, and they seldom require a 
chattel mortgage on the cattle. Mortgag·es are reqlu1~ed only 
of the feeders with relatively weak credit. However, more 
mortgages are required to-day than before the depression 
of 1920-1921, which made the bankers much more cautious. 
The loa.n to the farmer is usually made on his note, after 
he has convinced the banker that the purchase of the cattle 
will be a wise investment for him, that he is experienced or 
competent as a feeder, and that the price which he intends 
to pay for the feeders will allow reasonable safety n1 the 
financial operation. The note is usually for three or six 
months-more often for three than for six-as the banker 
usually prefers to have the farmer come to the bank to give 
some so1"'t of a report on the feeding operation, and lilres to 
have his records show as large a proportion of sho1"t time 
paper as possible. 

• 
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Next to the banks, the commissio11 :fi1w.s and cattle loan 
companies are the most important sol11·ces of feeder cattle 
credit. As the business of these organizations has been dis
cussed above it will merely be s11mmarized at this point. 
The commission firm or the cattle loan company lends the 
cattle feeder the whole or the greate1· part of the price of 
the cattle, talcing his note and a chattel mortgag·e on the 
cattle. The mortg·age of ten covers in addition an amotmt 
of feed sufficient to finish the stock. The term of the note 
is usually for six months, but it may be paid at any time 
the feeder decides to sell. The fimction of the loan com
pany is to mobilize available funds f1·om sections outside of 
the feeding area and make them available to the cattle 
feeders. This is done by selling the notes, after the com
mission firm 01 .. the loan company has endorsed them to add 
its security to that of the farmer. The ma1·ket for the 
cattle paper is found in ba.nks which have surplus funds to 
invest for a few months and with others who wish sho1~t 
time securities. 

The difference between the 1 .. ate paid by the cattle feeder 
and that received by the investor is usually about two per 
cent. At times the spread has been even mo1·e than this, 
seven per cent cattle paper being· sometimes sold to yield 
only four and a half to the buyer.190 This seems to be the 
weak part of the system in that it per·1oits too wide a spread 
between the borrowe1~ and the investor. Another defect 
claimed to exist in tbe system is that firms lending money 
to feeders to buy cattle from them have been said to sell 
the stock at somewhat higher rates than those for which 
the same grades of cattle could be bought outright. 

An interesting attempt to perform the function of insti
tutions which ordinarily :finance the feeding business was 
the feeding of cattle by Iowa farmers for cattle raisers in 

100 Interview with Leon Goodma.n of Des Moines. 
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the Southwest. The Iowa Farm Credit Corporation ar
rang·ed in the fall of 1922 for the shipping of about 4000 
head of cattle from ew 11exico to farmers in Iowa. These 
cattle were to be fed by the Iowans on contract with the 
cattle i~aiser s.1 91 The price for the added ,veight plus two 
cents per pound on the original weight was to go to the 
feeder. This amounts to the :financing of the feeder by the 
raiser of the cattle, and the retention of all risk by the 
raiser. Similar plans had been tried before but without 
great success. A sufficient margin was seldom given the 
feeder to permit him to break even. The owner of the 
cattle was likely to be dissatisfied with the finish put on 
the cattle, and each party was likely to overestimate the 
share in the profits which was going to the othe1'". 

JOHN A. HOPKINS, JR. 

IOWA. STATE COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE AND MECHANIC ARTS 

AMES IOWA 

191 '' Steps toward developing a method of handljng cattle by co-operation 
between breeders and feeders were taken here last week at the request of the 
War Fina.nee Corporation. They took the form of an arrangen1ent made be
tween the Iowa Farm Credit Corporation, and the Agricultural and Livestock 
Loan Company of N e,v Mexico for the shipment of 4,000 Hereford and Short
horn cattle fron1 New Mexico to Iowa feedlots on contracts which do not re
qltire the Iowa farmer to make a.ny cash investment. 

'' C. W. Hunt, ,-ice-president of the Iowa Farm Credit Corporation, and presi
dent of the Io,va Farm Bureau, who handled the deal, said it opens up the 
possibilities of eliminating the destructive competition that has hitherto existed 
between stoek raisers and feeders. It is provided that the stock.men of Ne,v 
Mexico shall bear all the costs of shipping the cattle on transit bi1Jjng, while 
the added weight plus 2 cents a pound, which results from the feeding operation 
in Iowa will be the profit of the feeder. This system obviates mutually dis
adv~tageous haggling over priees by the stock raisers and feeders in the 
central markets, an.d at the same time expedites the movement of cattle from 
the ranges to the feedlots''.-The Des Moines Beg'l;Ster, November 8, 1922. 
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