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INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation was made possible as a r e s u l t of spending the 

period between September 1959 and January 196l at Indiana University 

where most of the background reading and the preliminary census 

examinations were completed. Much of 1961 was spent i n Iowa from where 

i t was possible to conduct fieldwork i n several parts of the Corn 

Be l t . 

The w r i t e r v/ould l i k e to acknowledge the help of Professor W.B. 

Fisher, Department of Geography, University of Durham who supervised the 

work, provided f a c i l i t i e s i n 1961 - 1962 and gave much encouragement; 

Professor G.H.T. Kimble, Department of Geography, Indiana University 

and Professor D.F. Howard, Department of Social Science, State College 

of Iowa, who provided f a c i l i t i e s i n t h e i r departments between 1959 - 19&1; 

The University of Durham f o r the award of the Durham - Indiana Exchange 

Scholarship, 1959 - I96O5 the United States Educational Commission who 

provided a Fulbright Travel Grant and the Ministry of Education v/ho 

awarded a State Studentship. Dr. J. Fraser Hart and Dr. D.C. Bennett 

of Indiana University gave advice i n the early stages and many 

a g r i c u l t u r a l extension o f f i c e r s , farmers, geographers, and other persons 

supplied information. 

Three characteristics of the r u r a l settlement of the Mid-West are 
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r e a d i l y apparent to the geographer and the further study of these was 

the primary aim of t h i s work. These characteristics are: 

1) The d i s t i n c t i v e type of farm settlement i n the Mid-/Vest which i s 

mostly made up of dispersed farmsteads i n contrast t o the nucleated 

settlements of the ncnf arm r u r a l service centres and the towns. 

2) The neat, geometrical form of t h i s dispersed settlement with most 

farm units of a square or rectangular shape and the road network 

forming a mesh across the landscape, 

3) The uniformity of the farmsteads and the farmhouses w i t h i n t h i s 

pattern of settlement over very wide areas. 

The Corn Be l t , as the core area of the Mid-West, was selected as 

a regional u n i t i n which the nature and v a r i e t y of these characteristic 

features of settlement could be considered against a f a i r l y uniform 

physical and a g r i c u l t u r a l background. 

Any attempt t o understand the nature of the settlement necessarily 

involves, i n the f i r s t instance, an h i s t o r i c a l viewpoint since the 

features of settlement have largely evolved by a process of evolution 

over a period of about 150 years. This approach suggests that certain 

ideas on, and features of, settlement were transferred i n t o the Corn 

Belt from outside, or from one part of the region to another which 
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experienced later settlement by pioneers working under different 

em±ronmental conditions. In p a r t i c u l a r , the Federal attitude towards 

the disposal of i t s lands for settlement and the pioneers' views upon 

methods of settlement were ideas partly imported from outside and 

partly innovations to suit the p a r t i c u l a r environments. Other ideas 

such as nucleated farm settlement, known to many of the Corn Belt 

settlers, failed to become accepted« S t i l l other a t t i t u d e s , such as 

the s e t t l e r s ' evaluation of p r a i r i e land swere modified as techniques 

of farming and transport improved* 

The w r i t e r i s aware of the greater d i f f i c u l t y of dealing adequately 

wi t h the whole scope of the trcinsference of xdeas and techniques from 

one area of settlement to another sbut thxs complements the more 

straighiforward description and analysis, of settlement features which 

i s the basic purpose of the work carried out. The processes of 

importing, innovating and modifying features of settlement t o meet 

changing population needs have relevance at the present time. They 

help t o explain the dynamic nature of settlement, part of the study 

now termed EkL s t i e s . 

Some of the v a r i e t y of Corn Belt r u r a l settlement i s undoubtedly 

due t o varying rates end dxrections of settlement evolution rather 

than marked differences i n the origxnal settlements. One example of 

t h i s i s the growth of r u r a l nonfarm settlement i n parts of the eastern 
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Corn Belt which i s creating settlement forms and features quite 

d i f f e r e n t from those i n parts of the central and western Corn Belt 

which are s t i l l experiencing r u r a l settlement losses. L i t t l e work has 

previously "been done on either the detailed description and analysis 

of r u r a l settlement features i n the Corn Belt or on these other aspects 

of the settlement process. 

The dissertation divides mto two sections. I n the f i r s t section 

Chapter I gives a background geographical description of the Corn Belt 

and i t s subregions i n terms of t h e i r physical, a g r i c u l t u r a l and r u r a l 

settlement characteristics. Chapter U outlines the p o l i c y and means 

by which Federal land was disposed of t o s e t t l e r s . Chapter I I I presents 

a background account of the progress of settlement by the northward and 

westward movement of the f r o n t i e r and the changes which went on 

behind the f r o n t i e r . Certain aspects of relevance to the evolution 

of the settlement patterns such as new land laws, the origins of the 

set t l e r s and t h e i r changing attitudes and techniques are also discussed. 

The events of settlement m the l a s t century have already been f u l l y 

dealt w i t h by Mid-Western historians but the wr i t e r has used additional 

contemporary materials and concentrated upon the transference and 

development of techniigues and ideas which helped to shape tine settlement 

patterns and features i n d i f f e r e n t parts of the Corn Belt. 
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Section I I i s concerned with the forms and features of the r u r a l 
settlement at the present time which owe much to the h i s t o r i c a l factors 
considered i n the f i r s t section. Chapter IT deals w i t h the nature of 
the various patterns of dispersed settlement i n selected Corn Belt 
counties. Chapter V considers the farmsteads which are the basic units 
w i t h i n these patterns. A discussion of regional variations i n farm­
steads and house types leads on to Chapter VI where certain farmhousing 
characteristics are considered i n more d e t a i l w i t h reference t o Housing 
Census data, a source of material so f a r unused by geographers. The 
la s t chapter assesses the v r r i e t y of r u r a l settlement m the region by 
means of b r i e f county studies as an indi c a t i o n of a l i n e of approach 
towards a more thorough understanding of the r u r a l landscape. 

Department of Geography, 
University of Southampton. 
March, 1965. 



SECTION I THE GEOGRAPHICAL AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

TO RURAL SETTLEMENT IN 

THE CORN BELT 
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CHAPTER I . A DEFINITION OF THE CORN BELT AND ITS REGIONS 

Several writers have described the Com Belt as the care area of the 

Mid-West but i t i s not easy to find agreement either on the extent of the 

core area or of the larger region in which i t l i e s . Each worker has 

made his own c r i t e r i a for setting off the one from the other and the 

Mid-Yfest from the adjacent regions of the United States.^" 

I t i s not surprising that the l imits of the Corn Belt are hard to 

define* Topographic variety i s limited and the sytems of agriculture 

which have made corn the dominant crop have only evolved during the past 

eighty years. The area in which this crop i s dominant has tended to 

expand and corn-growing has spread into regions which had already developed 

sectional interests and characteristics on the basis of other economic 

ac t iv i t i e s . The Corn Belt was not so termed by the Census of Agriculture 
2 

unt i l 1910 although the term had been used ear l i er in other l i terature . I t i s 

1. The standard text on the Mid-Yfest defines the area i n terms of the 
Central Lowlands with i t s main node at Chicago. See Garland, J . H . , The 
North American Midwest. Y/iley, New York 1955, p.5. Attempts at a cultural 
definition of the Mid-West include Hutton, G . , Mifl-West at Noon. University 
of Chicago Press, Chicago,1946 and Brownell, J .W., "The Cultural Midwest". 
Journal of Geography. 59 (1960), pp. 81 - 85. For the Corn Belt i t s e l f 
see Bryan, P.W., "Natural Environment i n Relation to Human Activity in the 
Corn Belt of North America". Geography. 15 (1929), pp. 16 - 19. 

2. Warntz, W., "An Historical Consideration of the Terms 'Corn* and 'Corn 
Belt ' i n the United States". Agricultural History, 31 (1957), p. 43. The 
term was used earl ier as, for example, i n Appletons Higher Geography, 
New York, 1881, p. 36. 



- 2 -

important to note, therefore, that the settlement of the region evolved 

against a far less uniform agricultural background than now exists . 

Apart from the problems of definit ion created by the re lat ive ly 

recent development of the Corn Bel t , there i s the tendency for the single 

term to be made to convey the impression of more regional homogeneity 

than i s actually present. There i s considerable diversity in farming 

types and economic conditions within the Corn Belt even though corn i s 

the major crop throughout and the region should be viewed as a group of 

similar farming areas covering about 270,000 square miles rather than 

one farming area to be set off from other regions in the peripheral 

Mid-West. 

The f i r s t attempts at defining the Corn Belt centred upon the setting 

up of c r i t e r i a with an agricultural basis which could separate the 

region from the surrounding areas. Among these early attempts was that 

of Spillman who demarcated the Jypes of farming areas for the whole 
1 2 nation in 1908, Baker considerably improved upon this scheme. His 

main criterion for delimiting the region was to include areas where corn 

controlled the form of farm operations rather than simply including a l l 

areas \ 'ave corn was the main crop. A delimitation based on the latter 

1. Spillman, W.T., "Types of Farming in the United States", in U.S. 
Department of Agriculture Yearbook. Washington, 1908. 

2. Baker, O.E. "Agricultural Regions of North America, Part IV, The Corn 
Belt", Economic Geography. 3 (1927), pp. kk<° -
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principle would have spread the Corn Belt much further south into the 

Corn and Winter Wheat Belt where farming conditions are different. Even 

so, Baker did not keep r ig idly to his rule as Buchanan has pointed out.̂ " 

In parts Baker uses a quantitative definition of com production per acre 

to draw the boundary of the region but seems to use a qualitative 

definition to make the south-eastern border coincide with the g lac ia l 
2 

t i l l s l a id by the Wisconsin ice sheet. 

E l l i o t t produced the f i r s t comprehensive regionalization of .American 

agriculture in the 1930's using c r i t e r i a such as the relative importance 

of each main source of farm income and the amount of land under different 

crops. At this time many states were producing their f i r s t maps of 

types of farming in order to take account of the rapidly changing condi­

tions in agriculture. The growth of this source of data and further 

changes in agriculture since the 1930' ss led the Department of Agriculture 

to revise E l l i o t t ' s regionalization in 1950. The outcome was a publication 

1, Buchanan, R . , "Some Reflections on Agricultural Geography". Geography 
44 (1959), PP. 1 - 13. 

2. The Agricultural Adjustment Act, 1938, set up a quantitative definition 
of the main corn producing areas of the United States. In 1938 these 
consisted of 566 counties i n the Mid-Western Corn Be l t . But by the same 
definition 932 counties were included i n 1958, many along the eastern 
seaboard and not part of the 'traditional* Corn Belt . Sheperd, G . , "Is 
Corn Production Leaving the Corn Belt"? Iowa Farm Science. 13 (1958) 
pp. 12 = 14. 
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•which combined state farming areas into intra-state generalized "type 

of farming areas" where combinations and intensities of farming enter-
1 

prises are f a i r l y uniform. These areas were further combined into 

"type of farming subregions" of similar farm enterprises but where physical 

end economic conditions differed across each subregion. In the case of 

the Corn Belt,, sixteen subregions went to make up the region known in 

this context as the Cash Grain and Livestock (Corn Belt) Region. The 

sixteen farming subregions are shown i n F i g . 1. 

More recently, Y/eaver has created crop areas in the Corn Belt on a 

more exact s t a t i s t i c a l basis but he makes i t clear that his crop com­

bination regions are based on the single criterion of the areal dominance 

2 

of certain crops. Such regions are no substitute for agricultural 

regions which need to take into account a complex of related factors. 

Weaver shows that corn,,which shapes operations on Corn Belt farms^is 

associeted with different crops, crop combinations and livestock units 

across the Corn Belt and that these variations create further d i f f i c u l t i e s 
3 

in trying to draw up a satisfactory set of subregions. 

1. E l l i o t t , P. "Generalized Types of Farming i n the United States". 
Agricultural Information Bullet in 3, U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Vfoshington, 1950. 

2. Y/eaver, J . C . , "Crop Combxnation Regxons xn the l.ixddle West". Geog. Rev.. 
2,4 (1954), PP. 175 - 200. 

3. Weaver, J . C . , "Livestock Units and Combination Regxons in the Hxddle 
West". Economic Geography. 32 (1956), pp. 237 - 259. 



In view of the generalized nature of existing agricultural regional-

izations of the Corn Belt and because much of the data pertinent to r u r a l 

settlement studies i s not presented in terras of these agricultural sub-

regions i t has been found necessary i n this study to employ another 

system of regional division v/hicb does, however, bear a marked similarity 

to that created by the Department of Agriculture. This second system of 

regionalization was f i r s t used in the 1950 Population and Housing Gensuse 

and employs the concepts of State Economic Areas and Economic Subregions. 

State Economic Areas ( S . E . A . ) are made up of groups of counties 

within a state which have great s imilarity of physical, economic and 

social characteristics."^ Economic Subregions ( E . S . ) , of which there are 

thirteen in the Corn Belt , are created by combining two or more adjacent 

State Economic Areas which have similar characterist ics . These sub-

regions are intended to preserve much of the homogeneity of S . E . A . f s 

and yet provide census regions which are not necessarily bounded by 

state borders. Each contains many counties which have similar physical, 

agricultural , commercial, industrial,demographic and cultural character­

i s t i c s . The use of these subregions allows the easier tabulation and 

1. State Economic Areas were f i r s t delineated in detai l by Bogue, D . J . 
State Economic Areas. A Description of the Procedure Used in Making a 
Functional Grouping of the Counties of the United States. Department of 
Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Washington, 1951* 
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handling of data than would be possible for each of the 500 counties in 

the Corn Bel t . The boundaries of a l l S.S.A.*s and E . S . ' s follow county 

l ines . 

The successful application of these areal concepts i n the 1950 

censuses led to their use in the 1960 census tabulations. Bogue and 

Beale divided the whole national area into major regions by grouping 

together Economic S u b r e g i o n s . T h e North Center (Corn Belt) Region was 

formed out of the thirteen subregions and i t was the only region which 

they recognized as lying entirely within the usually accepted Mid-

Western area. Nearly a l l the census data presented i n this study has 

been calculated for these subregions or for the whole Corn Belt area 
2 

which Bogue and Beale have outlined. The layout of this regionalization 

of the Corn Belt i s shown i n Pig,2. Basic data on these subregions i s 

given in Tables I and I I , 

Economic Subregions have been defined on a broader basis than the 

agricultural characteristics used to create the farming regions referred 

to earl ier and a greater volume of data i s therefore available for them. 

Apart from this the writer feels jus t i f i ed in using the economic rather 

than the farming subregions in view of the fact that rural settlement, 

1» Bogue, D . J . , and Beale, C. Economic Areas of the United States. 
Free Press of Glencoe, Chicago, 1961. 

2. Some of the maps, where noted, are based on county or State Economic 
Area data. 



TABLE I , The Economic Subregions of the Corn Belt 

E . S . Area Sq, Miles 

Eastern Corn Belt 

47 W. Central Ohio - Central Indiana 13,022 
48 Michigan - Ohio - Indiana T r i State 21,057 
51 Lower Wabash and Ohio Valley 10,249 

Central Corn Belt 

63 E . Central I l l i n o i s 17,642 
70 E . Iowa and W. I l l i n o i s 20,683 
86 N. Central Iowa and S.W. Minnesota 18,189 

Central Corn Belt Borders? 

71 S. Iowa, N. Missouri and W. Central 
I l l i n o i s 33,172 

84 Kansas - Missouri Corn Belt Border 12,853 
69 Northern Corn Belt - Dairy Transition 22,722 

Western Corn Belt 

85 Central Missouri River Valley Z|0,340 
87 Minnesota and S. Dakota Corn Belt 

Margin 13,690 
92 Nebraska and S. Dakota Corn Belt 

Margin 27,335 
93 Kansas - Nebraska Corn Belt and 

Winter Wheat Transition. 20,842 

Total Corn Belt 272,796 

Source: Bogue and Beale, op.cit . p.131. 
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TABLE I I The Population of the Corn Belt by Economic 
Subregions. 1960 

E . S . Total Population % Rural Total Rural Total Rural 
1960 Farm Kon Farm 

Eastern Corn Belt 

47 4,02*4,505 29,8 287,125 917,217 
48 2,034,938 50.1 335,066 721,981 
51 808,668 48,5 112,828 279,358 

Central Corn Belt 

63 1,487,707 39.3 175,517 408,701 
70 1,349,200 41.7 245,759 317,124 
86 854,136 47.1 209,783 193,079 

Central Corn Belt Borders 

71 973,156 62.0 284,998 318,416 
84 317,130 62.3 93,188 104,467 
69 1,310,510 49.5 317,686 331,442 

Western Corn Belt 

85 3,056,394 29.5 393,297 508,739 
87 269,247 74.6 111,169 90,420 
92 383,479 68.7 138,666 124,848 
93 280,869 73.8 100,902 106,357 

Total 17,169,930 42.1 2,803,984 4,^22,149 

Source: Calculated from Bureau of the Census, Census of Population, 
1960, Characteristics of the Population, various tables. 



much of which i s no longer farm-oriented, i s influenced by many non-

agricultural factors.^" 

A comparison of the Com Belt as defined by Economic Subregions 

and Type of Panning Subregions shows that differences between the two 

are not considerable. Pig. 1 shows the outer boundaries of the thirteen 

Economic Subregions superimposed on the subregions of the Cash Grain and 

Livestock (Com Belt) Region. Comparing the outer boundaries of the 

two Com Belts , one can see that only nine counties which are included 

in the lat ter are excluded from the former. These divergences are 

marked a to f on Pig. 1. Eleven counties are included in the Com Belt 

based on Economic Subregions but are not in that based on farming regions. 

These divergences are marked at 1 and 2 and include a str ip of ten 

counties i n southern Minnesota which combine com growing with dairy 

farming and are included i n the Minnesota Dairy Belt in the farming 

regionalization. Most of the internal divergences are where a farming 

area crosses from one Economic Subregion to include a few counties i n an 

adjacent one. In other cases one Economic Subregion contains two type 

of farming subregions. 

1. Much of the data i n the 1954 Census of Agriculture have been tabulated 
for State Economic Areas rather than for the regions set up by the 
Department of Agriculture but comparable data was not published i n the 
1959 census. At least one Department of Agriculture publication on the 
Corn Belt presents i t s s t a t i s t i c a l data i n terms of Economic Subregions 
rather than Type of Farming Subregions. See Strand E . G . Farmers and 
Farm Production i n the United States. Chapter V I I . Cash Grain and Livestock 
Producers i n the Com B e l t . U.J3. Census of Agriculture, 1954? Department 
of Agriculture, Washington, 1956. 
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In view of the work already done in delimiting the Com Belt and 

i t s various par t s 9 i t was not considered worthwhile to create a new set 

of areal divisions for the purposes of the present study. I t was more 

profitable to examine the ways in which the landscape of the Corn Belt 

varied from one subregion to another in order to better comprehend the 

seen and unseen h i s tor i ca l , economic, social and physical factors which 

provide a setting for the rura l settlement in the region. The rest of 

this chapter outlines these regional variations. 

A Regional Division of the Com Belt 

The purpose of this section i s to give a geographical description 

of the Corn Belt and i t s constituent Economic Subregions as background 

material far the study of the dispersed r u r a l settlement which follows 

i n later chapters. This appraisal i s not intended to be exhaustive 

since several useful texts and art ic les can readily provide further 

detail."'" A description of each Economic Subregion i s given since i t i s 

not considered necessary to try to create a further set of regions within 

the Corn Belt when the existing divisions are already complex and must, 

in any case, be used where relevant Census data i s called upon for 

supporting evidence. 

1, Most useful of these sources are: Bogue and Beale, op.cit . pp. 130 -
178 and Garland op.cit . pp. 93 - 120, 229 - 242. Other sources are 
referred to at appropriate points in the text. The writer has also been 
able to add his own observations as a result of v i s i t s to each of the 
subregions. 
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The Corn Belt i s most obviously a regional unit in terms of i t s 

physical and agricultural characterist ics , the second being largely 

dependent on the f i r s t . The gently rol l ing topography, the f e r t i l e soi ls 

and the warm, moist growing season a l l suit corn and livestock production 

although this i s not to deny the existence of considerable variation 

i n these physical factors across the 1100 miles of lat i tudinal extent 

of the region. The degree of variation i s seldom beyond the tolerance 

of successful corn growth so that this crop tends to get priority i n 

the choice of land within^ the l imits of crop rotations and other 

considerations of s o i l management. 

Large areas of gently undulating or nearly level land are dominant 

in the Corn Belt and only narrow strips of land have steeper slopes 

where large streams have cut into the g lacial materials which cover most 

of the region or where moraines were irregularly la id down. These thick 

deposits of d r i f t upset the pre-existing drainage which has since only 

become fu l l y re-established in areas not affected by the most recent 

(Wisconsin) ice advciices. Itany of the level prair ie areas needed 

a r t i f i c i a l drainage before they could be settled and farmed. The glacial 

deposits which can vary from a few feet to several hundreds of feet in 

thickness are mainly composed of local ly derived materials but a 

significant proportion come from greater distances to give a varied 

composition to the primary materials from which soi l s have formed."'" 

1. Odell, R .T. and others, Soils of the North Central Region of the 
United States. North Central Regional Publication 76, Bullet in 544, 
University of Wisconsin Agric. Experiment Station, Madison, 1960. p.8. 
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Consolidated and semi-consolidated sedimentary rocks and some which 

are crystalline^underlie the whole region but these only affect topo­

graphy and so i l formation beyond the l imits of the g lac ia l advances or 

where the g lac ia l cover has been removed. Some rivers have cut deeply 

enough to expose several strata and the 'mixing of materials by mass 

movement can create more diverse so i l conditions than in the f la t ter 

areas. South of the glaciated areas, which form the major part of the 

Corn Bel t , more dissected land with exposures of bedrock are common. 

This includes southern Ohio and Indiana, the major part of Missouri as 

well as the Dr i f t l e s s Area of Y/isconsin and northwestern I l l i n o i s 

further north. Soils are shallower but well-drained in such areas and 

more l iable to erosion. These are in marked contrast to the so i l s of the 

level pra ir ies , many of which are derived from loess la id down over 

g lac ia l materials after the retreat of the Wisconsin sheets. These 

deposits are usually thickest in the level areas of I l l i n o i s , Iowa and 

Kansas especially near to valley trains and wider stream bottoms, some 

of which acted as g lac ia l sluiceways. Soils developed on these loess 

deposits are generally s i l t y and moist. Y/ith level terrain there i s no 

erosion danger but depressions are l iable to be damp and to have 

consequent restrict ions on their use. Lacustrine, outwash and recent 

a l luv ia l materials are also widespread. 

Most of the Corn Belt had either a broadleaf forest cover or a 

prairie grass form of vegetation before white settlement commenced. 
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A forest with deciduous associates including species such as oak and 

hickory, beech and maple covered most of Ohio and Indiana in the 

eastern Corn Bel t . Grey-brown and red-yellow podzolic soi ls were 

associated with these forests . Much of this forest was early cleared 

for settlement and cultivation and i t s r e l i c s and secondary growth are 

restricted to land not suited to crops or where farmers have retained 

woodlots. In the central parts of the Corn Belt p the forest cover was 

more patchy with prairie areas between. Woodland formed narrow tongues 

on the valley sides and on more ro l l ing upland areas, with t a l l grasses 

occurring on the interstream areas and becoming predominant Yrestwards. 

Settlement in this type of country tended to concentrate at f i r s t on 

the wooded podzolic soi ls and expand out into the grassland at a later 

stagee I n the western parts of the Corn Belt woodland areas decreased 

i n s ize . The bluestem and Indian t a l l grass prair ies were associated 

with chernozem and brunisem soi ls of considerable inherent f e r t i l i t y 

although these areas did not quickly attract settlement because of 

their western location and the early d i f f i c u l t i e s in farming them. 

The whole Corn Belt has a continental climate which gives a wel l -

distributed precipitation regime with an annual average of 25 to 30 

inches and increasing to 40 inches in the south-eastern part. A spring 

and summer maximum becomes more ptonnunced westwards as the total amount 

of precipitation f a l l s off where natural prairie replaced forest growth. 

This precipitation regime, together with hot summer days and warm humid 
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nights sinduces rapid crop growth. Apart from the smaller and less regular 

r a i n f a l l regime in the west, which further west sees the replacement of 

corn by small grains, the main climatic variety affecting agriculture 

i s the difference between microthermal conditions on the northern fringe 
1 

and the mesothermal climate in the south. Summer and winter temperature 

differences are much more marked in the north so that domestic and other 

farm housing has to be more substantial. Prair ie farmsteads commonly 

have a surrounding windbreak of trees to ease working and l iv ing conditions 

in mid-winter. 

There were 862,000 farms in the Corn Belt in 1954 with an average 

size of 192 acres. 93 per cent of the land area was in farms and 71 per 

cent of this farmland was under crops. Corn took up 43 per cent of the 

cropland. Publicly-owned land formed less than 5 per cent of the area 

of the main states with more in the north where state forests are common. 

The remaining 95 percent of the land was held by individuals, by 

husband-wife partnerships or other small groups of persons with about 
2 

1 per cent in the hands of companies. 

1. Corn requires about 130 frost-free days to mature but maximum yields 
can generally only be obtained i f day temperatures in this period remain 
over 75 F . and there i s f a i r l y frequent rain in the early and middle 
part of the growing season. Corn growing decreases in prominence at the 
northern edge of the Corn Belt where these conditions cannot be f u l ­
f i l l e d . On the southern edge of the Corn Belt the frost free season i s 
about 180 days long. 

2. Timmons, J . P . and Barlow, R . , Farm Ownership in the Midwest. North 
Central Regional Publication 13, Ames, 1949, P« 848. 
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The sui tabi l i ty of the physical conditions for livestock and grain 

farming has led to high land values with farm production per acre about 

twice the national average**̂ " Land values andfarm incomes are steadily 

r i s ing . Capital investment in farm operations, mechanization and l i v e ­

stock are also high so that tenant-operated farms account for about a 

third of a l l comrnercxal farms in the regxon i n spite of the original 
2 

guidelines to settlement which favoured farm ownership. At the same 

time farm prosperity i s nearly everywhere readily apparent and even i n 

i t s poorer parts Corn Belt farmers have average l iv ing standards only 

a l i t t l e below the national average for farm people. 

Although corn i s dominant in a l l parts of the Corn Belt the actual 

agricultural systems into which i t i s incorporated vary from area to 

area. Most of these systems also try to spread out the use of 

labour throughout the year since nearly a l l the farms are operated by 

individual farm families without extra farm hands. Peed crops of corn 

with oats and forages are the basis of the systems along with the l i v e ­

stock, principally beef and hogs, which are fattened on these crops. 

Wheat and oats are also grown for sale. The Corn Belt i s , therefore, 

not only the leading corn producing area in the United States but also 

1. Bogue and Beale op. c i t . p. 142. 

2. The variety of rental practices and land prices in the Mid-West are 
considered i n : Hurlbcrt, V . L . , Farm Rental Practices and Problems in the 
Mid-West. Iowa State College Research Bullet in 4l6, Ames, 1954 and North 
Central Land Tenure Committee, Farm Land Prices and the hidwest. Michigan 
State College Agric. Experiment Station Bul let in 349, East Lansing,1948 p.34. 

3 . Haystead, L . and F i t e , G . C . , The Agricultural Regions of the United 
States. University of Oklahoma Press, Norman,1955, p.148. 
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produces two-thirds of the nation's hogs and a quarter of the catt le . 

Peed production i s most heavily concentrated in the prairie sections 

of central Iowa (the southern part of E . S . 86) and east-central I l l i n o i s 

( E . S . 63). Here the complimentary hog and beef fattening programmes are 

not -well developed and many farms simply produce feed crops for sale . 

Under the Type of Farming regionalization shown in F i g . 1., these are 

the two Cash Corn, Oats and Soybean areas. This type of farming makes 

good use of the prair ie so i l s where mechanization can be well developed. 

Cash crop farming also favours share crop payments to landlords., some of 

vihom do not l ive in the d i s tr ic t or are banks and insurance companies."'" 

Tenancy rates are high i n these areas as a result of high land values 

and speculation at the time when the land was f i r s t taken up for sett le­

ment. Legumes, hay and pasture are l i t t l e seen as animals play a smell 

part in most farm programmes and the leve l so i l s suffer l i t t l e from 

erosion or loss of f e r t i l i t y . 

A more balanced programme of com growing with cattle and hog 

raising i s found on most farms on the loess soi ls which border the 

Mississippi and Missouri Rivers where more land has a degree of slope. 

Practices to curb s o i l erosion under grain crops are put into use end 

more land i s kept under grass. Hogs are the most favoured converters 

of corn into meat but ground-fed beef cattle are also prominent. These 

1. Sub-Committee on Economics of Cropping Systems, Economics of Cropping 
Systems in the Corn Be l t . College of Agriculture Experiment Station Bullet in 
429, Lincoln (Nebraska), 1955, p. 33. 



- 17 -

areas p r i n c i p a l l y occur i n the Mississippi borderlands of eastern Iowa 

and west-central I l l i n o i s (E.S. 70) and the-western Iowa and eastern 

Nebraska s t r i p along the Missouri River (E.S.85). These areas are 

shown on Pig. 1 . as c a t t l e and hog feeding areas. 

A t h i r d type of farm programme i s most common i n the Jeastern Com 

Belt . Here soft winter wheat i s grown along with corn while hog r a i s i n g 

i s an important part of the r u r a l economies. Farms of t h i s type are 

common i n central Indiana and Ohio (E.S. 47 and 5 l ) where u n i t s are of 

smaller average size due t o h i s t o r i c a l reasons and the presence of part -

time farmers who gain some income from i n d u s t r i a l work i n nearby urban 

areas. The once wooded s o i l s are l i g h t e r and better drained than the 

p r a i r i e s o i l s f u r t h e r west and are w e l l suited t o wheat. Corn, however, 

i s s t i l l the dominant crop and forms the basis of the hog r a i s i n g . 

General farming, where other varied farm a c t i v i t i e s became common, 

gains i n importance i n the Y/abash Valley of southern Indiana and 

southern I l l i n o i s so that t h i s area i s i n seme ways t r a n s i t i o n a l t o the 

general h i l l fanning areas which l i e south of the Corn Belt i n Kentucky 

and Tennessee. Other subregions which form the southern, northern and 

western edges of the Corn Belt are less dependent on corn and some of 

the farms take on characteristics associated w i t h the a g r i c u l t u r a l 

enterprises of the peripheral parts of the Mid-West. On the southern 

edges of the Corn Belt more of the land i s sloping as l i t t l e of the 
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area was affected by the recent g l a c i a l advances. Proportionately more 

land i s kept under pasture since s o i l s are shallower and more l i a b l e to 

erode and grazing tends t o replace f a t t e n i n g . This type of farming i s 

common i n southern Iowa and the Missouri Grand P r a i r i e and stretches 

i n t o west-central I l l i n o i s . This area i s represented by Economic Sub-

region 71 i n Pig. 2 and the Livestock and Pasture area i n Pig. 1 . I n 

the Kansas-rMxssouri border area (E.S. 84) of the southern Corn Belt 

corn i s combined w i t h hay, wheat and livestock enterprises. This economy 

develops on l a r g e l y non-glaciated land with the aim of maintaining a 

f a i r l y intensive cropping programme without impairing s o i l f e r t i l i t y . 

The dairy produce can f i n d a l o c a l market i n the Kansas City metropolitan 

area. 

Along the northern edge of the Com Belt the s o i l s are less productive 

than i n the central p i a i r i e s and the dominance of corn i s r i v a l l e d by 

the growing of forage cr o p s 9 l i k e oats 9 where corn i s less l i k e l y t o mature 

i n the shorter growing season. With more land i n slope less i s 

cultivated at any one time so that the pasture and forage crops favour 

farm programmes wi t h a dairy interest rather than beef and hog f a t t e n i n g . 

This i s especially so i n north-eastern Iowa, north-western I l l i n o i s and 

south-western Wisconsin i n Economic Subregion 69 . This emphasis on 

dairying increases northwards and around the Chicago area. S i m i l a r l y , 

northern Indiana and Ohio and southern Michigan (E.S. 48) have farms 
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predominantly of t h i s type. 

I n the Western Corn Belt the com and livestock programmes grade 

i n t o the wheat growing and range livestock enterprises of the d r i e r 

Great Plains. The d r i e r pastures and lower corn yields per acre also 

reduce interest i n hog r a i s i n g so that i n most years farmers s e l l o f f 

much of t h e i r feed crops rather than run the r i s k of overstocking i n a 

dry year. This area i s represented by Economic Subregions 92 and 93 

i n Fig. 2 and the Livestock and Cash Grain regions i n Pig. 1 . Economic 

Subregion 879 i n the north,'/©stern part of the Corn Belts exhibits marginality 

i n that dairying, wheat growing and general farming a l l feature with 

corn growing i n an area where corn has only recently become inportant 

as hybrid forms have allowed the crop to penetrate i n t o more northerly 

areas. 

This a g r i c u l t u r a l development i n the Corn Belt has gone on i n an 

area where the increase i n manufacturing enterprises and urban growth 

have been marked i n recent y e a r s . I n 1960 the t o t a l population of the 

region was 17.2 m i l l i o n s (17*169,930) of which only 1+2,1 per cent ( 7 , 2 2 6 , 

133) were classed as r u r a l (Table I I ) . Only 38 .7 per cent of these were 

counted as members of the farm population. The t o t a l r u r a l population 

1 . For a comprehensive study of the demography of the Corn Belt up t o 
the s i t u a t i o n at the time of the 1950 census see, Thompson, I.B., The 
Demography of the Corn Belt of the North American Middle West. Unpublished 
Ph.D. Thesis,University of Durham 1 9 6 1 . Also "The Genesis of the Population 
Structure of the Corn Belt " . T i j d s c h r i f t voor Boon, en Soc. Geografie 
5k (1963), pp. 106 - 110. 
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rose "between 1950 and 1960 as a re s u l t of the increase i n the r u r a l non-

farm, population which compensated fo r a decline i n the number of farm 

persons. 

The 10 m i l l i o n urban persons l i v e d i n 21 standard metropolitan 

areas, each containing at least 50,000 persons, over 100 c i t i e s of more 

than 10,000 inhabitants and an even greater number of smaller towns of 

at least 2,500 persons each. The urban population made up a greater part 

of the t o t a l population i n the eastern and central Corn Belt than i n 

the west with the exception of E.S„85 which included Kansas C i t y , 

These w e l l scattered urban places have manufacturing or processing enter­

prises so that the whole Corn Belt economy i s a mixture of agriculture 

and industry w i t h many of these towns also acting as marketing centres 

f o r the farming population. Many of the industries i n the larger c i t i e s 

now also serve national and in t e r n a t i o n a l markets. Forming another 

"stratum" i n t h i s pattern of an even scattering of farm persons w i t h many 

peaks of urban agglomerations, are the many thousands of small r u r a l 

service centres which are dotted across the a g r i c u l t u r a l landscape at 

a few mile - inte r v a l s from each other. £rom a census vxewpoint these 

have less than 2,500 inhabitants each, and are therefore classed as r u r a l 

although almost e n t i r e l y composed of non-farmers. Their inhabitants 

comprise much of the r u r a l non-farm population. These centres largely 

function by meeting the more immediate needs of the surrounding farm 

population which i s dispersed across the surrounding land. 
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With t h i s basic information i n mind each of the Economic Subregions 

can be described i n so f a r as t h e i r physical, a g r i c u l t u r a l , economic and 

c u l t u r a l features have a bearing upon the r u r a l settlement i n each area. 

I t i s convenient t o divide the Corn Belt i n t o eastern, central and 

western parts. Relevant data on each subregion are presented i n Tables 

I I I , IV, V and V I . 1 

The Eastern Corn Belt 

The Eastern Corn Belt i s composed of the three Economic Subregions 

4 7 , 48 and 51 which cover the western part of Ohio and most of Indiana 

apart from i t s south-eastern and north-western corners. A few counties 

i n Kentucky bordering the Ohio River, some south-eastern I l l i n o i s 

counties along the V/abash River and a few counties i n southern Michigan 

are also included. The area concerned i s shown i n Pig. 3» 

A l l of the Eastern Corn Belt was glaciated at some time i n the 

Pleistocene but the southern parts were not covered by the Wisconsin 

age advance. The physiography i s varied but the main feature i s an 

undulating t i l l p l a i n at 500 to 1500 feet above sea l e v e l which i s composed 

1 . Data calculated from the 1954 Census of Agriculture and taken from 
Bogue and Beale was used to compile these tables. Comparable data from 
the 1959 Census was not published and the 19&4 Census was not available 
by early I 9 6 5 . 
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of g l a c i a l materials which completely bury the pre-existing topography 

of c e n t r a l Indiana and Ohio. I n northern Indiana, northern Ohio and 

southern Michigan l i n e s of terminal and recessional moraines, spillways 

and old lake beds are a common feature i n S.S. 48 . Further south i n 

E.S. 1+7 the d r i f t i s older and less broken by moraines so that drainage 

l i n e s have been able t o re-establish themselves. Here, unlike the 

area to the north where the ridge and swale topography has influenced 

the s i t i n g of settlement to some degree, the f l a t t e r topography has 

exercised l i t t l e influence on the settlement pattern which i s dominated 

by the means by which the land was disposed t o farm s e t t l e r s . Further 

south again the topography becomes more h i l l y at the furthest reach of 

the g l a c i a l advances although the unglaciated and more rugged h i l l lands 

of southern Indiana and southern Ohio l i e beyond the southern borders 

of the Corn Belt. The lower Y/abash valley (E.S.51) forms a southern 

extension of the corn, hog and wheat economy on the f l a t broad f l o o r 

of the flood p l a i n s b u t on the poorer h i l l lands to either side land use 

and the settlement pattern are more t y p i c a l of the general farming areas 

of southern Indiana and southern I l l i n o i s . 

The Eastern Corn Belt i s also marked by a diverse history of 

settlement. I t was the f i r s t part of the region to be occupied by the 

northward movement of pioneers from Kentucky and by migrants moving west 

across the Appalachians and especially from Pennsylvania. The southern 

parts of the Eastern Com Belt were se t t l e d i n the early 1800's several 



TAKT.E I I I The Eastern Com Bel t : Selected A g r i c u l t u r a l 
Data. 1954. 

Economic Subregions 

47 48 51 

Number of farms 89,086 95,609 38,225 
Average Size of farms (acres) 129 126 135 
% land area i n farms ( l ) 90.3 90.4 81 .9 
% farmland i n crops ( l ) 76.3 75 .7 73.0 

% cash grain farms 33.5 41.6 41 .7 
% livestock farms (except dairy 39 .4 19 . 1 29.4 

and poultry) 

Average l e v e l of l i v i n g index 178 170 149 
Average value of land and 263 211 133 

buildings per acre (d o l l a r s ) 
% tenant farmers 2 9 . 1 23.2 19.3 
% part-time farmers ( 2 ) 29.8 30.9 31.6 
% high-income commercial farmers 29.7 23 .0 16 .7 

(3j 

1 . 1950 data. 

2 . Commercial farmers who worked 100 days or more o f f the farm i n the 
previous year. 

3 . Economic Class I or I I farms. 

Source f o r Tables I I I - VI: Bogue and Beale op. c i t . p. 134 and U.S. 
Department of Commerce, 1954 Census of Agriculture. Vol. I . various table 
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decades before i t s northern parts. The Ohio River formed a migrant route 

from Pittsburgh t o the south-west and the early s e t t l e r s occupied the 

valleys 6f southern Ohio and southern Indiana where r i v e r s drained in t o 

the Ohio. Most of the pioneers reached these sites by moving from the 

Ohio River i n t o these t r i b u t a r i e s on r a f t s although overland t r a v e l l a t e r 

became more important. Riverside sites provided water supply, game and 

some protection from the Indians as w e l l as p o t e n t i a l m i l l sites and 

land suitable f o r subsistence farming. As the choice valley lands were 

f i l l e d up some s e t t l e r s went i n t o the southern h i l l s but the settlement 

of these i s outside the scope of t h i s study."'" 

The central and northern parts of both Ohio and Indiana and the 

southern counties of Michigan were not s e t t l e d u n t i l after 1830. Indian 

control of these areas was only relinquished i n the immediately previous 

years and even then marshes and lakes i n parts hindered settlement. The 

low porterages between the south flowing r i v e r s and streams flowing i n t o 

the Great Lakes had aided the exploration of these areas but t h e i r 

actual settlement was not f u l l y underway u n t i l the Erie Canal was opened. 

This allowed migrants to come i n by a direct route from the east. By 

1840 a l l Ohio had been freed from Indian control and only the northr 

western part of Indiana was s t i l l held. Settlers spread across the area 

1. The w r i t e r has considered certain aspects of the settlement of parts 
of these h i l l lands south of the Com Belt i n Rural Housing and Settlement 
i n Southern Indiana with Reference t o Selected Townships. Unpublished 
M.A. thesis, Indiana University, 1961. 
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r a p i d l y but several of the i l l - d r a i n e d northern areas were not s e t t l e d 

u n t i l the second half of the century, when a r t i f i c i a l drainage schemes 

were completed. 

The Eastern Corn Be l t , both i n i t s physical and settlement characteristics 

divides i n t o three parts, A northern part has a landscape made up 

of moraines and low-lying, often swampy areas, many of them being 

s e t t l e d at a l a t e date. I n the centre the topography i s more r o l l i n g 

and the s o i l s w e l l drained. This area was l a r g e l y s e t t l e d by mid-

century w i t h the northward movement of persons from southern Indiana 

and Ohio as w e l l as by new migrants from the east. The h i l l and vale 

lands of the southern parts of Indiana and Ohio were set t l e d e a r l i e r 

than other parts of the Eastern Corn Belt. The overall density of 

r u r a l settlement was higher than t o the north and t h i s contrast reaains 

i n spite of the poorer farming conditions i n the south. The lower 

p r o d u c t i v i t y , the importance of crops other than corn and the tendency 

f o r land t o revert to non-farm uses i n the Yfabash Valley section of the 

Eastern Com Belt make that area less t y p i c a l of much of the Corn B e l t . 

Subdivisions of the Eastern Corn Belt 

Economic Subregion 4B, the most northerly of the three subregions 

of the Eastern Corn Belt stretches across northern Ohio, northern Indiana 

and southern Michigan. I t i s physiographically a mixture of swamp 

lands and morainal sand ridges. These have had a marked influence upon 

the layout of r u r a l settlement by tending to a l i g n roads and farmsteads. 
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along the d r i e r ridges. Also the farming systems are l o c a l l y varied 

because of the s o i l v a r i e t y found under these conditions. Corn, oats 

and hay are the usual crop combination but special crops are grown and 

dairy c a t t l e are also kept on some farms. The presence of large urban 

populations nearby encourage farming d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n s . 

The part of the subregion i n Ohio (Ohio S.E.A.l) i s composed of an 

area largely drained by the Maumee liiver and which was once covered by 

the Black Swamp. Settlement did not occur u n t i l the 1880's when 

a r t i f i c i a l drainage was implemented long a f t e r surrounding areas had been 

taken up. The d i s t r i c t remains predominantly r u r a l today and lacks 

large towns. The drained muck soils i n the depressions are mainly used 

f o r special crops l i k e sugar beet w i t h cash grains and soy. On the 

ridges which run across the area and represent the old beach li n e s of 

Lake Erie,more land i s sloping and kept i n pasture or hay to supply milk 

t o the urban markets of Cleveland and Toledo.''" 

The sand ridges are carried across the state border i n t o Indiana 

(Indiana S.E.A. 3) and Michigan (Michigan 3.E.A. 9a and 9b), but i n both 

cases they cover a proportionately larger area and so reduce the amount 

of lower land between. Several parts of the intervening lower land are 

1 . Further d e t a i l s of t h i s and other State Economic Areas are obtainable 
i n Bogue and Beale, op. c i t . , p. 4 8 0 f f . The S.E.A. numbers used i n the 
following account are those devised i n 1950. Some were re-numbered f o r 
the 1960 Census* 



- 27 -

s t i l l dotted with lakes as a re s u l t of the g l a c i a l i n t e r r u p t i o n of 

drainage. The greater amount of ridge land and the increased r e l i e f of 

the ridges has tended to favour livestock and pasture enterprises rather 

than casi crops since farm operations must be planned to keep s o i l i n 

place on the sloping land. Average farm size i s low. I t was only 126 

acres i n the whole subregion i n 1954 and a few acres less i n the areas 

under consideration. This i s p a r t l y because of the growth of p a r t -

time and r e s i d e n t i a l farms i n the v i c i n i t y of ur~gan places l i k e 

Kalamazoo."'* 

Perming an area comparable to the Maumee-Black Swamp part of Ohio 

i s the Kankakee-Tippecanoe area of northern Indiana (Indiana S.S.A.2a). 

This land was also settled l a t e a f t e r a r t i f i c i a l drainage of the muck 
2 

s o i l s . Farms are rather larger as a result,averaging 147 acres. 

Specialist farming^including poultry and truck enterprises,rivals livestock 

and dairying with the Chicago metropolitan area only 25 miles away. Part 

of the reason f o r the larger average farm size i s also to be found i n 

the p r a i r i e area i n the west which i s the only extensive p r a i r i e i n 

Indiana."^ Cash grain farms predominate i n t h i s part. Although average 

1 . H i l l , E.B. and Mawby, R.G., Types of Farming i n Michigan. Michigan State 
College Agric. Experiment Station B u l l e t i n 20b, East Lansing, 1954 P» 3 1 . 

2 . Perkins, W.L., "The Significance of Drain T i l e i n Indiana". Economic 
Geography. 7 ( l 9 3 l ) , EP. 380 - 389. 

3 . Robertson, L., Hicks, J.W., Young, E.C., Types of Farming i n Indiana. 
Purdue University Agric. Experiment Station B u l l e t i n "6287 Lafayette, 
1955, P .22. 
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farm size i n the whole subregion i s small compared wi t h much of the 

Corn B e l t , farm levels of l i v i n g are up to the Corn Belt average. These 

two fa c t o r s , which together considerably influence the high density of 

farm settlement and the good quality of farmhouses and farmsteads, are 

i n large part the r e s u l t of the presence of l o c a l urban populations 

peripheral t o the subregion 9and Kalamazoo and Port Wayne which l i e w i t h i n 

the subregion. The proximity of Chicago, Detroit and Toledo enhance the 

value of farmland, d i r e c t farm enterprises towards meeting some of t h e i r 

requirements especielly i n general farming and, at the same time, introduce 

a large number of part-time farmers and smallholders who gain part of 

th e i r income i n urban employment. The presence of these urban-industrial 

employment opportunities also gives the f u l l - t i m e farmer and members of 

his family a chance t o engage i n . nonfana work. 

Economic Subregion 2J-7 l i e s t o the south and covers south-western 

Ohio and central Indiana. I t includes lands i n the middle sections of 

the southward-draining r i v e r s so that the rather greater dissection of 

the g l a c i a l t i l l s has produced a r o l l i n g landscape without major drainage 

problems, although the soi l s are s l i g h t l y leached and podzolic and not 

the most f e r t i l e i n the Corn Belt. Some areas l i k e the Tipton T i l l P l a i n 

(Indiana S.E.A.4 and 5) are less dissected and the general characteristics 

of farm enterprises and the r u r a l landscape are indistinguishable from 

areas t o the north i n E.S. 48 . Other areas are more dissected and the 

soi l s are more leached as well as the d r i f t being thinner. Winter wheat, 
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hay and hogs are the basis of most farming programmes so that many farms 

are classed as livestock enterprises but rotations and pasture are 

employed t o counteract the tendency f o r s o i l s on the slopes t o wash. 

Corn i s , however, more important than i n E.S. 48 and dairying less 

important. The same type of farming i s found i n the Scioto and Miami 

valley areas of Ohio (Ohio S.E.A. 3 ) two of the e a r l i e s t s e t t l e d parts 

of the Corn Be l t . Farm size increases westwards i n the r o l l i n g lands of 

the Wabash River Valley (Indiana S.E.A. 2b) where more land must be kept 

under grass. The average farm size f o r the whole subregion was 129 acres 

i n 1954 but i t was 156 acres i n S.E.A. 2b. Rural settlement i s dense 

i n most parts of the subregion w i t h the small average farm size and also 

considerable numbers of nonfarm persons l i v i n g outside of the subregion's 

towns. Topography i s too gentle to exercise much influence on the 

s i t i n g of farms and roads so that the pattern i s close t o the r e g u l a r i t y 

imposed by the rectangular system of survey and land disposal. The 

urban centres include the state capitals of both Indiana and Ohio and, i n 

the l a t t e r case, Columbus i s joined t o the manufacturing centres of 

Dayton and Hamilton. About a f i f t h of the farms are classed as non­

commercial as a result of much nonfarm employment f o r farmers which also 

helpfc to account f o r the small average farm size. Farms are highly 

mechanized^however?and farm incomes are high, 

A t i e r of counties along the southern edge of the subregion l i e at 

the l i m i t of the Wisconsin g l a c i a l cover. I n t h i s ar&u more h i l l y 
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topography i s found and the farming xs more transitional to the general 

h i l l farming conditions of southern Indiana and Ohio. This increasing 

r e l i e f affects the pattern of farm settlement as the road layout breaks 

away from the survey lines in order to find easier gradients along the 

ridges. Farm buildings are sited on the level ridge or valley lands. 

More land i s under woodland or pasture. 

Economic Subregion 51 i s very different to the two other subregions 

i n the Eastern Corn Belt. I t s farming characteristics make i t tran­

sitional to general farming areas outside of the Corn Belt and i t s 

settlement and housing characteristics are comparable to other southern 

fringes of the region. The subregion i s centred on the f l a t lands of 

the Wabash Valley (Indiana S.E.A.6 and I l l i n o i s S.E.A.9) but the h i l l 

lands to either side are also included, as well as the valley and h i l l 

lands i n the area of Kentucky at the confluence of the Wabash with the 

Ohio River (Kentucky; S.E.A.2). 

Corn, wheat and soy are predominant i n the programmes of farms on 

the valley floor and along the White and Green Rivers which are tributary 

to the Ohio and Wabash* These farms are generally prosperous but most 

counties include areas of sand and gravel ridges and h i l l borders with 

planosols where farming conditions are distinctly poorer."'" No system of farm 

1. Cross A.J., and Wills, J.E., Organization and Operation of Farms i n 
the Claypan Area of Southern I l l i n o i s with Special Reference to Y/ayne 
County. University of I l l i n o i s Agric. Experiment Station Bulletin 579, 
Urbana, 1954» This report gives an indication of farming conditions i n 
a similar planosol area. 
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specialization has developed i n these areas end t h e i r e f f e c t i s to 

lower the overall l e v e l of farm l i v i n g i n the whole subregion. Nearly 

twice as much land i s out of farm use i n this subregicn compared with 

others i n the Eastern Corn B e l t . The Kentucky area i s the poorest of 

the three w i t h a high proportion of negro fanners. 

The subregion i s also lacking i n ur^an centres or other nonfatm 

employment opportunities,with the exception of Evansville and Terre 

Haute both of which experience heavy unemployment. Urban areas have 

suffered population losses i n recent decades at the same time as r u r a l 

population has decreased. Part of the causes of these declines has 

been the changes i n the coal mining industry of the region which has 

been mechanizing and contracting i n size. Much land has been l o s t to 

strip-mining. Many farmers who found part-time work i n the coal industry 

l o s t t h e i r extra source of income and have been thrown back on to farming 

or have l e f t the d i s t r i c t altogether. Other types of industry have 

been slow t o develop and furt h e r farm enlargement and some farm abandon­

ment can be expected as t h i s area increases i t s farm mechanization. 

Farmland values and farm incomes are loY/er than i n the rest of the 

Eastern Corn Belt. 
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The Central Corn Belt 

The Central Com Belt l i e s astride the Mississippi Valley and 

includes the major portion of the Com Belt stretching from the Indiana-

I l l i n o i s border t o the western part of Iowa. On the south i t includes 

northern and central Missouri and reaches i n t o south-western Minnesota 

i n the north. I t includes the six Economic Subregions of 63,70,86,69,71 

and 84. I n subregions 71 and 84 i n Missouri and eastern Kansas and 

E.S, 69 along the northern edge of the central Corn B e l t , corn i s less 

dominant i n the farming enterprises and other characteristics^ associated 

w i t h areas peripheral t o the Com B e l t ? affect the f earning types. The 

area of the Central Corn Belt and i t s northern and southern borders i s 

shown i n Pig. 4. 

Most of the central and northern parts of t h i s vast area ,is made 

up of p r a i r i e land of s l i g h t l y r o l l i n g topography developed on a t h i c k 

layer of g l a c i a l d r i f t and associated materials which mask the pre­

e x i s t i n g topography. These landsmre mainly taken up by the middle of 

the l a s t century a f t e r a delay because of the d i f f i c u l t i e s of ploughing 

the p r a i r i e sod, making farming pay and shipping m timber. The p r a i r i e 

edges were being settled i n the 1830's and settlement spread i n t o the 

inner p r a i r i e s i n the following years. 

Conditions are w e l l suited to cash grain farming on large, highly 

mechanized farms which are common i n the I l l i n o i s and Iowa p r a i r i e s 
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(E.S. 63 and 86 r e s p e c t i v e l y ) e A more dissected area l i e s between these 

two p r a i r i e s along t h e borders of t h e M i s s i s s i p p i Hiver and i t s 

t r i b u t a r i e s and here i n E.S. 70, where more s l o p i n g l a n d must be kept 

under pasture t o p r o t e c t i t from e r o s i o n , l i v e s t o c k f e a t u r e more 

prominently i n the ferm e n t e r p r i s e s . 

The two p r a i r i e areas can be considered f i r s t . Economic Subregion 

63 covers the Grand P r a i r i e of e a s t - c e n t r a l I l l i n o i s which i s one o f 

t h e most prosperous farming areas i n the Corn B e l t . Much o f the d i s t r i c t 

i s f l a t or g e n t l y r o l l i n g w i t h a deep f e r t i l e p r a i r i e s o i l (brunizem) 

cover w i t h patches of less f e r t i l e p o d z o l i c s o i l s . I n s p i t e of misuses 

o f these lands by the e a r l y f a r m e r s ^ l i t t l e s o i l e rosion or exhaustion 

r e s u l t e d . Corn and small grains are r a i s e d over the whole area and are 

mainly s o l d o f f t h e farms. 86 per cent of the farmland was being cropped 

i n 1954 and t w o — t h i r d s of t h e farms were classed as cash g r a i n e n t e r ­

p r i s e s (Table I V ) . The growth o f t h i s cash g r a i n economy i s w e l l s u i t e d 

t o t h e s o i l s and t h e topography which a l l o w the extensive use o f machinery. 

The economy also r e f l e c t s t h e r e l a t i v e l y l a t e settlement of t h e poorer 

drained p r a i r i e s when lan d s p e c u l a t i o n and the h i g h cost o f l a n d 

improvements caused many farmers t o f i n d themselves tenants r a t h e r than 

owners. Cash g r a i n farming i s amenable t o tenant o p e r a t i o n since i t 

allows share cropping and f r e e s the tenant from a heavy o u t l a y on stock 

and t h e i r b u i l d i n g s . About h a l f o f the farms are tenant-operated but 

there appear t o be no obvious d i f f e r e n c e s between tenant and owner-
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TABLE TV The C e n t r a l Corn B e l t : Selected A g r i c u l t u r a l 
Data, 1954* 

Economic Subregions 

63 70 86 

Number of farms 51,936 69,450 59,586 
Average size of farms (acres) 197 174 188 
% land area i n farms ( l ) 91.6 93.7 96.8 
% farmland i n crops ( l ) 86.0 73.5 85.1 

% cash g r a i n farms 70.9 22 .2 38.6 
% l i v e s t o c k farms (except d a i r y l6«9 65.1 40.7 

and p o u l t r y ) 

Average l e v e l of l i v i n g index 187 190 191 
Average value of land and 
•buildings per acre ( d o l l a r s ) 336 228 238 
% tenant farmers 51.7 39.9 46 . 5 
% p a r t - t i m e farmers ( l ) 
/o high-income commercial farmers 

13.9 12 .5 7.5 % p a r t - t i m e farmers ( l ) 
/o high-income commercial farmers 48.6 39.6 41 .4 

( 1 ) See Table H I 
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operated farms and farmsteads i n the area. 

I n the n o r t h e r n p a r t o f the subregion ( I l l i n o i s S.E.A. 5) the 

Kankakee P l a i n i s l a r g e l y made up o f p o o r l y drained f l u v i o - g l a c i a l 

and l a c u s t r i n e m a t e r i a l s w h i l e the Bloomington Ridged P l a i n i s an area 

of broad morainic i n t e r f l u v e s and i l l - d r a i n e d b e l t s which have been 

a r t i f i c i a l l y d rained. L i k e the comparable Kankakee-Tippecanoe area i n 

India n a , t h i s p a r t o f I l l i n o i s was s e t t l e d l a t e r than surrounding p a r t s . 

Since improvement were made, however, la n d values have r i s e n continuously 

and kept tenancy r a t e s h i g h . Over h a l f o f the cropland i s under corn 

i n any one year. 

The main p a r t of the Grand P r a i r i e l i e s t o the south i n I l l i n o i s 

S.E.A. 6a and 6b. These areas are bounded on the south by the S h e l b y v i l l e 

Moraine which marks the southern extension of vrisconsin g l a c i a t i o n i n 

I l l i n o i s and serves t o d i v i d e the f e r t i l e l e v e l lands o f c e n t r a l I l l i n o i s 

from the l e s s f e r t i l e h i l l lands o f southern I l l i n o i s . The western p a r t 

o f the p r a i r i e ( I l l i n o i s S.E.A. 6a) was cut by t r i b u t a r i e s of t h e 

Mi s s o u r i River such as the I l l i n o i s and others -,Mch brought the f i r s t 

s e t t l e r s i n t o the c e n t r a l p a r t s o f the s t a t e . From here they could 

spread cut i n t o the l e s s accessible eastern and n o r t h e r n p a r t s . I n 

both of these areas of the Grand P r a i r i e cash g r a m i s a l s o dominant but 

1 . Ross, R.G. and Case, H.C.M., Types of Farming m I l l i n o i s . U n i v e r s i t y 
of I l l i n o i s A g r i c . Experiment S t a t i o n B u l l e t i n 6 0 1 , Urbana, 1956, p.45. 
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e r o s i o n i s more of a problem on the s l o p i n g land xn the nest where more 

pasture i s found. I l l i n o i s 8.E.A. 6b t o the east i s f l a t t e r and more 

of the land has been drained."'" The southern counties i n the two areas 

are more r o l l i n g as a r e s u l t of the morainic deposits and are t r a n s i t i o n a l , 

t o t h e more h i l l y counties i n the southern p a r t s of I l l i n o i s . 

Land values m a l l these c e n t r a l I l l i n o i s counties are high along 

vd.th high r a t e s of tenancy. Farm incomes are s u f f i c i e n t not t o r e q u i r e 

a supplementary o f f - f a r m income,although a p r o p o r t i o n of fanners do f i n d 

a d d i t i o n a l work i n Peoria and S p r i n g f i e l d and the many small towns v/hich 

are r e g u l a r l y spaced out along the main highways and r a i l w a y s . Average 

farm s i z e i n the subregion y/as moderately l a r g e at 197 acres i n 1954* 

TYith n e a r l y a l l the land i n farms and few physiccJL obstacles t o l a n d 

use and settlement the p a t t e r n of farmsteads and roads i s remarkably 

uniform under the i n f l u e n c e of the method of r e c t a n g u l a r land survey by 

which the l a n d was d i v i d e d up. 

Economic Subregion 86 i n n o r t h e r n Iova and south-western Minnesota 

r e p r e s e n t s s a t the western end of the C e n t r a l Com B e l t $ t h e area comparable 

t o the I l l i n o i s Grand P r a n i e . This i s the Iova P r a i r i e -.There a l a t e 

sub-stage (Mankato) o f the "Wisconsin sheet spread south and l a i d out 

l e v e l t i l l s on which have developed deep brunizem s o i l s . This i s also 

1. A b r i e f study of a small p a r t of t h i s area i s Rose, J.X., "The 
Delavan P r a i r i e ; An I l l i n o i s Corn B e l t Community". J o u r n a l of Geopyaphyf 

32 (1933), pp. 1 - 1 3 . 
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an i n t e n s i v e cash-grain farming area w i t h h i g h l y mechanized farms of an 

average s i z e of 188 acres, but l i v e s t o c k are more important than i n the 

I l l i n o i s p r a a r i e because t h e c l i m a t e i s too severe t o s u i t corn other 

than f o r i t s production f o r feed purposes. This was a l a s t p a r t of Iowa 

t o r eceive s e t t l e r s owing t o i t s w e s t e r l y p o s i t i o n and the need t o 

i n s t a l l a r t i f i c i a l drainage i n many areas."'" The t r i b u t a r i e s of t h e 

M i s s i s s i p p i i n t h i s area, p r i n c i p a l l y the Des Moines i n the south and 

the MinnesOW i n the n o r t h , have not f u l l y r e - e s t a b l i s h e d drainage over 

the whole subregion so t h a t rnjch swamp and pond drainage had t o be 

undertaken between 1880 and 1915 before the settlement of the area could 

be completed. By t h i s time the r a i l network »ra.s f u l l y e s t a b l i s h e d as a 

f u r t h e r a i d t o the development of new areas o f c u l t i v a t i o n . Before 

drainage, settlements had been confined t o v a l l e y sides and the higher 

and b e t t e r drained k n o l l s . 

As i n the corresponding p a r t of I l l i n o i s , tenancy r a t e s are high 

along w i t h the high land values and i n t e n s i v e p r o d u c t i o n of cash grams, 

but the subregion does not q u i t e match the I l l i n o i s area i n any o f 

these respects. Even so, farm l e v e l s of l i v i n g are among the highest 

i n the Corn B e l t , L i v e s t o c k are more important i n the n o r t h e r n p a r t 

o f the subregion where Minnesota S.E.A. 8 and the n o r t h e r n t i e r of 

1 . For a study of the probable extent of the wet p r a i r i e and i t s occupance 
w i t h reference t o Iowa see Heyres L., "The Northern Yfet P r a i r i e of the 
United States: Nature,Sources of I n f o r m a t i o n , and Extent". Annals Assoc. 
Am. Geogs. U (1951), pp. 307 - 323. 
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counties i n Iowa (Iowa S.E.A. 2a) are very s i m i l a r w i t h l i v e s t o c k 

p r o v i d i n g over 50 per cent of the farm income."1" This p a r t of t h e sub-

r e g i o n has remained very r u r a l u n t i l t h e present w i t h farms g e n e r a l l y 

l a r g e r than i n the southern p a r t o f the subregion and few urban centres. 

Settlement occurred l a t e and l a r g e l y w i t h the i n f l u x o f persons from 
2 

c e n t r a l and nort h e r n Europe. 

The southern p a r t o f the Iowa P r a i r i e (lowa S.E.A. 2b) i s l e s s 

noted f o r i t s l i v e s t o c k than f o r i t s cash grains b u t a l t o g e t h e r t h i s sub-

r e g i o n i s a g r i c u l t u r a l l y more diverse than the I l l i n o i s cash g r a i n 

r e g i o n i n view o f i t s g r e a t e r c a t t l e and hog i n t e r e s t s . O ff-farm 

employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s are less than i n I l l i n o i s w i t h Des Moines 

being the o n l y c i t y of any s i z e on the southern edge of t h e subregion. 

With these r u r a l c o n d i t i o n s and few r u r a l nonfarm persons l i v i n g i n the 

open country^ farm settlement p a t t e r n s are very r e g u l a r w i t h only the 

occasional i n t e r r u p t i o n of a slough or l a k e d i v e r t i n g a road l i n e or 

d i s p l a c i n g a farmstead l o c a t i o n . 

The area of w e s t - c e n t r a l I l l i n o i s and eastern IoY/a between the 

I l l i n o i s and Iowa p r a i r i e s f a l l s i n t o Economic Subregion 70. This i s 

one of the r i c h e s t farming regions i n the Corn B e l t and, indeed, i n the 

1» These two areas make up the livestock-dominated type of farming area 
which the USDA map separates from a cash g r a i n r e g i o n covering the 
southern p a r t of t h i s subregion. See Pigs. 1 and 2« 

2. J e h l i k , P.J. and Y/akeley, R.E., Iowa Urban and Rural M i g r a t i o n . 
Iowa State College A g r i c . Experiment S t a t i o n Research B u l l e t i n 407, Ames, 
1954, P. 78. 
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whole n a t i o n . These lands b o r d e r i n g the M i s s x s s i p p i River and i t s 

t r i b u t a r i e s are g e n t l y r o l l i n g but become w e l l dissected c l o s e r t o t h e 

main l i n e s o f drainage. The upland p r a i r i e was d i v i d e d up by wooded 

v a l l e y s . Much o f the d r i f t m a t e r i a l i s o l d e r than i n t h e two major 

p r a i r i e areas t o e i t h e r side so t h a t the s o i l s on t h i s m a t e r i a l are more 

leached and need good management w i t h crop r o t a t i o n s i n order t o main­

t a i n t h e i r f e r t i l i t y . The loess deposits i n the area s i m i l a r l y need 

care t o prevent t h e i r e r o s i o n . Under these c o n d i t i o n s cash g r a i n farming 

gives way t o a balanced programme based upon the p r o d u c t i o n of feed 

grains n o t a b l y corn which takes up about 50 per cent of the cropland. 

These are f e d t o hogs and beef c a t t l e although d a i r y i n g i s l o c a l l y important. 

This subregion was s e t t l e d i n t h e middle years of the l a s t century 

before much of the I l l i n o i s p r a i r i e and any of the Iowa p r a i r i e were 

taken up. I t was the f i r s t p a r t o f Iowa T e r r i t o r y t o be openedup i n the 

1830's and most of i t was f i l l e d w i t h i n 30 years. Most o f t h e e a r l y 

s e t t l e r s were from f u r t h e r east i n t h e Mid-West or from the A t l a n t i c 

Seaboard,but Europeans formed a second wave which came l a t e r and took 

land being s o l d o f f by farmers and land speculators. The f i r s t s e t t l e r s 

took the wooded, l i g h t e r p o d z o l i c s o i l s i n the v a l l e y s but they were 

soon expanding on t o the p r a i r i e s which were s e t t l e d here sooner than 

the l a r g e r ones i n I l l i n o i s . , t i t h these smaller p r a i r i e s t h e sod was 

less-tough f o r ploughing and the s o i l s b e t t e r drained. Timber was 

nearby and could be supplied from woodlots which farmers maintained i n 
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the v a l l e y s . 

The p a r t s of the subregion i n Iowa (Iowa S.E.A. 5 and 6) have a 

high percentage of land under c u l t i v a t i o n w i t h corn t a k i n g up about h a l f 

o f t h e cropland. But l i v e s t o c k i s t h e main source of farm income and 

d a i r y i n g becomes important c l o s e r t o the r i v e r s , where more land i s s l o p i n g 

and under grass. I t i s c l o s e r also t o urban markets l i k e Davenport, 

Rock I s l a n d and Moline l o c a t e d along the M i s s i s s i p p i . 

I n the I l l i n o i s s e c t i o n of the subregion ( I l l i n o i s S.E.A. 3) 

l i v e s t o c k forms the main income again and only 21 per cent of the farms 

were classed as cash g r a i n enterprises."'" Farm size i n 1954 was s l i g h t l y 

l a r g e r i n t h i s area being 187 acres on average,compared w i t h 174 f o r 

the whole subregion. This i s m p a r t due t o the presence of the 

Sangamon P r a i r i e P l a i n where f l a t t e r c o n d i t i o n s favour more cash g r a i n 

farming. Some farmers i n t h i s d i s t r i c t b r i n g i n western c a t t l e t o absorb 

t h e i r feed surpluses. 

Tenancy r a t e s are h i g h m the subregion accounting f o r 40 per cent 

of the farms. Apart from good farm incomes,, farm l e v e l s o f l i v i n g are 

boosted by the presence of se v e r a l manufacturing towns on the M i s s i s s i p p i 

and f u r t h e r west i n Iowa which provide some o f f - f a r m employment. The 

southern edge of the subregion becomes more dissected and grades i n t o 

1. Ross and Case, op. c i t . p.42. 
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the h i l l y c o n d i t i o n s t y p i c a l of Economic Subregion 71. The r o l l i n g 

character o f much of the topography, and t h e presence of r i v e r valleys,, 

upsets the neat p a t t e r n s of farm settlement seen i n the I l l i n o i s end 

Iowa P r a i r i e s . Insteadjroads have t o take account of r i v e r crossings 

and g r a d i e n t s and i r r e g u l a r farm boundaries abut the d e n s i t y and s c a t t e r i n g 

of the farmsteads i s l i t t l e a f f e c t e d by these f a c t o r s . 

C e n t r a l Corn B e l t Borders 

Two subregions t o the south and one t o the n o r t h ^ v h i c h are t r a n ­

s i t i o n a l i n a g r i c u l t u r a l and other c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s t o areas o u t s i d e o f 

the region^can be conveniently considered here as b o r d e r i n g p a r t s of the 

C e n t r a l Corn B e l t . Economic Subregion 71, one of the l a r g e s t subregions, 

appears t r a n s i t i o n a l since corn i s a l e s s dominant crop i n the t y p i c a l 

farm programme and the p r o p o r t i o n of land devoted t o pasture i s h i g h . 

Only 59 per cent of the farmland was i n crops i n 1554 (Table V ) . Beef 

c a t t l e also replace hogs as the main form of l i v e s t o c k , a n d f a t t e n i n g 

becomes l e s s important than grazing f u r t h e r south. Farms are o f moderate 

size but provide l e s s income and are l e s s mechanized than i n subregions 

t o the n o r t h . 
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TABLE V The C e n t r a l Corn B e l t - Borders; Selected 
A g r i c u l t u r a l Data, 1954* 

Economic Subregions 

71 84 69 

Number o f farms 100,233 36,150 8k,684 
Average s i ^ e o f farms (acres ) 192 206 171 
% land area i n farms ( l ) 91.3 91.3 94.6 
% farmland i n crops ( l ) 59.0 54.7 72.1 

% cash g r a i n farms 22.4 22.0 18.2 
% l i v e s t o c k farms (except d a i r y 56.6 36.9 41.6 

and p o u l t r y ) 

Average l e v e l of l i v i n g index 160 149 185 
Average value of land and 
b u i l d i n g s per acre ( d o l l a r s ) 106 72 171 
fc tenant farmers 23.2 19.7 36.3 
% p a r t - t i m e farmers ( l ) 17.5 23.6 10.1 
% h i g h income commercial farmers 15.7 9.7 30.9 

(1) 

( l ) See Table I I I . 
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This subregion includes a p a r t of w e s t - c e n t r a l I l l i n o i s , n o r t h e r n 

M i s s o u r i and p a r t of southern Iowa, The topography i s more r o l l i n g than 

i n the p r a i r i e s t o the n o r t h since i t i s developed on land which s u f f e r e d 

e a r l i e r g l a c i a t i o n and l a t e r d i s s e c t i o n . Most of the s o i l s are s i l t y 

loams some of which are leached and others are planosols w i t h s u b s o i l 

c o n d i t i o n s which impede drainage. Land use i s l e s s i n t e n s i v e w i t h 

lower crop y i e l d s per acre and more lan d i s l e f t under wood which, w i t h 

p r a i r i e areas, formed the o r i g i n a l v e g e t a t i o n . Some land which was 

e a r l y misused s u f f e r e d erosion and w as re t u r n e d t o non-crop uses. 

I n the p a r t of the subregion i n I l l i n o i s ( I l l i n o i s S.E.A, 4)$ up ^° 

one h a l f of the land i n ecch county i s under pasture at any one time 

and corn only occupies between 30 and 2,0 per cent of the cropland area. 

D a i r y i n g also becomes l o c a l l y important around St. Louis but there are 

no other l a r g e centres i n the subregion. O t t u w a , Hannibal and Quincy 

i n no way r i v a l the centre? f u r t h e r n o r t h and east and provide l i t t l e 

o f f - f a r m employment f o r members of farm f a m i l i e s . 

I n M i s s o u r i the eastern P r a i r i e and River H i l l s s e c t i o n ( M i s s o u r i 

S.E.A. 2b) i s an area of wooded v a l l e y s and i n t e r s p e r s e d p r a i r i e . " ^ 

Timber was cleared i n an e a r l y phase o f settlement but much of t h i s land 

has now gone down t o pasture, A considerable area of bottomland e x i s t s 

1, C o l l i e r , J.E., A g r i c u l t u r a l A t l a s of M i s s o u r i . U n i v e r s i t y of M i s s o u r i 
Agmc. Experiment S t a t i o n B u l l e t i n 645, Columbia, 1955. p. 16• 
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along t h e M i s s i s s i p p i and Mis s o u r i R i v e r s . Some i s drained and given 

over t o g r a i n p r o d u c t i o n but much remains u n s u i t a b l e f o r c u l t i v a t i o n 

e s p e c i a l l y between t h e M i s s i s s i p p i and I l l i n o i s R i v ers. E a r l y settlement 

g e n e r a l l y avoided these p o o r l y drained areas. 

The topography becomes more r o l l i n g i n c e n t r a l M i s s o u r i ( M i s s o u r i 

S.E.A. 2a) where the s o i l s are shallower and encourage t h e i r use f o r 

l i v e s t o c k pasture. B e t t e r s o i l s f o r g r a i n s are, however, found i n the 

western c o u n t i e s . ^ The two p a r t s o f the subregion i n Iowa d i s p l a y much 

the same c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s and provide a c o n t r a s t t o the cash g r a i n areas 

which l i e immediately t o the n o r t h i n E.S. 86. This p a r t of Iowa was 

s e t t l e d from M i s s o u r i i n the 1830's and 1840's several decades be f o r e 

areas o f p r a i r i e t o the north^and the s o i l s have s u f f e r e d d e p l e t i o n as 

a r e s u l t . I n Iowa S.E.A. 3b the average values of farmland are o n l y 

h a l f of what they are i n other p a r t s of Iowa i n d i c a t i v e of the lower 

r e t u r n s i t y i e l d s . There has been marked o u t - m i g r a t i o n of farm persons 

as a r e s u l t o f farm mechanization and c o n s o l i d a t i o n . Most of these 

persons have l e f t the area e n t i r e l y since there are few employment 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s i n the towns which have grown very s l o w l y . Without t h i s 

urban market^ d a i r y i n g has not developed i n an area where the environmental 

c o n d i t i o n s are w e l l s u i t e d . Iowa S.E.A. 3a l i e s a l i t t l e f u r t h e r n o r t h 

1. M i l l e r , M.F., Some Important Features of Mi s s o u r i A g r i c u l t u r e . 
U n i v e r s i t y of M i s s o u r i A g r i c . Experiment S t a t i o n B u l l e t i n 596, Columbia, 
1955, P. 10. 
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than Iowa S.E.A.Jb and has l e s s dissected topography. More land i s put 

under earn each year and conditions are more akin to the cash grain 

areas to the north with the r e s u l t that farm l e v e l s of l i v i n g are higher 

than elsewhere i n the subregion,''" 

The r e l i e f of the subregion increases southwards towards the Ozark 

uplands and the amount of wooded land also becomes greater with natural 

p r a i r i e openings forming only small enclaves. With average farm s i z e 

running at 192 acres far the whole subregion,the density of farmsteads 

i s f a i r l y t y p i c a l of the c e n t r a l parts of the Corn Belt but the d i v e r s i t y 

of the topogr aphy and the presence of woodland areas means that t h e i r 

scattering i s l e s s even and the road network f a r from regular. 

Economic Subregion 84 l i e s astride the northern part of the Missouri-

Kansas border and edges the Kansas wheat belt and the Ozark area to the 

south. L i k e E.S. 51 i n the Eastern Corn Belt t h i s subregion forms a 

second small, southern t r a n s i t i o n a l area of r e l a t i v e l y low farm incomes. 

Less intensive cropping, low land values, lower r a t e s of tenancy and a 

slowness to develop farm mechanization are also c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s which 

the subregion shares with the southern fringe of the Com B e l t . 

Much of the subregion i s composed of an undulating p r a i r i e dissected 

by t r i b u t a r i e s of the Missouri River. The southern part was not 

1. A b r i e f description of one township i n t h i s area i s by Renner, G.T., 
"A Geographical Survey of Iowa". Economic Geography, 10 (1934), pp. 297 -
301. 
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g l a c i a t e d and here the topography i s rough and s o i l erosion f a i r l y 

widespread. Even i n the n o r t h the g l a c i a l cover i s t h i n . As a southern 

area i t was s e t t l e d at an e a r l y p e r i o d . Pioneers entered the M i s s o u r i 

p a r t of the r e g i o n i n the 1820's but the Kansas p o r t i o n was not s e t t l e d 

before t h e 1850 !s. The French t r a d e r s had s e t t l e d at p o i n t s along the 

Mi s s o u r i River at an even e a r l i e r date and examples of t h e i r i n f l u e n c e 

are s t i l l t o be seen. Most of the American s e t t l e r s came from M i s s o u r i , 

Kentucky and other southern areas and included a p r o p o r t i o n of negroes. 

Li v e s t o c k are the main source of farm income w i t h 45 V Q r cent of the 

farmland i n the subregion under pasture and corn only accounting f o r a 

t h i r d o f the cropland area. Farms averaged 206 acres m 1954 

being considerably l a r g e r on the Kansas side of the r i v e r (Kansas S.E.A. 

7a) than on the M i s s o u r i side ( M i s s o u r i S.S.A. j ) as a r e s u l t of the 

l a t e r settlement t o the west. M i g r a t i o n has occurred from the farms 

over the past 60 year's and has removed many of the smaller, low income 

u n i t s but the subregion r i v a l s the Wabash V a l l e y ( m the Eastern Com 

B e l t ) as the area of the Corn Be l t where farm l e v e l s of l i v i n g are 

lowest. Few towns e x i s t m the subregion t o all o w farmers t o supplement 

t h e i r incomes or t o absorb the surplus farm p o p u l a t i o n . 

Economic Subregion 69 forms an elongated n o r t h e r n border t o the 

Ce n t r a l Corn B e l t . I t s t r e t c h e s roughly between Chicago and Minneapolis 

and includes counties i n north-west e m I l l i n o i s , south-western Y/isconsin, 

n o r t h - e c s t e r n Iowa and south-eastern Minnesota. Most o f the land i s 



- 47 -

more r o l l i n g than i n t h e subregion immediately t o t h e south. This 

c o n d i t i o n i s the r e s u l t i n some instances of lan d escaping t h e e f f e c t s 

of t h e Y/isconsin cover as i n the d r i f t l e & s area of Wisconsin and n o r t h ­

western I l l i n o i s . I n other areas the Yfisconsm cover was only t h i n and 

had a l e s s complete e f f e c t l e a v i n g a d r i f t and loess-covered k n o l l 

topography. I n the p a r t of the subregion m l a v a ( l o r a S.E.A. 2)) much 

of the g l a c i a l d r i f t i s coarse so t h a t the s o i l s derived therefrom are 

as w e l l kept under pasture as ploughed. 7/ooded b e l t s are also common. 

I n the Minnesota s e c t i o n of the subregion (Minnesota S.i.A. 7) several 

i l l - d r a i n e d areas are found. As a r e s u l t of these l i m i t a t i o n s on la n d -

use, the shorter growing season which prevents the proper maturing of 

corAj and the settlement of many V/est and C e n t r a l Europeans, the 

a g r i c u l t u r a l systems on farms i n the subregion are t r a n s i t i o n a l betveen 

those o f Corn B e l t areas t o the south and the d a i r y i n g areas of v/isconsin 

and Minnesota t o the north."'" I n f a c t the U.S. Department of A g r i c u l t u r e 

p r e f e r t o in c l u d e a major p a r t of the subregion i n the d a i r y i n g area i n 

t h e i r 1950 r e g i o n a l i z a t i o n of farming types, l o per cent of xhe farm 

income of farmers i n the subregion comes from d a i r y i n g and t h i s r i s e s 

t o 39 per cent i n the Wisconsin p a r t (Wisconsin S.E.A. 3)» Nevertheless 

corn s t i l l takes up 40 per cent of a l l cropland which j u s t i f i e s the 

I.Nelson, L., Ramsey, 0,5. and Toews, J , , A Century of Population Growth 
i n Minnesota. U n i v e r s i t y of Minnesota A g r i c . Experiment S t a t i o n B u l l e t i n 
423, Minneapolis, 1954, p. 18. 
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i n c l u s i o n o f the area i n the Corn B e l t . The combination of pasture, 

corn and forage p r o d u c t i o n also supports "beef and hag pr o d u c t i o n . 

The eastern p a r t of the subregion ( I l l i n o i s S.E.A. l ) was s e t t l e d 

i n the 1830 's w i t h the a i d of the node o f settlement which had e a r l i e r 

developed around the mining area at Galena and which spread settlement 

i n t o t h e r e s t of the d r i f t l e s s area."'' L a t e r s e t t l e r s included Danish, 

Swiss and Scandinavians who came mainly i n the 1860's once the r a i l w a y 

had brought the southern p a r t s of Wisconsin and Minnesota i / i t h i n easy 
2 

reach. These people brought t h e i r knowledge of d a i r y p r o d u c t i o n w i t h 

them although there was l i t t l e a t t e n t i o n t o t h i s type of farming u n t i l 

they were forc e d t o give up wheat farming by the opening up of the 

Great P l a i n s wheat lands. Rates o f tenancy have never been very high 

since tenancy i s incompatible w i t h the l a r g e investments i n stock. 

Farms tend t o be smaller than i n much of the C e n t r a l Corn B e l t (averaging 

166 acres i n 1950 and 171 i n 1954) 9 although they are w e l l cared f o r and 

provide good incomes so t h a t farm l e v e l s of l i v i n g are h i g h . These 

1 . Trewartha, G.T., "A Second Epoch o f D e s t r u c t i v e Occupance i n the 
D r i f t l e s s H i l l Land, 1760 - 1832: Period of B r i t i s h , Spanish and E a r l y 
American C o n t r o l " . Annals Assoc. Am. Geogs. 30 (1940) , pp. 109 - 142. 

2. Hagood, M.J., and Sharp, E.F., Rural Urban M i g r a t i o n i n Wisconsin. 
U n i v e r s i t y o f Wisconsin A g r i c . Experiment S t a t i o n B u l l e t i n , 176, Madison, 
1951, P. 10. 

3. Durand, L., "Dairy Region of Southeastern Wisconsin and Northeastern 
I l l i n o i s " . Economic Geography. 16 (1940 ) , pp. 416 - 428. 
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incomes tend t o be highest at the eastern end of the subregion c l o s e r 

t o the main market f o r m i l k i n the Chicago area and c l o s e r also t o such 

towns as Rockford -which can provide some o f f - f a r m employment. The 

presence of these urban markets and centres of employment undoubtedly 

help t o account f o r the p r o s p e r i t y of t h i s n o r t h e r n border i n c o n t r a s t 

t o the southern Corn B e l t f r i n g e . Further from Chicago more of the 

m i l k i s turned i n t o cheeses and the cheese p l a n t , o f t e n s i t u a t e d at a 

cross-road p o s i t i o n , adds a f u r t h e r element t o the r u r a l settlement 

p a t t e r n . Since the topography i s u n d u l a t i n g t o h i l l y i n t h i s subregion, 

the p a t t e r n of roads and farmsteads i s l e s s r e g u l a r than on the f l a t t e r 

p r a i r i e s f u r t h e r south. Roads seek t o avoid i l l - d r a i n e d patches^ and 

farmsteads, though s t i l l w e l l separated from each other, tend t o c l u s t e r 

between areas of woodland or cutover. 

The Western Corn B e l t 

The Western Corn B e l t c o n s i s t s of Economic Subregions 85, 87, 92, 

and 93* H e r e ? i n s u f f i c i e n t r a i n f a l l i n the growing season i s a primary 

f a c t o r reducing corn y i e l d s . Other c r o p s 9 l i k e wheat and sorghum^become 

important and e v e n t u a l l y replace corn beyond the l i m i t s of the western 

Corn B e l t . I n Minnesota,dairying and general farming increase i n 

importance towards the n o r t h e r n edge of t h e Corn B e l t . Since corn y i e l d s 
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vary g r e a t l y from year t o year according t o r a i n f a l l conditionsjmost 

farmers beyond the M i s s o u r i and on the western margins of the regxon 

tend t o understock w i t h c a t t l e and hogs i n order t o avoid buying feed 

i n times of shortage. Instead,,they p r e f e r t o s e l l surplus g r a i n t o 

farms f u r t h e r east. 

Topographically the Western Corn B e l t includes the lands b o r d e r i n g 

the M i s s o u r i River and i t s main western t r i b u t a r i e s , the P l a t t e and 

Republican, Much of the r e g i o n i s f l a t or u n d u l a t i n g p r a i r i e 9 a l t h o u g h 

i t becomes more dissected c l o s e r t o the r i v e r s . Loess covers extensive 

areas. Major f e a t u r e s of the Western Corn B e l t are shown i n P i g . 5« 

Settlement occurred at a l a t e p e r i o d i n t h i s subregion which was 

the l a s t p a r t o f the Corn B e l t t o be occupied. Most of t h e migrants came 

when the r a i l w a y s reached across the M i s s o u r i River from Iowa,although 

some came across Iowa by wagon or stage and some s e t t l e d i n r i v e r s i d e 

areas a f t e r coming up the M i s s o u r i t o Kansas C i t y , Sioux C i t y and beyond 

by boat. Most settlement i n the r e g i o n i s t h e r e f o r e w e l l under 100 

years o l d and i t s p a t t e r n c l o s e l y f o l l o w s the s e c t i o n l i n e s of the town­

s h i p and range survey which had been w e l l t r i e d and t e s t e d by t h i s time. 

Most of t h e s e t t l e r s were from more eastern p a r t s of the Corn B e l t w i t h 

a p r o p o r t i o n from c e n t r a l Europe. Although some p a r t s were not entered 

u n t i l the 1880*s,settlement was v i r t u a l l y complete by 1910. 
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TABLE V I The Yfestern Corn B e l t : Selected A g r i c u l t u r a l 
Data. 1 9 % . 

Number of farms 
Average siz e of farms 

(acres) 
% la n d area i n farms ( l ) 
% farmland i n crops ( l ) 

85 

Economic Subregions 

87 92 

124,697 31,571 
193 263 

94.2 
76.4 

96.3 
79.6 

43,978 
390 

96.5 
59.1 

93 

37,269 
342 

95.5 
64.5 

% cash g r a i n farms 
% l i v e s t o c k farms (except 

d a i r y and p o u l t r y ) 

26.3 

54.6 

42.4 

24.8 

24.4 

55.2 

56.0 

24.2 

Average l e v e l o f l x v i n g mndex 179 166 168 172 
Average value of land and 173 97 72 88 

b u i l d i n g s per acre ( d o l l a r s ) 
% tenant farmers 39.4 31»4 36.5 38.0 
% p a r t - t i m e farmers ( l ) 14.2 5.8 7.1 9.0 
% hi g h income commercial 

farmers ( l ) 28 .4 20.7 19.3 21.0 

1. See Table I I I . 
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Farms i n the r e g i o n have always been l a r g e r than i n o t h e r p a r t s of 

the Corn B e l t i n order t o counteract the e f f e c t s of lower y i e l d s under 

d i f f i c u l t c l i m a t i c c o n d i t i o n s . But farm out-migrations have been 

widespread since the p e r i o d of settlement i n the l a t t e r p a r t o f t h e l a s t 

century, i n d i c a t i v e o f the f a c t t h a t the u n i t s of settlement have not 

been l a r g e enough t o a l l o w farm f a m i l i e s t o support themselves at a 

reasonable standard. Farm mechanization has f u r t h e r aided continued 

farm c o n s o l i d a t i o n t o a p o i n t where average farm s i x e i n the two western 

subregions i s now w e l l over 300 acres. This means t h a t the d e n s i t y of 

farmsteads i s much lower than i n subregions already considered and the 

road network becomes more open. The amount o f l a n d under crops a t any 

one time i s a l s o lower. 

Economic Subregion 8:3 i s the most e a s t e r l y of the f o u r western 

subregions and as such i t r e t a i n s many of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the 

C e n t r a l Corn B e l t . Farm size i s only equal t o the Corn B e l t average. 

L i v e s t o c k are the main e n t e r p r i s e on most farms t o a much greater extent 

than i n other western areas and c a t t l e and hogs are brought i n from 

western areas f o r f e e d i n g as i n other p a r t s o f the C e n t r a l Corn B e l t . 

The subregion l i e s a s t r i d e the middle M i s s o u r i V a l l e y w i t h i t s f r i n g e 

o f f e r t i l e s o i l s derived from l o e s s . These p r a i r i e brunizems are 

e s p e c i a l l y t h i c k on the Iowa side,but they are e a s i l y eroded under crops 

so t h a t a system of farming based on keeping a p r o p o r t i o n of s l o p i n g 
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l a n d under grass has developed. Even so 9 t h r e e - q u a r t e r s of the farmland 

i n the subregion i s cropped. 

I n the Iowa p a r t of the subregion (Iowa 3.E.A. l a and l b ) 9 h o g and 

c a t t l e f a t t e n i n g i s the dominant type of farming and sever a l of the 

Mi s s o u r i - s i d e towns are noted f o r t h e stockyerds where p l a i n s - r e a r e d 

c a t t l e are t r a n s f e r r e d t o f a t t e n i n g farms f u r t h e r east as w e l l as t o 

farms i n the Iowa p a r t of t h i s subregion. I n the n o r t h e r n of t h e two 

areas (Iowa S.E.A. l a ) c o n d i t i o n s are i d e a l f o r the l i v e s t o c k and corn 

economy. This was a l a s t p a r t of the s t a t e t o be s e t t l e d being taken 

up i n the 1870-1880 p e r i o d . By t h i s l a t e r settlement t h e area was able 

t o avoid the development of many small and b a s i c a l l y uneconomic farms 

as w e l l as a p r o l i f e r a t i o n of small s e r v i c e centres as occurred i n more 

e a s t e r l y p a r t s of the Corn B e l t . I n recent decades t h e r e has been a 

l o s s o f farm p o p u l a t i o n as farms have grown l a r g e r and more mechanized, 

although they are not as l a r g e as those i n t h a t p a r t of the subregion 

west of the M i s s o u r i River. There are few p a r t - t i m e farmers t o reduce 

the average size of h o l d i n g w i t h few o f f - f a r m employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s . 

The q u a l i t y of t h e farming c o n d i t i o n s , however, enable high farm l e v e l s 

o f l i v i n g and i n 1954 t h i s area had the highest l e v e l s of any State 

Economic Area i n the Com B e l t . 

I n lorm S.E.Ao l b t o the s o u t h j t h e s o i l s are g e n e r a l l y l i g h t e r and 

more l i a b l e t o l o s s of f e r t i l i t y . A s i m i l a r l i v e s t o c k and g r a i n economy 

i s found but w i t h these more moderate farming c o n d i t i o n s , l e v e l s of 
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l i v i n g are not q u i t e so h i g h as i n Iowa S.E,A. l a . Many farms i n t h i s 

area were f o r e c l o s e d due t o t a x a r r e a r s i n t h e Depression years and 

although t h i s reduced o v e r a l l farm d e n s i t y and allowed more farm consol­

i d a t i o n , farm incomes d i d not f u l l y recover f o r several years. Most 

of the settlement occurs on the p r a i r i e s and avoids the wide M i s s o u r i 

f l o o d p l a i n where the r i v e r i s s t i l l not f u l l y c o n t r o l l e d . This lowland 

does, however, provide a l l u v i a l s o i l s s upporting s p e c i a l i s t crops l i k e 

potatoes as w e l l as feed corn. Much of the land i n the f l o o d p l a i n 

i s e i t h e r owned or rented by farmers f u r t h e r from the r i v e r t o increase 

t h e i r crop acreage. The loess b l u f f s a t the edge of the p i t i n are 

e n t i r e l y under pasture. 

Further south t h e M i s s o u r i River borders the north-western p a r t of 

Miss o u r i ( M i s s o u r i S.E.A. l ) which i s s i m i l a r t o the Iowa areas t o the 

n o r t h . Loess p r a i r i e makes up the b u l k of t h e area w i t h a s t r i p o f 

a l l u v i a l lowlands i n the v a l l e y o f the r i v e r . Although t h i s i s t h e 

most prosperous p a r t of M i s s o u r i ^ l e v e l s o f farm income are lower here 

than i n the Iowa p a r t of the subregion.^ This f a l l i n farm l e v e l s o f 

l i v i n g southwards i s p a r t l y caused by poorer s o i l s and longer periods 

of land-use since t h i s area was s e t t l e d r e l a t i v e l y e a r l y a f t e r 1837, 

but also because farm size on average i s smaller i n the south. This 

1 . McNamara, R.L., New, P and Pappenfort, D., Rural-Urban P o p u l a t i o n 
Change and M i g r a t i o n i n M i s s o u r i . 1%0 - 1950. U n i v e r s i t y of M i s s o u r i 
A g r i c . Experiment S t a t i o n B u l l e t i n 620, Columbia, 1954, p.4» 
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i t s e l f i s p a r t l y the i n f l u e n c e of the Kansas C i t y m e t r o p o l i t a n area 

which has a t t r a c t e d small p a r t - t i m e farmers around i t . The urban 

populations provide a market f o r d a i r y and other farm produce, but not 

t o an extent s u f f i c i e n t t o r a i s e farming l e v e l s as h i g h as those enjoyed 

f u r t h e r n o r t h . 

A s i m i l a r l o w e r i n g i n farm income and farm s i z e i s repeated south­

wards on the western side o f the M i s s o u r i River. I n t h e p a r t o f the 

subregion i n South Dakota (South Dakota S.E.A. Ltb) farm s i z e averages 

224 acres i n s p i t e o f the presence of the Sioux P a l l s m e t r o p o l i t a n area 

w i t h i t s c l u s t e r of p a r t - t i m e ferms. I n Nebraska (Nebraska S.E.A. 6 

and 7) t h e average farm s i z e i s 206 acres w h i l e i n Kansas (Kansas S.E.A. 

6)jWith a higher percentage of d a i r y farms,average farm size i s 189 

acres. 

Economic Subregion 87, the most n o r t h e r l y i n the Corn B e l t i s 

t r a n s i t i o n a l i n i t s farming c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s since t h i s area has not 3 

t r a d i t i o n o f corn growing and only became p a r t o f the l a r g e r Corn B e l t 

when h y b r i d corn f o r l i v e s t o c k s i l a g e was able t o penetrate i n t o areas 

w i t h a short growing season. The subregion includes part of south­

western Minnesota and eastern South Dakota and l i e s a s t r i d e t h e Red River 

V a l l e y . I n t h i s l o c a t i o n farming types found i n a d j o i n i n g areas are 

a l s o common i n c l u d i n g wheat farms t o the west and general and d a i r y farms 

t o the n o r t h . 
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Average farm s i z e i s l a r g e r than i n areas immediately t o the n o r t h , 

averaging 253 acres f o r t h e whole subregion (Table VI.) Rates o f tenancy 

are also h i g h . Farm s i z e tends t o be l a r g e r i n the South Dakota area 

(South Dakota S.E.A. 4a) than i n the Minnesota p a r t (Minnesota S.E.A. 5) 

since y i e l d s per acre are reduced b o t h by the short growing season and 

the d r y c o n d i t i o n s . Small grains l i k e s p r i n g wheat are grown on most 

farms along w i t h c o m and forage crops t o provide f o r c a t t l e f e e d i n g . 

These forage crops are e s p e c i a l l y important since the c a t t l e must be 

s t a l l - f e d f o r up t o s i x months i n each year. With l a r g e r farms the 

p a t t e r n o f farmsteads i s f a i r l y open w i t h some areas of p o o r l y drained 

s o i l s unused. A h i g h percentage o f land i s under crops since pasture i s 

not necessary as a s o i l e rosion measure where the topography i s l e v e l . 

Economic Subregions 92 and 93 may be considered together since they 

represent t h e most w e s t e r l y p a r t o f the Corn B e l t y/here c o n d i t i o n s f o r 

com p r o d u c t i o n become marginal due t o a l a c k of moisture. At t h e same 

time the d e n s i t y of farm settlement f a l l s o f f r a p i d l y towards the sub-

humid Great P l a i n s . These harsher c l i m a t i c c o n d i t i o n s r e q u i r e l a r g e r 

farms i n order t o a l l o w farm f a m i l i e s t o make a reasonable l i v i n g . While 

average farm s i z e i s of t h e order of 250 acres i n eastern Nebraska, i n 

South ©akota at the edge of the Corn B e l t i t r i s e s t o over 700 acres^, 

or l e s s than one farm t o the square m i l e . At the same time as the 

d e n s i t y of farms decreases, market and service centres become f u r t h e r 

a p a r t 5 e s p e c i a l l y as the main c i t i e s f o r t h e a r e a ? l i k e Sioux C i t y and 
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and Sioux P a l l s ^ a r e s i t u a t e d along t h e M i s s o u r i River i n E.S. 85» 

The main phases of settlement f o l l o w e d the l a y i n g o f r a i l w a y s i n 

the 1870 - 80 period w i t h farms f i r s t set up near t h e l i n e s and then 

f u r t h e r from the r o u t e s as a road network was developed. Most areas 

were taken before the t u r n o f the century w i t h C e n t r a l Europeans important 

among the newcomers.''' The few remaining centres are e s s e n t i a l l y r a i l w a y -
2 

side towns w i t h the main highways now f o l l o w i n g s i m i l a r r o u t e s . 

I n subregion $2 covering the c e n t r a l and eastern p a r t s o f Nebraska 

and south-eastern South Daleota 9two main areas can be recognized. I n 

South Dakota the more w e s t e r l y area (South Dakota S.E.A. 3a) has very 

l a r g e farms averaging 719 acres each i n order t o main t a i n farm incomes 

at a reasonable l e v e l and make machinery use p r o f i t a b l e where crop yxelds 

are u n r e l i a b l e . A s i m i l a r s i t u a t i o n i s seen t o the south i n c e n t r a l 

Nebraska where a double t i e r of counties forms Nebraska S.E.A. 3a along 

the P l a t t e R i ver. Although some land i s i r r i g a t e d the amount i s i n ­

s u f f i c i e n t t o g r e a t l y reduce o v e r a l l farm s i z e which stood at u£6 acres 

xn 1954. With v a r i a b l e crop y i e l d s few stock are k e p t . I n t h e two areas 

of the subregion t o the east the s l i g h t l y b e t t e r r a i n f a l l c o n d i t i o n s 

make farming s l i g h t l y more secure so t h a t smaller farms a l l o w a s i m i l a r 

l e v e l o f l i v i n g . 

1. Johansen, J.P. Immigrant Settlements and S o c i a l Organizatxon i n South 
Dakota. South Dakota State College A g r i c . Experiment S t a t i o n B u l l e t i n 
313, Brookings, 1937, p . l l . 

2. C h i t t i c k , D., Growth and Decline of South Dakota Trade Centers. 1901 -
1951. South Dakota State College A g r i c . Experiment S t a t i o n B u l l e t i n 448, 
Brookings, 1955, p.28. 
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The same t r a n s i t i o n s can be seen i n Subregion 93 w i t h farm d e n s i t y 

decreasing westwards as farm s i z e increasesg and farm incomes f a i r l y 

u n i f o r m over t h e whole subregion. The Nebraska areas (Nebraska S.J3.A. 

k and 5) are made up o f loess covered p r a i r i e w i t h chernozems commonly 

developed. Corn does not y i e l d w e l l and i s p a r t l y replaced by cereals 

adapted t o the d r i e r c o n d i t i o n s but the e x t r a sub-surface moisture along 

the P l a t t e and i t s t r i b u t a r i e s helps t o account f o r the extension of 

com as an important crop as f a r as the Colorado border. C a t t l e r e a r i n g 

and w i n t e r wheat also become more important westwards i n the t i e r of 

counties i n no r t h e r n Kansas (Kansas S.E.A. 4)*"'" As most of the c e n t r a l 

p a r t of Nebraska l i e s i n grazing d i s t r i c t s of the S a n d h i l l s i t i s 

excluded from the Corn B e l t because of the importance there of pasture 

i n t h e average farm economy. Some of these farms also corn-feed c a t t l e 

so t h a t the change from the Corn B e l t t o the c a t t l e ranching areas i s 

not everywhere obvious. 

I n summary,this chapter has attempted t o provide a d e s c r i p t i v e 

o u t l i n e o f the p h y s i c a l and economic f e a t u r e s of th e Corn B e l t and i t s 

s u b r e g i o n s 9 w i t h p a r t i c u l a r reference t o th e a g r i c u l t u r e and the r u r a l 

1. Hoover, L.M., Kansas A g r i c u l t u r e a f t e r 100 years. Kansas State 
College o f A g r i c u l t u r e B u l l e t i n 392, Manhatten 1957, p. 18. 
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settlement -which i s , i n l a r g e p a r t , dependent on i t . I t i s c l e a r t h a t 

t h e v a r i e t y i n these f e a t u r e s i s r e f l e c t e d , t o some e x t e n t , "by 

v a r i a t i o n s i n the t y p e , d e n s i t y and form of r u r a l s e t tlement. The next 

two chapters present an h i s t o r i c a l account o f the development of the 

settlement i n the r e g i o n i n order t o strengthen the "basis on which the 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s - of the present-day settlement can be assessed. 
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CHAPTER I I . THE BASIS OF THE LAND DIVISION AND IANDHOLDING SYSTEMS. 

D i f f e r e n t methods of settlement have done much t o create r e g i o n a l 

v a r i a t i o n s i n the r u r a l c u l t u r a l landscape of the United States so t h a t 

i t i s here necessary t o consider the p o l i c y v/hich guided the d i s p o s a l of 

the lands f o r settlement i n t h e Corn B e l t . At the base of t h i s p o l i c y 

was the idea of the f r e e h o l d ownership of e a s i l y d e f i n e d parcels o f la n d . 

This i n i t s e l f provided a co n t r a s t w i t h the l a n d - h o l d i n g system adopted 

i n other p a r t s of the United States. Some eastern seaboard land had been 

granted t o i n d i v i d u a l s i n an almost f e u d a l manner w h i l e other l a n d had 

been conveyed t o t r a d i n g companies. I n the southern colonies*, t h e 

i n d i v i d u a l buying and c o l o n i z i n g of choice new land helped t o create 

t h e r e a haphazard arrangement o f holdings and dispersed settlement; i n 

c o n t r a s t 9 there were the compact New England v i l l a g e settlements based 

upon the g r a n t i n g of township l a n d t o the whole community.^ 

The f r e e h o l d ownership of land had tended t o replace other systems 

of land-holding by the time t h e f r o n t i e r of settlement had reached over 
2 

the Alleghenies. But not u n t i l settlement reached i n t o the area n o r t h ­

west of the Ohio River, i n c l u d i n g what i s now the Corn B e l t , was the 

1. For d e t a i l s o f these r e g i o n a l v a r i a t i o n s see Trewartha, G.T., 
"Types of Rural Settlement i n C o l o n i a l America". Geog. Rev., 36 (194-6), 
pp. 568 - 596. 

2. Johnson, V.W., and Barlowe, R., Land Problems and P o l i c i e s . McGraw-
H i l l , New York, 1954. This source has d e t a i l s on types of land-h o l d i n g 
found i n the United States. 
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d i s p o s a l of the l a n d i n neat blocks a l l i e d w i t h f r e e h o l d ownership. 

This system of land d i v i s i o n has tended t o lead t o a p a t t e r n of r u r a l 

settlement over l a r g e areas c h a r a c t e r i z e d by family-operated farms of 

a f a i r l y u n i form s i z e and l a i d out on the land i n the form of neat b l o c k s . 

Each farmstead i s located w i t h i n i t s own piece of farmland thus c r e a t i n g 

a dispersed p a t t e r n of farm s e t t l e m e n t . Farm v i l l a g e s are almost non­

e x i s t e n t and the only nucleated settlements are urban places and smaller 

centres i n h a b i t e d by nonfarm persons s e r v i c i n g t h e l o c a l farm p o p u l a t i o n . 

The l a r g e land e s t a t e , e i t h e r worked as one u n i t or d i v i d e d i n t o several 

tenanted farms, i s uncommon and a farm-labouring class,which does not 

own or manage l a n d j i s almost e n t i r e l y absent. I n p a r t s of the Corn 

B e l t where farming i s prosperous enough t o al l o w both a n owner and a 

tenant t o get a l i v i n g o f f t h e one piece of la n d , as many as a h a l f of 

the farms are tenanixjperated but o v e r a l l the types of farms, farmsteads 

and farmhouses are very s i m i l a r over l a r g e areas along w i t h the r e g u l a r , 

almost monotonous p a t t e r n of farm settlement d i s t r i b u t i o n . 

The Southern I n f l u e n c e 

The system of land d i v i s i o n used i n the area north-west of the Ohio 

River was s p e c i f i c a l l y created by the Federal Government f o r t h e ta s k 

1. Throughout t h i s study a farm r e f e r s t o a t r a c t of l a n d under one 
management; a farmstead i s the enclosure on t h e farm c o n t a i n i n g the 
farm b u i l d i n g s and the farmhouse o f the operator. 
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o f l and d i s p o s a l and settlement, but some of t h e fe a t u r e s of settlement 

were brought i n from other areas, the experiences of s e t t l i n g other 

areas t o the east and not a b l y the s o u t h . B o t h Kentucky and Tennessee, 

south of the Ohio River, had been s e t t l e d b e fore the north-western lands 

and 9 as many of the e a r l i e s t pioneers i n the Old North-west were from 

south of the Ohio RiveTj, one would expect t h e i r i n f l u e n c e t o be f e l t . 

Southern I n d i a n a , which was f i r s t s e t t l e d by white Americans a t the t u r n 

of the 18th Century, d i d develop a few p l a n t a t i o n s , some sla v e - h o l d i n g 

and other f e a t u r e s of a south e r n - s t y l e r u r a l economy, but these d i d not 

lon g survive and s i m i l a r developments are not re p o r t e d f o r other p a r t s 

of the Old North-west which were s e t t l e d o n ly a l i t t l e l a t e r by persons 

of southern o r i g i n . 

More l a s t i n g a f e a t u r e of southern settlement and, i n p a r t i c u l a r , 

Kentuckian s e t t l e m e n t , which was c a r r i e d n o r t h of the Ohio River was 

the custom whereby each pioneer farmer c l e a r e d h i s land and sett up h i s 

farm i n i s o l a t i o n from h i s neighbours g i v i n g dispersed s e t t l e m e n t . 

This type of farm settlement r e a l l y became u n i v e r s a l throughout the Old 

North-west as a r e s u l t of the i n d i r e c t encouragement given t o i t by the 

Federal p o l i c y f o r the d i s p o s a l of l a n d j b u t d i s p e r s a l was also common 

south of the Ohio River and i n the p a r t s of the Old North-west which 

1 . I n an h i s t o r i c a l context t h e lands north-west of t h e Ohio River are 
o f t e n r e f e r r e d t o as the Old North-west which includes a l a r g e r a r e a 
than the present Corn B e l t . This term i s used i n preference t o Mid-
West i n t h i s and the next chapter. 
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were s e t t l e d lay southerners outside of t h e j u r i s d i c t i o n of the Federal 

a u t h o r i t y . 

The southern i n f l u e n c e was also f e l t i n the settlement o f the Old 

North-west i n the manner i n which roads and farm "boundaries i n southern 

Indiana and southern Ohio were l a i d out i r r e g u l a r l y and l a r g e l y w i t h 

i n d i f f e r e n c e t o the jnecttongular g r i d o f survey l i n e s which were set up 

by the Federal surveyors t o c o n t r o l the form o f settlement. The h i l l y 

nature o f much o f the l a n d i n these areas^ and the v a r i a b l e q u a l i t y o f 

r i d g e and v a l l e y soils^must p e r t l y account f o r t h e i r r e g u l a r i t y of the 

settlement p a t t e m s y b u t they also owe something t o the character of the 

southern pioneer v/ho p r e f e r r e d t o choose h i s piece o f l a n d f r e e l y w i t h o u t 

the r e s t r i c t i o n s of e x i s t i n g survey l i n e s t o c o n t r o l the p o s i t i o n s of hxs 

farm boundaries."'" One northerner who treded among the e a r l y southern 

s e t t l e r s around C o n n e r s v i l l e , Indiana, complained t h a t these pioneers 

b u i l t "small l o g cabins w i t h the door the back side o f the house, the 

house the back side of the f i e l d s , and the f x e l d s f r e q u e n t l y i n the back 
2 

side of t h e i r farms." 

1. How f a r the haphazard la y o u t o f t h e farms was t h e i n f l u e n c e of t h e 
environmental c o n d i t i o n s , as Turner would argue, and how f a r i t was the 
p a r t of the c u l t u r a l i n h e r i t a n c e o f t h e southern s e t t l e r s i s d i f f i c u l t 
t o judge without more documentary evidence. Most e a r l y farm s e t t l e r s xn 
the Old North-west had t o comply t o some extent w i t h t h e Federal p o l i c y 
over l a n d claims so t h a t t h e i r farms were more r e g u l a r i n shape than i n 
the southern and middle A t l a n t i c s t a t e s . These aspects of the Turner 
t h e s i s can be found i n : Turner, F.T., The F r o n t i e r i n American Hxstory 
H o l t , New York, 1947. The c u l t u r a l e f f e c t i n the Mid-West i s considered 
i n Murray, J., The Heritage o f the Mxddle West. Norman, 1958 p.22. 

2. L e t t e r quoted i n Power, R.L. P l a n t i n g Corn B e l t Culture,, Indiana 
H i s t o r i c a l Society, I n d i a n a p o l i s , 1953• p. 102. 
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The southern i n f l u e n c e upon the settlement of the lands n o r t h o f 

the Ohio River was n o t , however, as s t r o n g and l o n g - l a s t i n g as one might 

have expected. I t c e r t a i n l y helped t o mould the p a t t e r n of r u r a l 

settlement i n those areas immediately n o r t h of t h e Ohio River where 

settlement occurred at an e a r l y date and came from the south. But as 

settlement moved on the southern i n f l u e n c e waned. At l e a s t two f a c t o r s 

can account f o r t h i s . F i r s t l y , the southern s e t t l e r d i d not remain i n 

the m a j o r i t y as the f r o n t i e r of settlement i n the Old North-west was 

pushed f u r t h e r n o r t h and west. He was l a r g e l y replaced "by the easterner 

and New Englander and l a t e r by European imnu.gr.ants. Kentucky, as a 

possession of V i r g i n i a , had been s e t t l e d e n t i r e l y by southerners; i n 

the e a r l y settlement of the southern p a r t s of Ohio and Indiana<,southerners 

s t i l l dominated but they were j o i n e d by s e t t l e r s from Pennsylvania, 

New Jersey and other eastern s t a t e s and these brought w i t h them d i f f e r e n t 

ideas on p i o n e e r i n g ; then i n the c e n t r a l and n o r t h e r n p a r t s of Ohio, 

Indiana and much of I l l i n o i s y t h e southern element was e n t i r e l y swamped 

by easterners or Yankees. This Yankee domination was maintained as 

settlement spread f u r t h e r vest across the Corn B e l t . 

A second reason why the southern i n f l u e n c e waned r a p i d l y i n the 

settlement of the Old North-west was t h a t these lands were, i n t h e main, 

ceded by v a r i o u s claimant s t a t e s t o the Federal Government before 

settlement occurred. I t r i g i d l y imposed i t s own system of land d i v i s i o n 

before s e t t l e r s were allowed i n whereas i n the case of Kentucky, which 

http://imnu.gr.ants
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was s e t t l e d as an extension of V i r g i n i a , the choice of s e t t l e r s and the 

r e l a t i v e l y undisciplined methods of settlement were controlled by 

Vi r g i n i a and were therefore e s s e n t i a l l y southern i n character. 

The Federal Control 

The cession of state claims upon land i n the Old North-west to the 

Federal Government occurred at the end of the Revolutionary War. Three 

states, Massachusetts, Connecticut and V i r g i n i a claimed parts of the 

area."^ Virginia claimed much the largest area i n view of her land i n t e r e s t s 

south of the Ohio River which she f e l t needed a buffer protection. 

V i r g i n i a opened her lands i n Kentucky for settlement m 1779,, "but she 

withheld settlement from her claims i n the Old North-west i n view of 

protests from other eastern states who could not s i m i l a r l y provide land 
2 

for t h e i r landless nor meet t h e i r war debts from the sale of such land. 

TheBe protests led to the cession of most of these state claims i n 

the Old North-west to the Federal Government between 1784 and 1786 with 

1 . Massuchusetts claimed a s t r i p across what i s now Michigan. Connecticut 
claimed a p a r a l l e l and adjoining s t r i p to the south as far south as 4 1 N. 
covering the northern part of the present state of Ohio; V i r g i n i a claimed 
large areas south of t h i s . D e t a i l s of these claims can be found i n 
Pattison, Y/.D. Beginnings of the American Rectangular Land Survey System, 
1784 - 1600. University of Chicago, Chicago, 1957, p.5. The primary 
source for d e t a i l s of state claions and the development of Federal control 
on north-western lands i s Library of Congress, Hie Journals of theContinenfaal 
Congress 1774 - 1769. (34 volumes), Government Printing Office, Washington, 
published variously between 1910 and 1937. 

2. Clarke, T.D., Frontier America, the Story of the Westward Movement. 
Scribner's, New York, 1959, p. 142. 
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some exceptions. Not only had V i r g i n i a retained Kentucky, -which became 

a state i n 1792, but she also retained three areas i n the Old North-west. 

These were the old French settlements along the M i s s i s s i p p i River and 

i t s t r i b u t a r i e s i n the I l l i n o i s country; a further 150,000 acres on the 

north bank of the Ohio River opposite L o u i s v i l l e and outside of the Corn 

Belt which were granted ss m i l i t a r y bounty lands to George Rogers Clark's 

men for t h e i r war s e r v i c e s ; and, t h i r d l y , V i r g i n i a retained control of 

an area between the Scioto and L i t t l e Miami Rivers i n southern Ohio to 

s e t t l e V i r g i n i a m i l i t i a once the Kentucky lands were full."*' This became 

the V i r g i n i a M i l i t a r y Reserve., 

Massachusetts ceded a l l her claim 9bul Connecticut retained J>.8 

m i l l i o n acres i n an area bordering Lake E r i e and stretching 120 miles 

west of the Pennsylvania state border. This became the Western Reserve 

for Connecticut s e t t l e r s and part of i t borders the north-eastern corner 

of the Corn B e l t . New Englanders s e t t l e d the eastern part from 1796^ at 

the same time as s e t t l e r s from the south were making the f i r s t clearings 

on the northern side of the Ohio River i n southern Ohio and Indiana. 

P o l i t i c a l control of the Yfestern Reserve l a t e r passed to the Federal 

Government but Connecticut retained her r i g h t s of settlement and the 

1 . The French settlements were Kaskaskia, P r a i r i e du Rochier, St. 
P h i l l i p e , Cahokia and Vincennes. D e t a i l s of the Virginian holdings are 
to be found i n Pattison, op. c i t , p. 10 . 
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population remained predominantly New Snglander i n origin. A Federal 

policy of land d i v i s i o n and disposal did not operate i n these areas where 

state control was retained and, as w i l l be seen l a t e r , the influence of 

t h i s on settlement patterns can "be seen right up to the present. Even 

i n the large areas which came under Federal control a single system 

for the p a r c e l l i n g and settlement of the land was not at f i r s t imposed, 

so that i n these areas, notably Ohio, the o v e r a l l form of settlement i s 

f a r l e s s uniform than i n areas s e t t l e d l a t e r further west<,by which time 

the system of disposal had become more stable* Ohio,, as part of the Old 

North-west,was also subject to p o l i t i c a l influence by Pennsylvania which 

t r i e d to control the type of administration and settlement i n border 
2 

areas. Also^some Federal land i n Ohio was soon granted to land companies 

who were l e f t to parcel i t out l a r g e l y i n t h e i r OV.TI way. 

The Federal policy for the d i v i s i o n and disposal of i t s vast holdings 

i n the Old North-west, the so-called public domain, had to be shaped 

with four main points i n mind. These were the r i g h t s and claims of the 

Indians who were s t i l l i n the area at the end of the 18th Century; the 

most suitable method of land survey for these vast areas; the means of 

1. Garland, J.H., "The Western Reserve of Connecticut . Geography of 
a P o l i t i c a l R e l i c , " Economic GeographyT19 (1943),pp. 301 - 319. 

2. Clarke, op. c i t . p. 180. One reason for the de s i r e of Connecticut 
to retairher r i g h t s ±n the Western Reserve was a fear that Pennsylvanians 
would swamp her settlements there. 
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disposal of the land for settlement; and the policy for the creation 

of new states as settlement f i l l e d the area. The l a t t e r point needs 

only b r i e f treatment as i t l i t t l e a f f e c t s the development of r u r a l 

settlement. 

The Indian Question 

Before the North-western lands could be opened up f o r settlement 9 

the Indian population had either to be contained or removed. The l a t t e r 

course was generally adopted. By the Treaty of P a r i s (1783)9 B r i t a i n 

had ceded to the Americans a l l r i g h t s i n the area west to the Mi s s i s s i p p i 

River."'" The strong Indian t r i b e s which l i v e d and hunted i n the area 

had made no such cession to the American Government. As f a r as they were 

concerned the Treaty of Fort Stanwix (1768)^, which had recognized Indian 

control of land north-west of the Chio River,, s t i l l stood after 1783. 

But eastern pressure upon the Federal Government grew to get the Indians 

removed from at l e a s t part of t h i s area so that i t could be opened up 

for settlement. A Congressional Report i n 1783 had suggested that the 

boundary between the Indian claims and white settlement should be moved 

from the Ohio River west to l i e along a l i n e following the Great Miami 

and Maumee Rivers to Lake E r i e so giving the Federal Government control 
2 

of an area which approximates to the state of Ohio. This l i n e was 

1 . Clarke, op. c i t . p. 133* 

2 . Journals of the Continental Congress, op. c i t . Vol. 25 (1783) p» 
686. 
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accepted by some t r i b e s at the Treaty of Port Mcintosh (1785) but no 

general agreement with the Indian confederacy was obtained u n t i l ten 

years l a t e r . This f a i l u r e to obtain control of the area did not e n t i r e l y 

halt white settlement beyond the Ohio River but i t did mean that the 

early s e t t l e r s on the north bank of the Ohio and i t s t r i b u t a r i e s were 

open to menace from Indians, the more so because many of these s e t t l e r s 

were squatting Illegally on land ahead of where Federal control provided 

some protection.^ 

A general cession l i n e to which a l l t r i b e s concurred was reached 

i n 1795 at the Treaty of Greenville. This extended Federal control as 

f a r as the Cuyahoga River on the north and the 'Vhitewater on the south 

and removed the Indians from the area of the present state of Ohio with 

the exception of the Black Swamp (See F i g . 3 )« This north-western corner 

was not to at t r a c t white settlement for many more years. Two t r a c t s of 

land i n southern Indiana were also acquired under the treaty. 

There was nothing f i n a l about t h i s treaty or any of the others 

which followed between the Federal Government and the Indians. The 

continued westward movement of pioneers and speculators,in search of 

1 . Fort Hamar and other defensive points on the north bank of the Ohio 
River were b u i l t by the Federal authorities i n order to protect white 
t r a f f i c on the r i v e r but they also served to t r y to prevent the movement 
of squatters on to lands not yet under Federal control. 
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choice pieces of land^meant that they often went ahead of the p a r t i a l l y 

s e t t l e d Federal-controlled areas into Indian-held t e r r i t o r y . Each time 

Indian t r i b e s had eventually to concede more land. After 1800,, t r e a t i e s 

followed at such a pace that the Indians did not f u l l y comprehend what 

was happening. They were to be pushed back into the semi-arid areas 

before the pressure upon them was eased. 

The order of treaty-making i n the eastern parts of the Old North­

west meant that southern areas were released from Indian control before 

northern areas. I n both Indiana and I l l i n o i s , s e t t l e m e n t was w e l l advanced 

i n t h e i r southern parts before the northern p r a i r i e ' areas were freed for 

settlement. Undoubtedly the white pressure for land i n the south was 

greater and so led to these e a r l i e r cessions. As can be seen i n F i g . 6 # 

i n 1803 southern I l l i n o i s was taken from the Kaskaskias; i n 1802| a 

t r a c t of land from L o u i s v i l l e to the mouth of the Y/abash i n southern 

Indiana was acquired from the Delaware and Piankishaws and i n the same 

year a vast s t r e t c h of land including part of the present state of 

Missouri was taken from the Osage, Sac and Fox t r i b e s . The Treaty of 

Grouseland (1805) obtained for the Federal Government an area between 

the Ohio border and L o u i s v i l l e and lands west of the V/abash River were 

acquired i n the same year*"*" 

1. F u l l d e t a i l s of these and other cessions can be found i n Buley, R.C., 
The Old Northwest. Pioneer Period, 1815 - 1840 Vol. 1. Indiana Universit}' 
Press, Bloomington, 1951> P» H I . 
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In contrast much of the northern lands i n the present states of 

Indiana and I l l i n o i s , and even part of Ohio to the north of t h i s graat 

southern tongue, was- not acquired u n t i l the second decade of the 

19th Century and after the 1812 War. These were mainly p r a i r i e areas 

and not a t t r a c t i v e to s e t t l e r s at t h i s time so that the two factors 

acted together to keep settlement to the south. After 1812 the speed 

of the Indian r e t r e a t was hastened and land acquisitions i n the present 

c e n t r a l and western Corn Belt occurred on a broad front so that the 

advance of settlement i n those areas was no longer constrained by 

Indian resistance* 

Methods of Land Survey 

Once land had been freed from Indian c o n t r o l 9 a policy of land 

survey prior to d i v i s i o n for settlement was adopted for the Federal 

lands. This decision to survey the land prior to i t s disposal to private 

individuals was a new departure for the treatment of western lands. 

I n other western areas, l i k e Kentucky, s e t t l e d under the authority of 

individual s t a t e s , a system of land s e l e c t i o n without the cl e a r e s t a b l i s h ­

ment of property boundaries had evolved. Metes and bounds,, for the 

marking of property l i n e s , had led to endless l i t i g a t i o n s and created a 

crazy-quilt pattern of farm u n i t s with the poorer land often remaining 

unsold while the ownership of the better parcels was at the same time i n 

dispute. These problems were not a l l the r e s u l t of a lack of foresight 
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on the part of the state l e g i s l a t o r s since the Federal constitution did 

not allow i n d i v i d u a l states to enact adequate land laws."'" 

A rectangular farm of survey strongly commended i t s e l f to the 

Federal Government for t h e i r lands. A regular grid of survey l i n e s within 

which land parcels could be e a s i l y defined would create the rigidness 

required for the orderly settlement of large areas. This orderliness 

1. Kentucky, the l a s t western area to be set t l e d under state control 
before the settlement of the Old North--west began, provides examples of 
the problems created by the disposal of land without adequate laws to 
control the process. These are discussed i n Barnhart, J.D., Valley of 
Democracy. Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1955* V i r g i n i a opened 
up her Kentucky lands for settlement i n 1779 and squatters,military bounty 
holders, and land companies were a l l allowed to stake claims. There 
was no land survey prior to disposal and property boundaries were defined 
by a system of metes and bounds. Each claimant was allowed i+00 acres 
which was considered the maximum area that one person could c u l t i v a t e 
but each could r e g i s t e r an option on a further 1000 acres f c r more 
speculative purposes (Clarke, op. c i t . p.l37)» There was no control to 
prevent one person entering a claim for more land under the name of 
another and holdings of as much as 200,000 acres were b u i l t up i n a few 
cases (BErnhart, op. c i t . p.68). The supply of land soon ran out f o r 
which reason V i r g i n i a was anxious to r e t a i n some of her claims north-west 
of the Ohio, R i v e r 9 Settlement i n these Virginian lands got under way 
i n 1790 and Virginians and persons from Kentucky who had f a i l e d to gain 
land there made up the bulk of the s e t t l e r s i n these areas. Others moved 
north and squatted on Federal land. I n t h i s way a misguided land policy 
i n Kentucky speeded settlement i n the North-west and pointed out to 
the Federal l e g i s l a t o r s some of the p i t f a l l s of the indiscriminate 
opening of new land to all-comers. The main lesson learned was that the 
Federal land must be surveyed f i r s t so that settlement could occur 
compactly and without dispute. 
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had been lacking i n the settlement of Kentucky, Such a system of prior 

survey was also possible since the lands to be surveyed were v i r t u a l l y 

empty of white s e t t l e r s so that survey l i n e s would not have to be 

adjusted to e x i s t i n g property boundaries. The system would also allow 

the surveyors to move across country f a i r l y rapidly although the forested 

nature of much of the land i n the eastern part would have slowed down 

any form of surveying. 

Main township l i n e s running east-west and range l i n e s running 

north-south could be oriented to the main compass points and p a r a l l e l 

l i n e sub-divisicns between these township and range l i n e s would create 

the standard s i z e freehold land u n i t s for disposal to individual 
2 

s e t t l e r s . The rudiments of the survey are l a i d out i n Pig. 7» The 

1, Thomas Jefferson was la r g e l y instrumental i n creating the new Federal 
land system* He had been Governor of V i r g i n i a (1779 - 1781) at a time 
when the settlement of Kentucky was creating land problems and he l a t e r 
greatly influenced Federal land policy, 

2, Although the r e c t i l i n e a r survey system was b a s i c a l l y dimple and 
suited the conditions and survey techniques of the t i m e , d i f f i c u l t i e s did 
a r i s e . At f i r s t a l l range l i n e s were run on true meridians but t h i s made 
i t impossible to create t r u l y square townships between the intersecting 
range and township l i n e s . The northern side of each township would be 
k-0 feet shorter than the southern side i n each 6 mile length. This error 
was accomodated for i n the north-western section of each township. Nor 
could the township l i n e s be continued over very great distances without 
errors a r i s i n g . The pattern of townships i n each s t a t e was therefore 
isolated from that of i t s neighbour along 'shatter zones' which were 
also created within states where new base l i n e s were set up. These and 
other surveying problems are discussed i n Pattison, op. c i t . p»55» 
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system also had benefits for the s e t t l e r . There could be l i t t l e 

p o s s i b i l i t y of dispute over the position of property boundaries and as 

s e t t l e r s would have square or rectangular blocks of land seach could 

e a s i l y s a t i s f y himself that he had received the area f a r which he had 

paid. 

Disposal of Land for Settlement 

Since survey came before disposal the basic pattern of land u n i t s 

was predetermined by the surveyors' l i n e s but, even so, the system s t i l l 

allowed for some licence notably i n the s i z e of land parcels which were 

to be offered and the method of s a l e . These points were l a i d down and 

modified i n successive land a c t s . 

The policy of prior survey and the means of land disposal have 

some antecedents i n parts of the United States which had already been 

s e t t l e d , A rectangular system of land d i v i s i o n had c e r t a i n l y been applied 

i n New England and i t may have had origins outside of the United States,"^ 

Ford points out that the survey of land prior to i t s disposal was also 

carr i e d out i n New England where new grants of land were generally made 

1. A point of view put by Ford, A.C., Colonial Precedents of our 
National Land System, B u l l e t i n 352, University of Wisconsin, Madison, 
1910. See also Haller, W., The Puritan Frontier. Town Planting i n New 
England Colonial DevelopmentTl630 - 1660, Columbia University Press. 
New York, 1951. 
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to expanding townships a f t e r survey had taken place. This ensured that 

settlement went on i n an orderly manner, a l l land was taken up without 

regard to i t s quality, and l i t i g a t i o n over boundaries was uncommon* Such 

a system might be said to s u i t the compact settlement conditions of New 

England where new areas could be better taken i n by communities rather 

than individuals working i n r e l a t i v e i s o l a t i o n . 

Even so 3the means of land disposal within t h i s framework of prior 

survey, which was f i r s t proposed for the Old North-west^was no simple 

copy of New England ideas. Indeed, Pattison regards i t more as a copy 

of the southern method of land disposal with c e r t a i n controls applied. 

But these prosposals were l a t e r so modified that New England ideas 

replaced the Southern. As Pattison points out, the draft plan of 1784 

coupled the orderly d i s t r i b u t i o n of land by means of p r i o r survey with 
2 

very low s a l e p r i c e s . This would encourage the poor and landless i n the 

south and east to come west to set up t h e i r own small farms, as had 

already happened to some extent south of the Ohio River. There seems 

to have been l i t t l e intention to encourage group migrations and s e t t l e ­

ments i n the west as had been customary i n New England. The draft also 

1. Pattison, op. c i t . p. 39. This writer quotes an e a r l i e r view which i s 
i n disagreement here. See Treat, P. "Origin of the National Land System 
under the Confederation". American H i s t o r i c a l Association Annual Report. 
1905. 1 (1906) pp. 231 - 239. 

2. Pattison, opcit., p. 43. The 1784 plan i s l a i d out i n the Journals 
of the Continental Congress, op. c i t . , Vol. 26(1784^ pp. 324 - 330. 
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proposed that s e t t l e r s could go ahead of the surveyors to sele c t better 

land so long as t h e i r l o t s could be i d e n t i f i e d by the surveyors and the 

boundaries f i t t e d i n with the survey l i n e s . This was also a southern 

idea which saw the land was basic to the s e t t l e r ' s livelihood so that he 

should be allowed to choose the best land available. Jefferson, who 

was backing t h i s draft plan, was also planning to make provision for the 

early survey and sale of land which was most i n demand i n a form of 

scatter survey. Coupled with t h i s controlled southern approach,he 

planned to s e l l land at the low pric e of one-third of a do l l a r per acre 

so that even southerners would not object to buying some poor land along 

with the good i n order to achieve an orderly disposal of regular-shaped 

blocks,"*" 

The Ordinance of 1785, which governed the f i r s t sales of land i n the Old 

North-west, omitted most of the southern ideas i n the draft plan and 

replaced them by points with more of a New England o r i g i n . The six-mile 

1, Other elements dri the draft suggest a southern o r i g i n . I t was expected 
that the regular blocks would be broken up into i r r e g u l a r units but t h i s 
would not matter so long as the primary disposal had been orderly. I t 
was proposed to allow claims by warrant as was common i n the south. L a s t l y 
the Township was only to be an a r e a l un$t and not an administrative u n i t 
as i n New England. Other points i n the draft plan of Jefferson's committee 
were neither northern nor southern i n o r i g i n . A whole set of decimal 
land measurements including 100 square mile townships and a new 'geographical' 
mile with a one square mile section containing 1000 reformed acres were 
envisaged by Jefferson. None of these ideas was. incorporated i n the 
f i r s t land act for the north-western lands. 
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square township,made up of 36 one mile-square sections,, was a copy of 

the New England unit and became the basic land ar.ea for the Old North­

west. By the 1785 Ordinance the land was to be surveyed into townships 

before land could be sold and one township had to be sold before 

another was offered f or sale."'' I n trying to compact settlement there 

was no room f o r the more l i b e r a l ideas for p r i o r s e l e c t i o n l a i d out i n 

Jefferson'^ d r a f t . The price of land was fixed at one d o l l a r per acre 

and aales were to be by auction. Under t h i s act warrants were not 
2 

accepted i n place of cash. Other New England points brought i n by the 

Ordinance included the reservation of four sections i n each township for 

future disposal and two others which were set aside to provide funds 
3 

for r e l i g i o u s and educational purposes i n the townships. Alternate 

townships were to be sold whole and the only people l i k e l y to be attracted 

to 23,040 acre blocks would be New England s e t t l e r communities. There 

would be few southern persons of s u f f i c i e n t wealth who would pay a d o l l a r 

an acre for a mixture of good and bad land. The other townships were 
1. The terms of the 1785 Ordinance are l a i d out i n the Journals of 
the Continental Congress, op. c i t . Vol. 28 (1785)j pp. 375 - 381. 

2. Johnson, and Barlowe, op. c i t . p. 45» 

3. The 1796 Act dropped the section f or the support of r e l i g i o u s 
i n s t i t u t i o n s , Pattison, op. c i t . p. 9&» 
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to be offered for sale i n sections of 640 acres each^but 640 d o l l a r s was 

more than most pioneers could afford so that the majority squatted i l l e g a l l y 

ahead of the areas where surveying and sales were taking place."'" 

Later acts replaced several of these points by others,some of which 

had already been dropped from the 1784 d r a f t . The process of squatting 

on a choice piece of land ahead of the o f f i c i a l f r o n t i e r of settlement 

became so common that i t had eventually to be accepted - as a l e g a l 

method of settlement so recognizing the r i g h t of prior s e l e c t i o n of land. 

By pre-emption the squatter was l a t e r allowed to purchase the piece of 

land he had s e t t l e d and improved without interference from others who 

might bid f a r the land and take i t from him or at l e a s t cause the price 

to be r a i s e d . 

This was only one way i n which the 1785 aart was relaxed. I n l a t e r 

acts warrants were accepted i n place of cash; settlement was allowed to 

go on over a broad front unrestricted by pockets of land which did not 

for same reason a t t r a c t buyers. Such land -Has offered at a reducing 
2 

price according to the length of time i t had been on the market. The 

minimum sixe of l o t was also reduced i n order to encourage the settlement 

of the pioneer of more moderate means, for the sales of large land blocks, 

1 . Clarke sees t h i s as a concession to the northern s e t t l e r of moderate 
means, Clark^jOp. c i t . p. 147* 

2 . Johnson and Barlowe, op. c i t . p. 87• 
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allowed for under the 1785 Ordinance, never attracted many New England 

groups of s e t t l e r s * Those lands only f e l l into speculative hands which 

divided and sold the land i n smaller, higher-priced pieces. 

The Creation of New States 

Prom the point of view of the r u r a l settlement of the Old North­

west the Federal p o l i c y an the creation of new states i s of l e s s importance, 

but •ftieir means of creation and the order i n which they were created do 

i l l u s t r a t e c e r t a i n factors which have a bearing upon settlement h i s t o r y . 

I n p a r t i c u l a r , the presence of wide stretches of p r a i r i e land led to 

the b e l i e f that the o v e r a l l density of population would be lower than i n 

the wooded east. At t h i s time many of the p r a i r i e s were seen as damp 

morasses with l i t t l e potential f or the support of settlement. Larger 

states containing a mixture of land q u a l i t e s and a t h i n spread of 

population would therefore have to be created. 

60,000 f r e e adults was accepted as the figure for an area to gain 

statehood. State-making proceeded from the east to the west as the 

f r o n t i e r of settlement moved across the North-west but the outline of 

the states does not r e f l e c t the f a c t that the southern areas were s e t t l e d 

before the northern because the state-makers t r i e d to include d i f f e r e n t 

types of land i n each s t a t e . Both Indiana and I l l i n o i s include h i l l y , 

wooded land i n the south, mostly sett l e d early, and more open t i l l - p l a i n 

and p r a i r i e i n the north^where settlement tended to lag. State l i n e s 
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were lar g e l y drawn along meridians and parallels., i n the same geometrical 

fashion applied to the land survey 9 since few natural f r o n t i e r s existed 

on which to draw state boundaries. Where they did exist they were often 

made use of ? and both the Ohio and M i s s i s s i p p i Rivers form parts of the 

boundaries of seven states while the Missouri partly bounds s i x states 

i n the Mid-West. A l l three r i v e r s acted as f r o n t i e r s as settlement 

moved westwards and separate economies tended to develop on each bank. 

Smaller r i v e r s did not act as b a r r i e r s i n the same way but were the 

n u c l e i of l o c a l economies,so that state boundaries avoided these. 

The organized areas went through a T e r r i t o r i a l stage before t h e i r 

most populous parts were separated off as a state. Thus 90hio was 

created as a state i n 1803 out of the eastern, most populated part of 

Ohio T e r r i t o r y . Indiana and I l l i n o i s T e r r i t o r i e s were then created and 

then Missouri Territory when Indiana and I l l i n o i s received statehood. 

Although the shape of states was l i t t l e affected by the way i n 

which the f r o n t i e r of settlement progressed, the dates of s t a t e admittance 

p a r t l y r e f l e c t the progress of settlement. Ohio was s u f f i c i e n t l y 

s e t t l e d i n i t s southern and c e n t r a l parts to be granted statehood i n 1803 

by which time settlement i n southern Indiana was w e l l advanced^but the 

slowness with which northern Indiana was freed for settlement and proved 

a t t r a c t i v e to s e t t l e r s meant that she was not admitted to statehood 

u n t i l 1816. This was nnly two years before I l l i n o i s became a state with 



- 81 -

i t s much larger areas of forbidding p r a i r i e . Further west again, 

Missouri, largely s e t t l e d from the south, "became a state i n 1821 long 

"before the lowan p r a i r i e lands immediately t o the north "boasted a 

s u f f i c i e n t l y large population."*" 

Summary 

Three points are worth re s t a t i n g . F i r s t l y , i t i s clear that the 

settlement of the Old North-west vent on under a system of Federal 

supervision which "both tended to scatter the farmers on to t h e i r pieces 

of land and t o shape t h e i r blocks of land i n keeping w i t h a compact, 

geometrical system of land survey and d i v i s i o n . The r e l a t i v e importance 

of the southern and New England influence upon t h i s simple system i s 

s t i l l open to question but i t i s clear that many of i t s features were 

innovations. This w i l l become clear i n the next chapter where the 

implementation of successive land acts i s considered. 

Secondly, smaller parts of the area were not always subjected t o 

1. Iowa obtained statehood i n I846 but her entry was delayed by p o l i t i c a l 
considerations concerned w i t h the balance between northern and southern 
states. Even so she had not reached a population s u f f i c i e n t f o r statehood 
before 1840. Details of state-making can be iffound i n Bureau of the Census, 
United States Summary-Number of Inhabitants, Final Report, PC(l)lA. 1960. 
Washington, 1961, and no author. "State-Origins and Boundaries", 
Geographical News Notes, k ( l 9 6 l ) , No. 1. Nystrsm, Chicago, 196l. 
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t h i s geometrical survey process. These were the d i s t r i c t s which 

remained i n state control or under the control of land companies. These 

areas of settlement -were confined t o the south-east from which survey 

and settlement l a t e r spread out i n t o more distant p r a i r i e lands. 

Another feature -which tends t o mark o f f the early settled southern 

and eastern edges of the Corn Belt from the l a t e r s e t t l e d north and 

vrest was the short-lived impact of southern persons. These made up a 

large proportion of pioneers u n t i l swamped by easterners and European 

migrants. The distinctiveness of the settlement features of these 

early-settled areas w i l l be returned to i n l a t e r parts of t h i s thesis. 
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CHAPTER I H . THE PROGRESS AND CONSOLIDATION OF INITIAL SETTLEMENT 

Part I , The Eastern Cam B e l t . 1785 - 1820. 

The o r i g i n a l settlement of that portion of the Old North-west which 

forms the Corn Belt must be seen as part of a larger and continuous 

process of settlement. This f r o n t i e r of settlement moved across the 

Appalachians and the wooded, eastern North-west (the Eastern Corn Belt 

of the present time) and in t o the p r a i r i e s of the central and western 

Corn Belt before reaching the Great Plains i n the l a t t e r part of the 19th 

Century. 

This settlement process went on under a system of controls and 

influences outlined i n the l a s t chapter. I t also occurred r a p i d l y over 

wide and f a i r l y homogeneous areas. Nevertheless, variations i n the 

processes of farm settlement did happen as a resul t not only of the 

changes i n Federal and other controls but also i n the techniques of 

pioneering, farming and transportation, a l l of which were changing 

rap i d l y at t h i s time. 

The purpose of t h i s chapter i s t o trace out the progress of s e t t l e ­

ment across the Corn Belt i n r e l a t i o n especially t o those changing 

influences. The f i r s t part of the chapter concentrates on the farm 

settlement of the wooded, eastern part of the Corn B e l t ; the second 

section w i l l consider the development of settlement i n the central and 
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western areas which took place largely after 1820 at the time when 

settlement was being consolidated i n the e a r l i e r s e t t l e d areas. 

Frontier and Post-Frontier Settlement 

As part of a moving "band of settlement, the o r i g i n a l taking up of 

land i n the Corn Belt had two major characteristics. F i r s t l y , there 

was the nature of settlement i n the f r o n t i e r zone i t s e l f where conditions 

were p r i m i t i v e * Secondly, there was the post-frontier area over which 

the f r o n t i e r had passed some years before. The harsh conditions of 

settlement in the f r o n t i e r zo&e required the pioneers t o step back from 

more sophisticated ways of l i f e , found further east and south, into a 

more p r i m i t i v e c u l t u r a l envirozaEent where the a g r i c u l t u r a l economy 

needed to be of a s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t type. The settlement and communications 

were incipient and most refinements of l i f e were lacking. I n the post-

f r o n t i e r area l i f e had l o s t some of t h i s rawness. More settlement, the 

development of a trade-oriented a g r i c u l t u r a l economy and better 

communications brought the conditions of the society closer t o those 

found i n longer s e t t l e d , eastern and southern areas. Numerous variations 

of the f r o n t i e r and post - f r o n t i e r conditions of settlement could have 

been fauna at any one time as a result of several factors. These factors 

included the nature of the land laws, the physical environment of the 

settlement, the origins of the s e t t l e r s and the general state of technical 

progress at the time of settlement. 
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The more advanced post - f r o n t i e r condition of settlement i n time 

everywhere replaced the f r o n t i e r of mare pr i m i t i v e conditions so that 

the f r o n t i e r area can be thought of as a mobile and temporary zone of 

settlement. But, i n spite of being physically ephemeral,, i t s effects 

upon l a t e r settlement have been longer l a s t i n g . These effects are 

exemplified by the attractions of cheap land, r e l a t i v e i s o l a t i o n and 

the rapid introductions of ways of l i f e and techniques which encouraged 

people t o move west up t o , or near t o , the f r o n t i e r . 

One of the main attractions of the f r o n t i e r zone t o the pioneer 

was cheap land. Federal land could be had f o r the minimum price of one 

or two dollars per acre. Many even went onto land ahead of the Federal 

surveyors and squatted without any payment. Most of them f e l t f a i r l y 

free of molestation u n t i l more s e t t l e r s caught up with them^whereupon 

some would move on again, especially i f they could s e l l t h e i r holdings 

at a p r o f i t . The pioneer would^at most;,only be paying about one-tenth 

the price that poorer land cost i n the east and the price of the land 

rose r a p i d l y as the f r o n t i e r zone became more densely s e t t l e d . This 

steep gradient i n land prices across the f r o n t i e r i n t o the po s t - f r o n t i e r 

area forced many„ unwillingly^ to go furt h e r west than they r e a l l y 

intended i n order t o get land at the price they could a f f o r d . The 

search f o r cheap land atirracted not only the landless westwards but 

farmers who had already established themselves i n more easterly areas. 

The main sources of migrants i n t o the p r a i r i e states i n the l a s t century 
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were the states immediately adjoining them t o the east rather than the 

migrants from the i n d u s t r i a l east or from Europe. 

The sparseness of settlement at the f r o n t i e r also proved a t t r a c t i v e 

to many pioneers, although once established most did not pack up as the 

area became more densely settled unless they could not,or would not,pay 

f o r the land they had squatted on.^ Most welcomed denser settlement 

which generally meant r i s i n g land values and the development of better 

communications. The frontiersman became less a hunter, trapper and 

c a t t l e grazer growing his own family needs and became more a crop producer 

b e n e f i t t i n g from new l i n e s of communication w i t h eastern markets. The 

establishment of these market l i n k s and the transformation of the wood­

land clearings i n t o farms often took several years as the ffontier society 

became less exp l o i t i v e and developed instead i n t o an improving post-

f r o n t i e r society. Although most welcomed the advantages of denser 

settlement, as intervening land was taken up, the idea of dispersed 

1. The early pioneers on the Ohio lands were f a r less se t t l e d than those 
who l a t e r took land i n the north and f u r t h e r west. Kichaux states at one 
point, "more than h a l f of those who inhabit the borders of the Ohio are 
.... a kind of men who cannot s e t t l e upon the s o i l that they have cleared, 
and who under the pretence of f i n d i n g better land, a more wholesome 
country, a greater abundance of game, push forward, i n c l i n e perpetually 
towards the most distant points of the American population." Michaux, 
Travels to the West of the Alleghany Mountains, i n Thwaites, R.S., Early 
Western Travels. Clark, Cleveland, 1906, Vol. 3 pp. 192 - 193. Thwaites's 
32 volume compilation of western t r a v e l l e r s i s a major source of 
contemporary material on the settlement of the Corn B e l t * 
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settlement, rather than v i l l a g e farm communities, was retained. 

The f r o n t i e r encouraged the use of new ideas and techniques which 

then took hold i n the society:,' which developed therefrom. On the 

economic side 9 corn was early the main crop as i t could be planted between 

the tree stumps and never f a i l e d t o y i e l d a crop. Wheat only came i n 

l a t e r . On the sociological side, an acceptance up t o the present day of 

the m o b i l i t y of families and individuals i s matched by a lack of social 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n among the r u r a l people i n the Corn Belt. Both aspects 

would seem t o owe much to the pioneer tradition."^" 

The f r o n t i e r zone also l e f t more direc t imprints on the landscape 

of the post-frontier area. The Indian and buffalo t r a i l s , which had 

been followed by the trader and trapper, often influenced the d i r e c t i o n 
2 

of pioneer movements and became i n t u r n the roads and turnpikes. Log 

cabins and other evidences of a more p r i m i t i v e economy i n the recent 

past are not uncommon. Rivers and creeks formed the main arteries of 

1. Many contemporary t r a v e l l e r s described the " l e v e l l i n g of society" i n 
the f r o n t i e r area while l a t e r w r iters on the Mid-west have t r i e d t o analyse 
such characteristics i n terms of pioneer and other influences. Noteworthy 
among the former i s Lindly, H., Indiana as Seen by Early Travellers. 
Indiana H i s t o r i c a l Commission, Indianapolis, 1916.Among the l a t t e r group 
are the works of Turner, P.J,, especially The Significance of Sections 
i n American History, Holt, New York, 1932, and also "The Colonization of 
the West, 1820 - 30". Am. H i s t . Rev.. 11 (1906), pp. 306 - 321. A useful 
study of the development of the Turner ideas on the evolution of society 
from i t s f r o n t i e r t o i t s l a t e r forms i s by Anderson, S. Westvrard i s the 
Course of Empires. Oslo University Press, Oslo, 1956. 

2. See, f o r example, Meyer, A.H. "Circulation and Settlement Patterns of 
the Calumet Region of Northwest Indiana and Hortheast I l l i n o i s : The Second 
Stage of Occupance - Pioneer Settlement and Subsistence Economy, I83O - 1850". 
Annuls Assoc. Am. Geogs.. 46 (1956), pp. 312 - 356. 
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communication i n the f r o n t i e r zone and almost moribund market centres, 

set up i n the la s t century, can s t i l l be found along them. 

The progress of the settlement f r o n t i e r and i t s p o s t - f r o n t i e r society 

was r e l a t i v e l y slow across the eastern and wooded Corn Belt (See Fig. 8). 

I n the 35 years between the f i r s t land Act for the Old North-west and 

1820,when the f r o n t i e r was approaching the larger p r a i r i e s of Indiana 

and I l l i n o i s , settlement had only r e a l l y consolidated i t s e l f i n Ohio. 

Much of t h i s post-frontier consolidation occurred when the canal and the 

road were the main forms of ccmmunication whereas, l a t e r , when p r a i r i e 

settJemsrit was being consolidated, the railway dominated. Yfith i t s help 

the fiontier of settlement moved much fas t e r than i t had i n the east. 

Indeed, p r a i r i e pioneer settlement often only succeeded i f transport was 

available t o bring i n adequate implements f o r farming r i g h t to the f r o n t i e r , 

so that a market-oriented economy could develop immediately i n the newly 

se t t l e d areas. 

Early settlement i n the Eastern Com Belt 

The 1785 Ordinance, the f i r s t land act f o r the Federal lands i n 

the Old North-west, was f i r s t applied i n the Seven Ranges close t o 
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Pittsburgh and just east of the present Com Bel t . The progress of the 

survey and the sale of land i n t h i s area went very slowly and proved 

disappointing to a Congress which hoped t o raise cash hurriedly by the 
2 

sale of land here and to the west i n order to cover war debts. 

Several factors help t o account f o r t h i s apparent lack of demand 

and are indicative of changes i n l a t e r land acts. Half of the townships 

were to be disposed of whole, the others divided i n t o sections, Pew 

individuals were interested i n t h i s size of holding (64O acres minimum) 

at one d o l l a r per acre and few groups of se t t l e r s came forward. As the 

sales were only held at Philadelphia,this reduced the possible number of 

customers. A cred i t system which s t i l l required the remaining two-thirds 

of the payment to be made w i t h i n three months of the purchase would have 

1. Buley, op. c i t . p. 95. The Seven Ranges are not perhaps, the best 
place t o examine the effects of the survey upon the pattern of r u r a l 
settlement apart from the f a c t that the area l i e s outside of the Corn 
Bel t . The h i l l y nature of the area means that most roads and fence l i n e s 
do not f o l l o w the survey l i n e s l a i d down. Also the running of section 
l i n e s at one-mile i n t e r v a l s was not provided f o r u n t i l the 1796 Act so 
that the geometrical layout of the landscape i n the Seven Ranges would 
not have been so perfect even i f h i l l y topography had not hindered i t s 
development. Section l i n e positions on the range and township lines 
were marked i n order t o allow the land t o be so divided up, but these 
li n e s were not actually run. 

2. Clarke, op. c i t . p. 12f8. Because of the h i l l y , wooded nature of the 
area and some Indian h o s t i l i t y which faced the f i r s t survey par t i e s , the 
whole area of about 2,500 square miles took 4 years t o survey. Further, 
when the f i r s t sales were held i n 1787 f o r land i n the four eastern 
ranges less than 15 per cent of i t was sold. 
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been l i t t l e help t o most prospective purchasers. As a re s u l t most of 

the 73»000 acres sold i n 1787 went to speculators, the r i v e r s i d e land 

w i t h i t s greater a c c e s s i b i l i t y a t t r a c t i n g most of the buyers. 

This lack of demand f o r western land was more apparent than r e a l 0 

Travel accounts of the time t e l l of the considerable movement of 

pioneers going west. Most often they were going t o land ahead of where 
2 

the Federal surveyor and auctioneer were at work. There they could 

take land, a l b e i t i l l e g a l l y , i n pieces of quality and size t o s u i t them. 

The d i r e c t i o n of these pioneer movements was mainly controlled by 

the available means of getting t o the f r o n t i e r on the north side of the 

Ohio River. The Ohio River i t s e l f was the main artery of western 

migrations at t h i s time as i t provided over one thousand miles of 

uninterrupted navigation f o r small c r a f t . Migrants from the east reached 

the Ohio r i v e r system, then d r i f t e d down-river t o Cincinnati where most 

pioneers l e f t the valley before i t turned south-westwards and away from 
3 

the areas available f o r settlement. Others crossed the Ohio from 

1. Johnson and Barlowe, op. c i t . , p.45. 

2. I n the mid - 1780's about 1500 squatter families were evicted from 
the Miami and Scioto valley lands of Ohio by Federal troops (Barnhart, 
op. c i t . p. 130). 

3. Switzer, J.E., "Some Observations Concerning the H i s t o r i c a l Geography 
of Indiana". Proceedings of the Indiana Academy of Science, 51 (1941) 
pp. 207 - 214. See also Fxg. 3. 
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Kentucky i n the same area. Virginian s e t t l e r s made especially f o r the 

V i r g i n i a M i l i t a r y D i s t r i c t i n Ohio, Clark's Grant i n Indiana and the 

old French fur trading settlements at Vincennes and i t s v i c i n i t y . The 

t r a i l which linked these areas of Virg i n i a n settlement also, i n time 9 

became se t t l e d along i t s length and helped t o spread settlement across 

southern Indiana inland from the Ohio banks. About 150 V i r g i n i a n 

families had settled around Vincennes and had obtained grants of land 

of about 400 acres each before 1791.^ As furt h e r families arrived 

a f t e r that year they were able t o receive Federal land so build i n g up 

an early nucleus of white settlement f a r west of that i n eastern Ohio 

(see Fig. 8). 

Other overland routes brought s e t t l e r s i n t o areas between the 

Seven fianges and north of the Ohio River either as squatters or proper 

s e t t l e r s a f t e r the land was released f o r l e g a l settlement. Federal 

money had been made available i n 1796 to b u i l d Zane's Trace westwards 

across ©hio to provide a shorter route t o the lands of Ohio than was 
2 

provided by the Wilderness Road through Kentucky. Settlement spread 

out from t h i s route and towns were set up where the road crossed the 

Ohio t r i b u t a r i e s . At these points migrants on the road could leave i t 

and f o l l o w the t r i b u t a r i e s upstream t o f i n d suitable land. By 1812 

1. Barnhart, op. c i t . p. I63. 

2. Clarke, op. c i t . , p. 340. 
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Zane's Trace had reached Cincinnati from where other t r a i l s had been 

opened t o Port Wayne, Sandusky, Columbus and west i n t o southern Indiana 

and I l l i n o i s . 

The Genesee Road north of the Seven Ranges served t o bring New 

England s e t t l e r s i n t o the Western Reserve. I n the f i r s t decade of the 

19th Century t h i s route was extended westward and had reached the Black 

Swamp i n north-west Ohio by 1812. The settlement and improvement of 

the swamp, i t s borders and the lands beyond, was t o be delayed u n t i l the 

opening of the Erie Canal made a more convenient routeway to these 

northern areas. 

By the movement of squatters onto western lands not yet released by 

the Federal authorities and by the early settlement of the Virginian 

and other state lands i n the Old North-West? several nodes of settlement 

had been b u i l t up before the end of the 18th Century. At t h i s time 

Federal land sales to private individuals were l a r g e l y l i m i t e d t o the 

Seven Ranges, and an area immediately to the west. 

One resu l t of the slow rate of survey and sale of Federal land 

i n t h i s area was that the Government offered land t o companies at a 
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one-third discount f o r a l l transactions i n excess of a m i l l i o n acres.^ 

I n 1787 the Ohio Company of Associates under Colonel Symmes was granted 
2 

Ig- m i l l i o n acres of land west of the Seven Ranges. Settlement by New 

Englanders was begun and centred upon Marietta. A s i s t e r company, the 

Scioto Company, took 5 m i l l i o n acres between the Seven Ranges, the Ohio 

River and the Scioto River. A group of French immigrant s e t t l e r s was 

attracted to t h i s grant but the company f a i l e d before the settlement got 

established and they were moved to the Ohio Company lands. By 1793 

about 430 persons had been settled on that grant.^ Symmes took another 

grant of one m i l l i o n acres between the Great and L i i t l e Miami Rivers. 

This was known as the Miami Purchase. Settlers from Pennsylvania and 

Kentucky were attracted here. The locations of these company grants are 

given i n Fig. 9. 

Proving reasonably successful both as a means of business and of 

spreading settlement on Federal land beyond the confines of the Seven 

Ranges, Congress received other requests f o r land grants a l l of which were 

1. The use of land companies to encourage settlement i n the i n t e r i o r was 
not new. During the period of Anglo-French r i v a l r y i n the mid-l8th 
Century increasing competition f o r the trade and friendship of the Indians 
pushed B r i t i s h interests f u r t h e r west. One means of fu r t h e r i n g these 
interests was the land company. The r i v a l r y led to war which removed 
the French f o r t s but the f u r - t r a d i n g settlements remained and l a t e r were 
taken by V i r g i n i a . Osgood, H.L., The American Colonies i n the Eighteenth 
Century. Columbia University Press, New York, 1924. pp. 280 - 285. 

2. Pattison, op. c i t . p. 170. 

3. Barnhart, op. c i t . p. 139• 
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rejected,, Settlement by individuals speeded up i n the 1790* s and 

congressional i n t e r e s t i n land companies waned. Further, most land 

company promoters were too demanding. Some wanted free land. Others 

wanted only land f r o n t i n g onto the Ohio River or i t s major t r i b u t a r i e s 

but Congress had agreed that no grant should have a r i v e r frontage of 

more than one-third of the depth of the grant."'" 

As Ohio was the scene of most of these company and state land grant 

developments, as w e l l as the area where the Federal survey parties f i r s t 

began work, a greater v a r i e t y of geometrical and non-geometrical survey 

and property l i n e s were l a i d out and have l e f t an imprint on the 

landscape. I n the western states i n contrast, the survey was e n t i r e l y 

under the control of the Federal authorities and was carried more 

methodically and accurately across much larger stretches of country. No 

land passed i n t o the hands of individuals or other bodies u n t i l the 

survey had been carried out. But i n Ohio ten d i s t r i c t s were surveyed 

separately and f i v e of these were surveyed by non-Federal au t h o r i t i e s . 

These areas are shown i n Fig. 9. The boundaries of the major survey 

areas have been superimposed upon a map showing a l l the minor c i v i l 

d i visions i n the state. Of the non-Federal areas, the Ohio Company 

1. Havighurst, W. Wilderness f o r Sale. Hastings, House, New York, 
1956. p. 96. Syrames' Miami Grant, f o r example, only had a twenty mile 
r i v e r frontage. 
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lands were surveyed i n t o townships and sections from the company's own 

base-line but many of the early s e t t l e r s staked out t h e i r farmlands 

indiscriminately. The c i v i l administrative boundaries show a similar 

lack of r e g u l a r i t y since they largely f o l l o w property l i n e s . Only the 

southern part of the Miami Purchase was surveyed by Symmes, the work 

being continued northwards by the Federal surveyors who were employed 

by him. Again,land divisions w i t h i n the sections were indiscriminate. 

I n the V i r g i n i a M i l i t a r y Reserve to the north of the Ohio Company lands, 

townships of only 5 miles square were set up, each of which was to be 

quartered and re-quartered i n t o 1,000 acre u n i t s . Much the same 

happened i n the Western Reserve. There was no p r i o r survey i n the 

V i r g i n i a M i l i t a r y D i s t r i c t where a haphazard settlement and administrative 

pattern r e s u l t e d . S e t t l e m e n t patterns across the state also vary w i t h 

the administrative boundaries from the geometrical i n the Western Reserve, 

t o the semi-geometrical i n the company grants and the crazy-quilt pattern 

of the M i l i t a r y D i s t r i c t . 

Settlement After the 1796 and 1800 Acts 

The acquisition of new areas of land from the Indians by the 

Treaty of Greenville, some of which was surveyed and ready f o r disposal 

i n 1798; the disappointment with the sales of land i n the Seven Ranges; and 

1. Works Project Administration Writers 1 Project, The Ohio Guide. 
Oxford University Press, New York, 1940, p. 21. 
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the knowledge that many were squatting i l l e g a l l y ahead of the area under 

Federal con t r o l , were a l l factors which prompted the 1796 Land Act. This 

act attempted t o deal with several matters. I t authorized the survey 

of lands "beyond the Seven Ranges. I t attempted to thwart speculators 

who had taken much of the land i n the Seven Ranges, by r a i s i n g the price 

of land t o two dollars per acre. This also doubled the Federal Government's 

income from t h i s source. At the same time cre d i t f a c i l i t i e s were extended 

to one year i n order t o help the genuine land purchaser and s e t t l e r . 

The minimum l o t remained at 6l+0 acres but t r a c t s of 9 square miles 

(quarter townships) became available."'' Fig. 10 shows diagrammatically 

the reduction i n the size of l o t available under the f i r s t ordinance, 

the 1796 and subsequent acts. 

The 1796 Act was unsuccessful i n most ways. Land sales did not 

appreciably increase. Many of these sales were t o persons who purchased 

land without improving or using i t but simply held on t o i t while i t s 

value appreciated. Squatting went on unabated. The c r e d i t f a c i l i t i e s 

l o s t t h e i r point w i t h the doubling of the minimum price of land since 

the s e t t l e r was s t i l l required t o f i n d 640 dollars w i t h i n 30 days of 

buying a section and another similar amount at the end of the year. 

Before 1796 only one such payment could have secured the same amount 

of land. 

1. Clarke, op. c i t . p. 197* Land o f f i c e s f o r the sale of land were also 
opened closer t o the areas of settlement. 
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A third land act, the Harrison Land Act, followed i n 1800. The 
effects of thi s act upon land sales were far more striking largely 
because i t went far to encourage the sale of Government land for the 
sake of settlement rather than as a means of raising revenue. The 
minimum price of land remained unchanged but the minimum sale units 
were reduced to half sections which were to be surveyed off i n townships 
west of the Muskingham River.^ Credit f a c i l i t i e s were also greatly 
improved. Only die-twentieth of the purchase price was required at the 
time of sale, a quarter had to be paid i n 40 days and the balance was 
to be paid over four years. A further year of grace was normally granted 
before the land was forfeifced i n the case of non-payment so that, i n 
effect, a settler could obtain five years of secure settlement on 320 

2 
acres for an outlay of 160 dollars. A further act i n 1804 reduced 
the minimum lo t size to 160 acres. Land sales were s t i l l held at auctions 
but more local land offices were opened close to the settlement areas 
and land which was unsold at the auctions could be purchased afterwards 

3 
at the minimum price. 

Land sales and settlement rapidly gained momentum after 1800 with 
the incentive of these land acts and the much wider area open for sales. 

1. Clarke, op. c i t , p. 197» 
2. Buley, op. c i t . p. 103. 
3. A further help to settlers was an 8 per cent discount to cash purchasers. 
Also, as these small parcels of land (160 acres) became available the 
surveyors marked off the quarter-section lines to form the farm boundaries 
and improved the rectangularity of settlement. 
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Between the July, 1800, sales and the end of 1801 some 400,000 acres 
were sold and almost as much i n 1802. Sales annually remained at this 
level, or a l i t t l e "below, u n t i l the middle of the second decade of the 
century when they "began to climb sharply to a peak i n 1819. Table VH 
gives details of these sales. 

In the early years most of these sales were of land i n Ohio with 
some i n southern Indiana, but the proportion i n Indiana and I l l i n o i s 
increased i n the second decade as Ohio became more densely settled and 
rising land prices there forced many pioneers to go further west to get 
Government land at lower prices (See Table V I I I ) . Another factor 
pushing the frontier on was the erosion and abandonment of some land 
after a few years of exhaustive cropping and the consequent need to up­
root the settlers. 

This rapid growth i n land sales i n the early years of the 19th 
Century both increased the density of settlement i n eastern Ohio and 
moved the frontier zone on into southern Indiana and well into the 

1. Cuming described the swarming humanity on roads i n Pennsylvania and 
Ohio as the frontier rapidly moved west. Cuming, P., Sketches of a Tour 
to the Western Country. Year 1839.. St. Louis, 1912, pp. 84 - 90. 
Others had described the ac t i v i t y i n earlier years, for example, Hoffman, 
C.F., A Winter i n the West.. New York, 1835, pp. 42-48. But there was 
abundant land and l i t t l e need to compete for the same piece. Faux t e l l s 
of an I r i s h immigrant i n Ohio who rode a l l night to claim a good piece 
of land expecting 20 competitors and finding none, i n Thwaites, op. c i t . , 
Vol. 11, p. 184. 



TABLE V I I . Bales of Federal Land. 1800 - 1820.1 

5 Year Period Acres 
1800 - 1804 (inclusive) 1,293,334 
1805 - 1809 1,715,645 
1810 - 1814 1,820,768 
1815 - 18192 7,410,060 

TABLE V I I I Land Sales by States. 1800 - 1820.3 

State Acres 
Ohio 8,848,152 
Indiana 2,490,736 
I l l i n o i s 1,593,247 
Michigan 67,362 

1. Adapted from Buley, op. c i t . , p. 137. 
2. The figures for these years run from October, I 8 l i | to September, 
1819. Sales between October, 1819 and June, 1820 f e l l to 68,268 acres, 
only 3 per cent of the sales i n the previous twelve months. 
3. Buley, op. c i t . , p. 137» This table includes credit sales only 
which made up the greater majority of t o t a l sales. 
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south-eastern corner of the Corn Belt. Ohio was admitted to statehood 
i n 1803 with most of i t s eastern, central and southern parts settled. 
The zone of settlement had also extended into the Whitewater valley i n 
south-eastern Indiana where settlers from Kentucky and North Carolina 
were mixed. Over the next few years, as the eastern arm of settlement 
i n Ohio met the southern branch advancing northwards from the banks of 
the Ohio River i n southern Indiana, most of the valley lands i n southern 
Indiana were taken up as far north as the Buffalo Trace leading to 
Vincennes. As can be seen i n Pig. 8, this gave a zone of settlement up 
to 60 miles deep north of the Ohio River i n southern Indiana. The lands 
closest to the Ohio River and along the valleys of i t s northern 
tributaries were the f i r s t to be settled and became more densely 
settled as the frontier moved on. The f i r s t counties to be organized 
i n Indiana bordered the Ohio River and Indiana's f i r s t capital was set 
up at Corydon.^" 

The early settlement of these southern h i l l y areas i n Ohio and 
I l l i n o i s , as well as i n Indiana, meant that they tended to develop a 
denser pattern of rural settlement than the f l a t t e r t i l l plains to the 

1, Corydon i s i n Harrison County which borders the Ohio River. 
Indianapolis ( i n the centre of Indiana) did not become state capital 
u n t i l 18ZL, three years after statehood. Even then only 47 of Indiana's 
92 counties had been organized' because three counties covered the whole 
of the vast northern and unsettled part of the state. The same north­
ward movement of the capital occurred i n both Ohio and I l l i n o i s as a 
result of the changing distribution of population with the advance of 
settlement. Committee on Southern I l l i n o i s , Southern I l l i n o i s . 
University of I l l i n o i s Press^ Urbana, 1949, p. 10o 
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north which were taken up i n the following years. Most of this southern 
settlement concentrated into the valley lands and as more settlers sought 
land they either moved further north or west into central Indiana and 
central I l l i n o i s . They also moved further from the river routeways or 
made clearings i n the h i l l areas between the vallej^s. 

The spread of settlement i n the f l a t t e r parts of central Indiana 
and I l l i n o i s occurred mainly i n the second and t h i r d decades of the 
century being a l i t t l e later i n I l l i n o i s . The settlers from the south 
were augmented increasingly by eiastem and New England settlers 
especially after the Erie Canal was opened. Unt i l then New England 
settlement appears to have been mainly confined to Ohio and the Yfestern 
Reserve i n particular, but the poor New England harvest i n 1816 and 
the presence of the Black Swamp, which prevented settlement immediately 
west of the Reserve, i n time led other New Englandors into central 
Ohio, Indiana and I l l i n o i s . 

Altogether by 1820 an arc of settlement had reached across Ohio, 
central Indiana and south-central I l l i n o i s and Missouri with prongs 
running northwards up the I l l i n o i s and Missouri Rivers and with 
isolated pockets i n the north around Detroit and the lead mining areas 
around Galena."̂  There were few large empty pockets of land behind 

1. The mines had early attracted southerners as well as "easterners. 
When mining declined Galena acted as a centre for agricultural settlement 
i n south-western Wisconsin. Trewartha has made a study of the sequent 
occupance of the area including, Trewartha, G.T., "A Second Epoch of 
Destructive Occupance i n the Driftless H i l l Land, 1760 - 1832." 
Annals Assoc. Am. Geogs. 30, (1940), pp. 109 - 142. 
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this frontier except i n parts of the h i l l and swamp lands and where 
speculators held land i n an unimproved state while i t s value rose."'" 

'While the new states of Indiana and I l l i n o i s were growing rapidly 
i n population, Ohio also was s t i l l taking i n many settlers who f i l l e d 
i n the unsettled gaps and created a post=frontier condition of settlement. 
The progress of this consolidation process i s illu s t r a t e d i n Pig. 11. 
Ohio's population nearly doubled between 1810 and 1815 when i t stood 
at 400,000, partly by an increase i n rural settlement and partly because 
the f i r s t towns grew up. Communications connected her farms with 
eastern and southern markets. But at the same time Indiana's smaller 
frontier population grew more rapidly from 24,000 i n 1810 to 64,000 i n 
1815.2 

The year 1820 can be considered a convenient point to psii£e:n<$t 
only because i t had seen the establishment of consolidated post-frontier 
rural settlement i n the eastern part of the Old North-west. I t was 

1. Speculators are known to have taken considerable sections of the 
land i n I l l i n o i s between the I l l i n o i s and Mississippi Rivers largely by 
purchasing military warrants at low prices i n the east and exchanging 
them for large blocks of land bh the frontier. But, on a smaller scale, 
speculators held land i n an unimproved state m many other areas. Dickens, 
on a journey to Columbus, Ohio, describes coming across "a waste of 
grass, trees and squalid huts purchased by an absentee owner so that no 
one else can claim i t . Here i t l i e s i n the midst of cultivation and 
improvement l i k e ground accursed". This was written as late as lol+29 

Dickens, C., American Notes. London, 1842. Republished, Premier 
Americana, Greenwich (Conn.) 1961, p. 221. 
2. Buley, op. c i t . , p. 19. Indiana passed into the phase of less rapid 
growth once the frontier of settlement had moved on. In Ohio this phase 
ended i n the 1820's but Indiana was s t i l l doubling i t s population each 
decade u n t i l 1840. 
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also the year of a new land act intended to solve some of the problems 
created by the previous acts which had f i n a l l y encouraged rapid 
settlement i n the area* "By 1820 also the frontier of settlement was 
standing on the edge of some of the larger prairies i n northern Indiana 
and I l l i n o i s . Over the next eighty years the prairies of the dentral 
and western Corn Belt were to be taken up xn farms. The rural 
economies of both the wooded east and the prairie vrere to develop along 
lines which settled and used the land more intensively than was the 
case i n the frontier zone. 

Part U: I n i t i a l Settlement i n the Central and Y/estern Corn Belt and 
Settlement Consolidation. 1820 - 1900. 

The 1820 Land Act was a majjor step i n the Federal Government's 
change of attitude to the sale of i t s lands. The 1785 and 1796 Acts 
had done l i t t l e to encourage rapid western settlement since the Federal 
lands were sold mainly to gather i n revenue rather than to promote the 
settlement and development of that part of the country. The 1800 Act, 
and i t s 1804 successor, went far to helping the settler of more moderate 
means by offering credit facilities and smaller pieces of land. 
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The 1820 Act came at the end of a period of rapid land sales which 
suddenly collapsed i n 1819 9largely as a result of too much land being 
put on the market at one time both by Federal land offices and private 
indxviduals. As such the 1820 Act attempted to restore confidence and 
to get the momentum of new settlement moving again. The price of land 
was lowered and the minimum lot size was reduced even further to 
attract the settler of more restricted means (Fig. 10), The forward 
movement of the frontier recommenced i n the early 1820*s and was 
maintained across the Corn Belt for the next forty years by further 
acts aimed to encourage orderly freehold farm settlement. The process 
of encouraging such settlement culminated i n the 1862 Homestead Act 
which gave land free to bona fide settlers. Even later land acts were 
designed to be more i n the interests of conservation as settlement 
reached into semi-arid areas. But these attempts to shape the progress 
and pattern of settlement i n the l a t t e r part of the 19th Century l i t t l e 
concern the area of the Corn Belt, the form of whose settlement was 
largely fixed by then. 

The 1820 Act made two major changes i n land disposal i n order to 
restore confidence after the 1819 f a l l i n land sales. F i r s t l y , the 
price of land was lowered from 2 dollars to 1^ dollars per acre and the 
minimum size of l o t was reduced to 160 acres and even 80 acres i n some 
areas. This brought western farm ownership within the range of a 
greater number of people, A farm for 100 dollars was now possible and 
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the records of entries show that most settlers chose small l o t s . As a 
result land sales climbed i n the years immediately following the act 
aided by the opening of the Erie Canal whxch especially brought i n many 
eastern and New England migrants of moderate means. These now exceeded 
i n numbers those cciming into the Corn Belt by way of the Ohio River or 
from the south and the line of the Erie^Canal route tended to direct 
these new settlers to the empty northern prairies of Ohio, Indiana and 
I l l i n o i s , and later, Iowa (Fig. 8). 

Secondly, the Act attempted to eradicate problems of land reversion 
which had grown up i n the land boom of previous years. The extended 
credit f a c i l i t i e s of the 1800 Act had encouraged the settlement of land 
by those who could not afford to meet their f i n a l payments at the end 
of four years of settlement. As a i K u l t much of the land taken on 
credit f a c i l i t i e s between 1800 and 1820 eventually reverted back to the 
Federal authorities. Others were only able to meet their payments by 
selling part of their holding i n order to pay for the rest. Neither 
reversion, nor the flood of private land which came onto the market,was 
healthy for orderly settlement. At the same time as reducing the price 
and the amount of land that each future land transaction involved,the 
1820 Act also restricted the credit f a c i l i t i e s . The 80 acre holdings 
were only available for cash payment. Further, the outstanding 
debts on land bought at the old price were reduced to bring them i n 
line with the prevailing prices and i n this way minimized further 
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forfeitures. Even so they s t i l l about equalled the new sales between 
the years 1820 and 1825 after which they decreased rapidly."*" 

With the opening up of the central and northern parts of Indiana 
and I l l i n o i s i n the 1820's and some of the lands of Iowa Territory after 
1830, major areas of prairie had to be faced far settlement for the 
f i r s t time. For a while the suspicion of prairie land, the lack of 
f u e l , timber and water, and the problem of ploughing the sod slowed 
the broad forward movement of a solid front of settlement which had 
tended to be characteristic of eastern wooded areas. Instead the 
frontier became more hollow with tongues of settlement moving up the 
wooded valleys and along the edges of the larger prairies. At f i r s t 
the prairies were only used for the pasturing of animals belonging to 
farmers who had set up on the prairie edges or i n the wooded valleys. 
The creation of true prairie farms and a pattern of settlement there 
required the development or u t i l i z a t i o n of new techniques of farming 
and a means of marketing the surplus crops which the system entailed. 
VThen this was achieved i n the later 1830*s the settlement spread 
rapidly i n from the valleys and prairie edges to take up much of the 
available land i n the next decades. Some damp prairies i n I l l i n o i s and 
Iowa, however, were not drained and settled u n t i l the end of the century. 

1. Buley, op. c i t . , p. 135« Buley has f u l l details of the 1820 Act. 
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Most of the Indiana, I l l i n o i s and eastern Io\ra. prairies were 
taken up after 1840. Same of the small prairies i n Ohio and Indiana 
were taken up before this date but none was occupied as early as the 
southern lands since these prairies i n Indiana were only released from 
Indian control i n 1818. Those of I l l i n o i s followed i n 1819. The f i n a l 
remnants of some Indian tribes were not removed beyond the Mississippi 
u n t i l 1840 but after 1820 they no longer hindered the spread of white 
settlement."'" In tum 9the eastern part of Iowa Territory was taken for 
settlement and the Indians were shifted again. In the twenty years 
after 1820 about 75 million acres of land went to settlers so that by 
I84O settlement had spread across nearly a l l of Indiana and I l l i n o i s 
and had crossed the Mississippi into Iowa. Meanwhile Michigan was being 
f i l l e d and south-western Wisconsin had become the most populous part 

2 
of that state. Further south the settlement of northern Missouri had 
been consolidated and settlers stood on the edge of Kansas Territory. 
The changing situation of the frontier of settlement is shown i n Fig. 8. 

Whereas Ohio and Indiana passed through a period when southern 
settlers outnumbered those from the east, u n t i l further eastern immigrants 

1. Even so the frontier facing Iowa Territory was not safe i n the 1830*s 
since Indians who had been shifted across the Mississippi made occassional 
raids into I l l i n o i s . Clarke, op. c i t . , p. 470. 
2. Smith, G.H., "The Populating of Wisconsin".Geog. Rev.. 18 (1928), 
pp. 402 - 421. 
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righted the balance, I l l i n o i s , Michigan and states further west, except 
Missouri, were predominantly settled by New Biglanders and other 
eastern persons without a southern influx. In 1837 two-thirds of 
Michigan's population had come from New England and New York and this 
proportion grew as the state attracted more settlers."'' Table IX 
gives the number of persons of New York (eastern)and Virginia (southern) 

2 
origin i n four western states i n 1850 as an indication of this trend. 

TABLE IX; Numbers of Persons of New York and Virginia Origin 
i n 4 Western States. 1850. 

From New York From Virginia 
Ohio 83,780 85,975 
Indiana 24,300 41,819 
I l l i n o i s 67,180 24,756 
Michigan 133,550 1,504 

These eastern settlers were less and less pioneers i n the same way as 
those who had made the f i r s t encroachments i n the Old North-west. More 
of them came direct from well -settled eastern areas rather than from 
other isolated pioneer d i s t r i c t s outside of the Corn Belt. Many had 
middle-class backgrounds and a. certain amount of capital support which 
was often essential i n the development of prairie farms. One major 
factor attracting them to the frontier was the decline i n New England 

1. W.P.A. Writers' Project. Michigan, A Guide to the Wolverine State. 
Oxford University Press, New York, 1941, p. 104. 

2. Clakke, op. c i t . p. 300. 
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where the farming systemswere h i t by the competition of cheap grains from 
the new western areas. Many New England and eastern farmers had to go 
west to survive,''" 

The presence of these persons, rather than southerners,}undoubtedly 
helped the prairie areas to develop their commercial farms rapidly so 
avoiding the frontier subsistence economies which characterised many 
southern settled areas for several years. 

Settlement i n the prairie areas went on rapidly once the problems 
of their development were mastered. Iowa provides a useful i l l u s t r a t i o n 
of the speed of prairie aettlement. Clarke has pointed out that white 
settlement had not been allowed beyond the Mississippi River before the 
1830's although a few families had already crossed to search for 
minerals opposite the Galena mines. The pressure for land beyond the 
Mississippi led to the treaty with the Sac and Pox in 1832 for a 6 
million acre, 50 mile wide strip along the eastern side of the present 
state of Iowa. Within three months of the opening of the area some 
2,000 persons had settled,in spite of a law which prohibited such 
squatting before survey. 20,000 had, by I836, staked claims to land 

2 
even before the survey had begun. 

1. Billington, R.A., Westward Expansion. MacMillan, New York, 1960, 
p. 302. The eastern urban class contributed l i t t l e to this v/estward 
movement to the land. See Goodrich, C. and Davidson, S«, "The Wage 
Earner and the Westward Movement". P o l i t i c a l Science Quarterly. 50 
(1935), pp. 161 - 185, and 52 (1936), pp. 61 - 116. 
2, Clarke, op. c i t . p.593» 
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By 1838 the population i n the stri p had reached 23,200 so that a 
further 1^ million acres of land was purchased from the Indians to 
relieve the pressure,'*" By I846 the population had reached 116,454 and 
i t grew by another 76,000 to 192,214 by 1850,2 Between 1850 and 1860 
482,000 entered the state most of them coming from Indiana, I l l i n o i s 
and Ohio where droughts and an increase i n the density of farm 
settlement had caused some hardship. 

By mid-century even the western prairies beyond the Missouri 
River, which had been referred to by explorers l i k e Pike as desert 
land incapable of settlement, were being taken up i n farms.^ But a 
change i n the frontier economy occurred as settlement reached into these 
sub-humid areas. Whereas previously the cattle ranching economy^which 
often went ahead of frontier farm settlementswas eventually displaced 
by the expansion of cultivation, i n these western areas cultivated 
d i s t r i c t s remained discontinuous. Nor has the density of settlement 
ever been as great as i n eastern areas 

1, Murray op, c i t , , p. 36, 

2, Bureau of the Census, Census of Population. Vol, I I . Characteristics 
of the Population. Part 15, 1950, Table I . 95 per cent of this 1850 
population was classed as r u r a l , 
3, For details of the variable extent of the so-called American desert 
i n contemporary l i t e r a t u r e , see Lewis, G.M., "Changing Emphases i n the 
Description of the Natural Environment of the American Great Plains 
Area", Transactions and Papers of the Institute of Bri t i s h Geographers, 
30 (1962), pp. 75 - 90, Coues. E., The Expeditions of Zebulon Montgomery 
Pike. I I , Harper, New York, 1895, p. 525. 
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and in-and out-migrations at times of r a i n f a l l fluctuations have prevented 
i t achieving as much economic s t a b i l i t y . I t i s true that settlement 
i n these far Y/estern parts of the Corn Belt, and beyond i n the Great 
Plains, was aided by new land acts designed to encourage cultivation, 
i r r i g a t i o n and tree planting, but i t i s also clear from the movement 
of peoples out of the area i n later years that these acts did not f u l l y 
f u l f i l their purpose by adjusting the forms of settlement to the 
conditions that the settlers met."*" 

Settlement Consolidation and the Role of Communications. 

The frontier of settlement has tended to get undue attention from 

1. I t i s not necessary to refer to these later land acts i n de t a i l since 
they were largely applied i n areas beyond the Corn Belt. They included 
the 1862 Homestead Act which gave 160 acres of free land to genuine 
settlers and the Timber Culture Act, 1873> which gave 160 acres to any 
settler who would plant trees on 40 acres of the grant. This act was 
mainly intended to restore woodland losses i n more eastern areas but the 
act provided a way for same western settlers to acquire an extra quarter 
section of land. The 1862 Homestead Act was applied i n these sub-humid 
areas, but i t had two marked faults ihere. A quarter-section of land per 
family was insufficient i n these areas as can be seen by the losses of 
settlers which occurred i n dry years. Hence settlers t r i e d to create 
larger holdings by acquiring portions of adjoining land under different 
land acts. Secondly, the division of land into sections was unsmited to 
dry areas where each farmer needed to control a portion of a drainage 
basin. Powell recommended i n his report that western pastoral farms 
should have their boundaries related to topographic features and i t i s 
probable that better land division i n the western Corn Belt could have 
prevented the unstable settlement conditions which are s t i l l resulting 
i n losses of farm persons as increasing farm size t r i e s to achieve an 
economic balance for the profitable use of machinery. The Enlarged Homestead 
Act of 1911 allowed settlers to take up farms of 640 acres but this came 
too late for the western Corn Belt. References to these later acts can 
be found i n Webb,_W.P., The Great Plains. Grosset and Dunlap, New York, 
1931, and Department of Agriculture, Land, the Yearbook of Agriculture, 1958 
Washington, 1958. The Powell Report i s Report on the Lands of the Arid; Region 
of the United States., (1879), Reprinted and edited by Stegner, Yf., Belknap, 
Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1962, p. 40. 
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the historians of the Mid-West when far more settlement was going on by 
a less spectacular process of i n f i l l i n g well behind the frontier zone. 
The resulting increase i n the density of farm settlement and a growth 
of commercial farming allowed an infrastructure of communications and 
towns to be slowly created* The prajnary means of communications i n the 
eastern Corn Belt i n the early years of settlement had been the Ohio 
River and i t s tributaries and the t r a i l s adapted from the Indians which 
often ran from the rivers to inland areas,"'' Rafts and other small craft 
were used on the rivers and packhorseswere most common on the land 
routes. Improved roads on which carts and wagons could be used came 
after about 1820, The National Road, b u i l t to aid western movement, 
only reached Yftieeling on the Ohio i n 1817, On the prairies the rivers 
were farther apart and less navigable so that lines of communications 
had to be created especially as the main rivers ran north to south and 
most of the settlers on the prairies were coming from the eastern sea­
board and eastern parts of the Corn Belt, 

One of the most important of these new lines of communication was 
the Erie Canal which,with the Great Lakes, made the lands of northern 
Ohio, Indiana and I l l i n o i s accessible to migrants from Pennsylvania and 
the east. I t s opening was foreshadowed by the beginning of steamboat 

1, For a study of these route developments see Brown, R.H,, Historical 
Geography of the United States, Harcourt Brace, New York, 1946, pp. 
255 - 269. ~ 
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services on Lake Brie i n 1818 which p r i n c i p a l l y served t o move migrants 

westwards. Indeed the f i r s t years of the canal's operation saw i t 

acting as a migrant route rather than moving a g r i c u l t u r a l products to 

eastern markets. This only became i t s main r o l e once settlement on the 

pr a i r i e s had become f i r m l y established. 

The water route competed with a road running across northern Ohio. 

Although t h i s route fed many migrants i n t o northern Ohio, much of which 

was sett l e d before the canal was opened, extensions of the road beyond 

the ?/estern Reserve were hindered by the presence of the Black Swamp.'*' 

This v i r t u a l l y cut De t r o i t o f f from the east u n t i l the canal allowed 

the settlement of southern Michigan and northern Indiana t o go ahead. 

The movement of farm produce out to eastern markets by way of the canal 

saw also the v i r t u a l cessation of a g r i c u l t u r a l exports down the Ohio 

and Mississippi Rivers t o New Orleans. The early necessity of moving 

farm produce southwards had encouraged the conversion of much corn i n t o 

pork and whisky. This was no longer essential w i t h the Erie Canal. 

Grains as w e l l as livestock were now taken east encouraging an increase 

i n corn and animal production. Upstream movements on the Ohio were not 

possible u n t i l 1830,but by then the r i v e r had lo s t i t s trading i n i t i a t i v e 

t o those other routes. 

The Erie Canal soon became an important l i n k i n a series of canals 

which spread across Ohio and parts of Indiana aiding both settlement and 

1. The Black Swamp of north-western Ohio was a 1500 square mile area of 
i l l - d r a i n e d p l a i n on the east side of the Mantmee River (see Pig. 3 ) . 
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the export of farm products. These canals vrere b u i l t to l i n k lake Erie 

and the Ohio River and to cross the settled lands and po t e n t i a l .areas of 

settlement i n Ohio. The Cuyahoga, Scioto, Miami and Maumee Rivers 

provided the main l i n k s i n CDhio under an 1825 State Improvement Plan. 

Indiana's canal system was f a r less extensive since much of i t was 

abandoned i n the economic depression at the end of the 1830's. A water 

l i n k between Lake Erie and the Ohio was constructed through Indiana 

by way of the Maumee and wabash Rivers but the project came only shortly 

before the advent of railways i n the state and was not a f i n a n c i a l success"^ 

The disposal of land along the l i n e of the canal i n order t o help pay 

f o r i t didj however^ aid the settlement of central Indiana. As the canal 

building programme i n I l l i n o i s came even l a t e r none of i t was implemented 

before railways became the main means of transportation. 

Feeding trade to these canals and creating a web of routes between 

them, were state and Federal roads and other tracks which had previously 

been Indian t r a i l s . The National Road reached Indianapolis where i s 

intersected with a north-south state road which joined the southern part 

of the state t o the new c a p i t a l . I t also passed north to the newer 

areas of settlement. I n I l l i n o i s the south was sett l e d f i r s t using the 

r i v e r s and the Indian t r a i l s . State roads were b u i l t north towards 

1. Taylor, G-.R., The Transportation Revolution, 1815 ~ 1860. Rinehart, 
New York, 1951, p. 46. 
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Chicago and t o the new areas of settlement -where r i v e r s could not carry 

the t r a f f i c . Between these r i v e r s , canals and major land routes, an 

infra s t r u c t u r e of minor roads was slowly created along the survey l i n e s . 

The density of t h i s i n f r a s t r u c t u r e largely depended on the amount of 

settlement and number of county taxpayers who could support the 

cu t t i n g and maintaining of roads but ? clearly^ more roads tended t o 

at t r a c t f u r t h e r s e t t l e r s where land was s t i l l available. Areas which 

had other hindrances to settlement tended to be poorly served with roads 

u n t i l settlement brought a need f o r them."*" 

Railway b u i l d i n g came aft e r the canal and primary road network of 

Ohio and Indiana had been l a i d out 9but as the momentum of railway 

construction increased i t brought lines r i g h t i n t o the newly s e t t l e d 

f r o n t i e r areas. They replaced the canals and state roads as the primary 

means of aiding settlement and exporting the products of the new 

farming d i s t r i c t s . Indeed, i n the western parts of the Corn Belt the 

railways were b u i l t at the same time as f r o n t i e r settlement was being 

l a i d out and so created the a c c e s s i b i l i t y which had been provided by 

the r i v e r s i n the pioneer settlement of the eastern Corn Belt. 

3L. The Black Swamp of Ohio had l i t t l e settlement and road development 
before 1860 compared with surrounding areas. See Kaatz., M.R., "The 
Black Swamp: A Study i n H i s t o r i c a l Geography". Annals ASSOC. Am. Geogs.. 
A-5 (1955), pp. 1 - 35. The Kankakee Marsh was a similar empty area 
u n t i l the 1880's. SeeMeyer, A.H., "The Kankakee •Marsh' of Northern 
Indiana and I l l i n o i s . " Papers of Michigan Academy of Science. Arts and 
Letters. 21 ( l935)» PP* 366 - 395. More a t t r a c t i v e areas, l i k e the 
Upper Scioto Valley, found denser settlement was dependent upon road 
development. Buley, op. c i t . , p. 23. 
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The densest r a i l net was created i n the states east of the 

Mississippi where at least some means of communication already existed. 

I n Ohio and Indiana there were also the recently b u i l t canals and roads 

but i n I l l i n o i s and furt h e r west there were fewer navigable r i v e r s and 

Indian t r a i l s . The spur t o r a i l b uilding was la r g e l y trade competition 

between the eastern market centres eager f o r a share of the growing 

trade of the newly developed i n t e r i o r . The Erie Canal had given New 

York a favoured posit i o n f o r trade w i t h the i n t e r i o r so that Philadelphia 

countered with a mixed r a i l and canal system to Pittsburgh which spread 

westwards from Pittsburgh a f t e r 1852."'" Baltimore, which had taken an 

inter e s t i n western trade as the terminus of the National Road, r e ­

developed her i n t e r e s t . Her r a i l l i n k was l a t e r extended t o Cincinnati 

i n competition with other l i n e s including one which reached the Ohio 
2 

through Kentucky. New York also joined i n w i t h a l i n e to Lake Erie 

which had connections t o Cincinnati and Chicago by 1860. Other smaller 

companies l a i d out l i n k i n g l i n e s so that by 1860 Ohio had a complete 

r a i l network. 

The r a i l nets i n Indiana and I l l i n o i s also grew r a p i d l y and were 

almost complete by 1860. Each was an extension of the l i n e s which 

crossed Ohio but i n both cases the density of li n e s was less since f a r 

1. Havighurst, W., op. c i t . , p. 124. 

2. Clarke, op. c i t . , p. 356. 
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fewer market centres had "been able t o develop i n either of the states. 

The r a i l r o a d companies could thus choose t h e i r routes and market centres 

tended t o grow up along these whereas railways i n Ohio had, i n many 

cases, t o serve pre-existing centres. 

In spite of the r e l a t i v e completeness of these systems i n Ohio, 

Indiana and I l l i n o i s , fEw railways had reached across the Mississippi 

River before 1860. Much of Iowa was sett l e d overland by wagon or by 

se t t l e r s taking journeys up the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers. 

Regular steamboat services operated on these r i v e r s t o towns such as 
2 

Kansas City and Omaha and further north on the Minnesota River. I n 

time the r a i l builders caught up and contributed t o much of the f i l l i n g -

i n process of settlement i n these areas and many of the l a t e r s e t t l e r s , 

including European immigrants, arrived i n the west by r a i l . I n the 

f a r western Corn Belt settlement was not attempted before railways 

had crossed the Missouri River and had reached r i g h t to the f r o n t i e r . 
Problems of P r a i r i e Settlement 

The open p r a i r i e s of I l l i n o i s and further west were not at f i r s t 

a t t r a c t i v e t o s e t t l e r s . These areas presented very r e a l problems. 

Suspicion of p r a i r i e s o i l s which did not grow trees was only of secondary 

1. Both Indiana and I l l i n o i s lacked centres at t h i s time from which r a i l 
nets could develop. Indianapolis was s t i l l small and Chicago only became 
a r a i l centre when railways spread beyond the Mississippi River. 

2. River transport declined as m i l i t a r y and state roads as w e l l as 
railways radiated out from these centres. See Brown, op. c i t . p. 332. 
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importance. One of the main problems seemed to be that the absence of 

timber made settlement p r o h i b i t i v e l y costly. Small eastern p r a i r i e s i n 

Ohio and Indiana had been set t l e d sorm a f t e r the surrounding woodland 

but, here,timber was never f a r away.^ I n western p r a i r i e s timber, which 

v/as needed f o r housing, farm buildings, fencing and f u e l , was often i n 

short supply and the hauling of logs, where roads had not been developed, 
2 

could be both hazardous and expensive. Movement across the p r a i r i e s 

was most d i f f i c u l t a f t e r the spring thaw and a general lack of rock 

outcrops meant that stone roads could not replace the plank roads which 

had been l a i d i n Ohio and Indiana. 

Upland damp pr i a i r e s were avoided i n most cases u n t i l the l a s t two 

decades of the century when t i l e drainage techniques were introduced and 

drainage d i s t r i c t s were organized."^ P r a i r i e settlement also presented 

other problems which could only be overcome at some expense and most 

1. Thus Stork County, Ohio, was a small p r a i r i e which was unfarmed t i l l 
1833, years a f t e r surrounding woodland had been cleared, but by the 
1840's i t was a leading wheat producer i n the state, Bidwell, P.W. and 
Falconer, J . I . , History of Agriculture i n the Northern United States. 
1620 - 1860. Peter Smith, New York, 1941, P. 267. 

2. The desire t o s e t t l e on the p r a i r i e edges close t o the woodland has 
been demonstrated i n a settlement dudy of Story County, Icv;ag See Hewes, 
L., "Some Features of Early Woodland and P r a i r i e Settlement i n a Central 
Iowa County". Annals Assoc. Am. Geogs.. 40 (1950), pp. 40 - 57. 

3e The damp p r a i r i e s were mainly i n the I l l i n o i s Grand P r a i r i e , north-
central Iowa and the Red River Valley. Hewes has attempted to map them 
i n Hewes, L., "The Northern Wet P r a i r i e of the United States: Nature, 
Sources of Information and Extent". Annals Aasoc. Am. Geogs.. 41 ( l 9 5 l ) , 
pp. 307 - 323* Many upland p r a i r i e farms on d r i e r land contained patches 
of damp land which were gradually eliminated. 
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often by s e t t l e r s , l i k e Scandinavians, with the necessary s k i l l s . Deep 

wells were often essential. The p r a i r i e sod was thicker under western 

p r a i r i e s o i l s than that encountered i n the east. The wooden mould board 

plough and the cast i r o n tool ?which were satisfactory i n woodland s o i l s 

and those of the small eastern prairies^ were quite unsuited to the 

western areas. A s t e e l plough which could t u r n the t h i c k sod over and 

would self-scour i n the sticky s o i l s was f i r s t developed i n 1837 hut 

i t was an expensive implement to buy and also t o use since i t required 

a team of oxen. The labour of sod ploughing may not have been as great 

as clearing the eastern woodland but as i t involved more equipment i t 

was necessarily more expensive. Figures of I 5 - 2g- d o l l a r s per acre 

were quoted commonly f o r ploughing under contract which meant that the 
2 

preparation of the land could cost more than the land i t s e l f . To t h i s 

must be added the cost of getting timber from elsewhere so that the 

overall preparation of the land f o r farming might amount t o three or 
3 

four times the i n i t i a l outlay for the property. Also t o be added was 

the cost of basic implements f o r grain farming including a thresher and 
1. Though some early s e t t l e r s avoided the prairiesthrough suspicion of 
the q u a l i t y of t h e i r s o i l s , many recognised t h e i r p o t e n t i a l as w e l l as 
t h e i r d i f f i c u l t i e s . Bradbury, fo r example, saw that the Indiana and Ohio 
p r a i r i e s were good f o r stock and d i d not need to be cleared. He went so 
f a r as to say that "had t h i s portion of the country been placed at no 
greater distance from the Alleghenies than the wooded region i t would 
undoubtedly have been the f i r s t s e t t l e d " . Bradbury, J., Travels i n the 
I n t e r i o r of America i n 1809. 1810 and 1811. London, 1819, i n Thwaites, 
op. c i t . , Vol. 5, p. 295. 

2. See f o r example, Buley, op. c i t . , p . 1̂ 7 and Bid we 11 and Falconer, op. 
c i t . , p. 271. 

3. Timber sold at 25-30 dollars per thousand feet i n the 1830's i n some 
p r a i r i e areas which was the general price i n the Com Belt i n 1900 i n 
spite of changes i n money value. 
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reaper. Murray quotes one example of a s e t t l e r ' s outlay i n 1850 which 

shows that his basic requirements were nine times the cost of the land 

(Table X ) 1 . 

TABLE X Costs of Items f o r P r a i r i e Settlement 

Item Approximate cost 
( d o l l a r s ) 

160 acres of land 200 
Cabin 350 
Sheds 100 
Fencing 320 
Sod-breaker 480 
Thresher 200 
Oxen 100 
Reaper 175 

1925 

Even accepting that t h i s i s a greater outlay than many p r a i r i e 

farmers could afford t o make w i t h i n the f i r s t year of settlement i t i s 

clear that a considerable sum was necessary t o get farm operations under-
2 

way. This meant that many migrants were forced intotsnancy as a means 

1. Murray, op. c i t . , p. 45» 

2. There were ways i n which some s e t t l e r s reduced t h i s outlay. Owing 
to the high cost of imported timberj ©sage and wire fences were commonly 
used i n place of 'worm* or some other type of fencing which used large 
quantities of timber. Barbed wire came i n t o general use i n the 1870*s. 
Others d i d without sod-breakers and contracted out f o r the i n i t i a l 
ploughing. 
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of securing a home and occupation while i t also dissuaded the migration 

of persons to the p r a i r i e s who d i d not have the means to meet these 

costs. 

Yfaile the p r a i r i e s presented physical obstruction t o settlement 

u n t i l transport, implements and suitable s e t t l e r s could overcome them, 

Federal land acts and other means of c o n t r o l l i n g the disposal of land 

no longer stood i n the way of the progressive settlement of the p r a i r i e 

Mid-West. This was somewhat i n contrast t o land policy i n the early 

years of woodland settlement. The encouragement given t o settlement by 

the 1820 Act was re-affirmed i n l a t e r acts notably the I84I Pre-emption 

Act, the 1854 Graduation Act and the 1862 Homestead Act which f i n a l l y 

granted land f r e e l y t o a l l who would s e t t l e and improve i t . Since these 

acts were as important as the techniques i n shaping p r a i r i e settlement, 

i t i s necessary t o say a l i t t l e more about them. 

Pre-emption. Graduation and Free Land. 

Squatting ahead of the o f f i c i a l f r o n t i e r of settlement had been a 

common practice since the f i r s t Federal lands i n the Old North-west were 

opened up. I t had been declared i l l e g a l but was a practice d i f f i c u l t 

t o curb. The early, slow progress of the surveyors, the r i s e i n the 

price of Federal land a f t e r 1796 and the cessation of c r e d i t f a c i l i t i e s 

i n 1820 had a l l tended to increase squatting. The r i s k of e v i c t i o n was 

often w e l l worth taking. By squatting ahead of the area which had been 
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surveyed and placed on sale, the pioneer was able t o choose his own 

s i t e and get the use of i t f o r a season or two before he was evicted 

or his area was included i n the next batch of land f o r sale. Many 

were then able t o buy at the land sales the pieces they had already 

taken so that the custom of pre-emption grew up. This gave the squatter 

the r i g h t t o purchase his selected piece of land i n preference t o other 

interested parties. As t h i s became a widespread practice, pre-emption 

acts r e l a t i n g t o specified areas were passed at d i f f e r e n t times a f t e r 

1800, By these acts the squatters, or pre-emptors, were protected 

from those speculators and others who sought t o outbid them f o r land 

which they had already p a r t l y improved and whose va3ue was c l e a r l y 

above that of surrounding unimproved land. 

I n areas where pre-emption acts d i d not apply,, claim clubs had often 

grown up. These were composed of the squatters who banded together at 

the land auctions t o prevent speculators bidding up the prices on the 

land which they had already s e t t l e d and hoped to buy at the minimum 

price. 

By 1820 most of the Mid-West was covered by various acts which 

recognized pre-emption r i g h t s while other acts operated i n some areas 

f o r temporary periods. The 1841 Pre-emption Act f i n a l l y recognized the 

demand f o r the r i g h t t o select one's piece of land and s e t t l e i t without 

having t o fear that the price might be raised at the auction. By the 
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Act pre-emption became the normal method by which land was chosen as long 

as the claims made were w i t h i n the boundaries of the survey l i n e s . 

Each pre-emptor then entered his claim and paid f o r i t at a private sale. 

The act d i d not apply t o lands which were being sold by the states, by 

railway or canal companies or by private individuals. Prices f o r these 

lands were inevitably higher. 

The Federal Government encouraged the rapid disposal of land i n 

other ways but t r i e d t o promote orderliness i n the process. Land warrants 

were issued l i b e r a l l y a f t e r 1840. I n 1847 Congress offered bounties 

of 160 acres t o a l l r e c r u i t s f o r the Mexican War. Further acts i n the 

1850fs gave similar bounties t o a l l who were veterans of Indian wars. 

Many of these warrants were unused by t h e i r recipients and were sold 

cheaply t o speculators who exchanged them f o r large blocks of western 

land. 

Under the 1854 Graduation Act some western land prices were reduced 

below the previous minimum. Land which had been on sale f o r same time, 

but had remained unsold,had i t s price reduced i n proportion t o the 

length of time i t had been available. I f i t had remained unsold f o r 

30 years i t was offered at a minimum of 12^ cents per acre, only one-

tenth of the minimum price f o r newly available Federal land. There was 

no l i m i t on the amount of t h i s land which could be purchased. I n the 

Mid-West the main drawback to most land which did not s e l l well was i t s 
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i n a c c e s s i b i l i t y . Land of t h i s type soon gained i n value as transportation 

improved. 

The Homestead Act of 1862 was a f i n a l inducement t o s e t t l e r s t o 

the western u n f i l l e d areas. As such i t might be considered a concluding 

stage i n a l i b e r a l i z i n g process as f a r as Com Belt land was concerned, 

since by the time l a t e r land acts were passed the settlement of the 

Corn Belt had largely been achieved. Indeed, few Homestead entries were 

made i n the Com Belt since most of the region had either been s e t t l e d 

by 1862 or unsettled land had already passed i n t o the hands of State, 

other bodies and private individuals who were of f e r i n g i t f o r sale at 

much higher prices than prevailed f o r Federal land.''" 

Under the Act 160 acres was granted free but f o r a r e g i s t r a t i o n fee 

to any who would s e t t l e and "prove up" on the claim. There were some 

r e s t r i c t i o n s on the land available under the Act. I t only applied to 

land outside of railway grants and as such the main drawback to most 

Homestead land was i t s remoteness. Thus one Iowa land company i n the 

1860's stated i n i t s advertisements f o r i t s own land sales that "under 

the Homestead Law, the s e t t l e r must i n order t o get a good locati o n go 

f a r out i n t o the w i l d and unsettled d i s t r i c t s and f o r many years be 

1* Shannon has calculated that only 208 farms were entered under the 
Homestead Act i n the area east of the Mississippi, River by 1904. See 
Shannon, F., "The Homestead Act and the Labor Surplus". Am. Hi s t . Rev.. 
41 (1936), pp. 637 - 651. More were entered west of the Mississippi but 
these made up a small percentage of the land s e t t l e d i n the western Com 
Belt . The f i r s t entry under the Act was made toy a s e t t l e r i n Nebraska 
Te r r i t o r y near Beatrice, Nebraska i n the western Corn Belt. The s i t e i s 
now reserved as a National Monument. See, Guide t o Homestead National 
MonumentT United States Department of the I n t e r i o r , 7/ashington, 1961. 
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deprived of school, priveleges, churches, m i l l s , bridges and i n f a c t a l l 

the advantages of society."^ 

The Act was also open to abuse. There was nothing to stop a man 

and woman selecting 160 acre plots next to each other i n t h e i r own 

names before t h e i r marriage and so creating a 320 acre farm area. Dummy 

entries or entries using f i c t i t i o u s names were also possible. 

The Act perhaps gets more attention than i t deserves, c e r t a i n l y i n 

i t s e f f e c t upon Mid-Western settlement* Much of the land i n the area 

had already been set t l e d by 1862 or at least sold. Most of the fiee land 

was too remote from the eastern landless and i n d u s t r i a l poor who sought 

a new l i f e i n the west. Throughout the settlement of the Corn Belt the 

majority of the s e t t l e r s were farmers who had come from adjacent states 

to the east and i t appears that the s e t t l e r s of Homestead land were no 

exception. This free land only attracted s e t t l e r s when better, purchaseable 

land was no longer available or when some of the disadvantages of the 

homestead land had been removed by the development of communications, 

drainage and other improvements. 

Free land d i d not h a l t the sales of higher priced State and private 

land which was generally more accessible and of better quality* Nor d i d 

1. Quoted i n Gates, P.W., "The Homestead Law and the Incongruous Land 
System". Am. Hist. Rev.. 41 (1936), pp. 652 - 681. 
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the pre-emption and sale of federal land cease. As homestead land was 

not available to those who had already pre-empted land elsewhere, some 

took a homestead piece and then pre-empted an adjoining 160 acres to 

create the larger farm often needed i n the west. The growth i n the amount 

of land held f o r sale by speculators and states also meant that many 

western s e t t l e r s had several sources of land open to them apart from that 

obtainable under the 1862 Act. 

Land Sales by Speculators and States - Non-Federal land Sources 

There was very l i t t l e i n the methods adopted f o r the disposal of 

lands i n the Old North-west which greatly discouraged speculative 

acquisitions t and as the f r o n t i e r moved west the speculator appears to 

have played a bigger r o l e i n the settlement process. The revenue 

p r i n c i p l e by which the early acts were operated encouraged the sale of 

blocks of land too large f o r i n d i v i d u a l s e t t l e r s so that much of t h i s 

land was bought up by those hoping t o speculate i n i t s re-sale. I n 

subsequent land acts the minimum size of p l o t end piece of land was 

reduced t o encourage the genuine s e t t l e r s but t h i s d i d l i t t l e t o prevent 

speculators who bought land and held on t o i t as i t s value rose. There 

was no r e s t r i c t i o n on the number of entries that one person could make 

u n t i l the 1862 Act when i t had been realized that the supply of useful 

land was beginning to run out. Nor was there any way of preventing 

speculators buying up l i b e r a l l y - i s s u e d m i l i t a r y warrants from those who 
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had gained them hut d i d not want t o use them. 

I t i s hardly surprising that speculation grew as settlement spread 

fbrthe l i n e between the speculator and the genuine s e t t l e r was sometimes 

not easy t o draw. Many genuine s e t t l e r s bought more land than they 

needed, a practice which was enforced by the nature of the early land 

acts. Part was then improved and farmed and part was sometimes held f o r 

l a t e r re-sale when prices i n the area had ri s e n . A sale of part of the 

holding would help t o pay what was outstanding on the t o t a l holding. 

Some f a i l e d i n t h i s plan and suffered foreclosure f o r non-payment on t h e i r 

land. Some abandoned, t h e i r holdings when the s o i l was exhausted and 

moved west t o f i n d new cheap land. Some who had mortgaged t h e i r land 

and then could not meet the re-payments l e f t moneylenders and banks i n 

possession of several parcels of p a r t l y improved land. Land changing 

hands i n t h i s way a l l contributed t o speculation. 

The amount of speculation increased also as the rate of land 

disposal gained momentum. By the time that the f r o n t i e r had gained a 

f i r m f o o t i n g i n the dentral Corn Be l t , land was readily obtainable from 

several sources and by several methods and i t was quite clear from 

e a r l i e r experiences that land values were r i s i n g continuously. P r a i r i e 

land, i n p a r t i c u l a r , was subject to speculation. I n the land boom of 

1835-37 much of the Indiana, and I l l i n o i s p r a i r i e land passed i n t o 

r e l a t i v e l y few hands. Gates has made a study of land policy and 
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speculation i n the p r a i r i e s and has shown that several holdings of 

20,000 acres were b u i l t up i n Indiana, I l l i n o i s and Wisconsin."'' After 

the decline i n sales i n the l a t e 1830's and 1840's speculation was again 

r i f e i n the period between 1850 and 1860 when much of Iowa, Nebraska 

and Kansas was open f o r settlement. Again large portions passed i n t o 

a few hands. 

Table XI shows the ways i n which land i n Iowa was disposed of. The 

14 m i l l i o n acres of land exchanged f o r warrants mainly went to persons 

who had bought up large numbers of warrants while some of the land 

disposed of f o r cash was s i m i l a r l y bought at the low Federal prices and 

allowed to gain i n value before being re-sold. Gates estimates that 

20 m i l l i o n acres of Iowa land went i n t o speculative hands at some time 

i n the 1850*s. Altogether only about one-quarter of the Federal land 

i n Iowa passed d i r e c t l y i n t o the hands of genuine s e t t l e r s . 

These processes of land speculation altered the pattern and progress 

of settlement s i g n i f i c a n t l y i n some areas. Lands i n the hands of 

speculators would generally be unavailable f o r settlement or improvement 

f o r years causing genuine s e t t l e r s to bypass such areas and go f u r t h e r 

west. I t also enhanced the development of a more hollow f r o n t i e r on 

1. Gates, P.W., "Land Policy and Tenancy i n the P r a i r i e States", Journal 
of Economic History. I ( l 9 4 l ) , pp. 60 - 82. Part of t h i s section i s 
based on t h i s source. 
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TABLE XI The Disposal of Public Lands i n Iowa. 

million acres 
Total area distributed 3& 

for cash 12 
voider Homestead Act 1 
for warrants H<r 

for state improvement 
schemes 7 

to support education 2 

1. Adapted from Murray, op. c i t . , p. 1+J 
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the prairie. Owners of unimproved land did not normally pay local taxes 
so that road-building and school development xn such areas were delayed. 

The control of land i n this way often lasted for as long as a 
generation before the holding was broken up and the land brought into 

1 
use. This resulted i n some cases from the financial failure of the owner 
who waited too long for the land value to rise. Other speculators sold 

2 
their land at inflated prices and many installed tenants. Some owners 
tr i e d to farm their large holdings with armies of labourers. But labour 
was i n short supply and d i f f i c u l t to hold without giving i t at least 
the security of tenancy. 

The prairies s t i l l have a higher tenant - farm rate than the wooded 
eastern and southern countxes of the Corn Belt where farm tenancy did 
not receive an i n i t i a l boost by land speculation. These higher rates 
are also enabled by the better returns obtainable on prairie land that 
allows both owner and tenant to make a satisfactory l i v i n g . Higher 
tenancy rates also derive from the growth of grain farming i n the I l l i n o i s 
and Iowa prairies which gave rise i n the last century to the landless 

1, Welby remarked of an area near Chillicothe, Ohio, which was owned by 
speculators "under whose baneful influence a chief part of the county 
remains a wilderness which otherwise would have been under cultivation". 
¥e3.by,A.., A Visit to North America and the English Settlements i n I l l i n o i s e 

London, 1821 i n Thwaites, op. c i t . , Vol. 12, p. 207. 
2. Watterson, A.W. , Economy and Land Use Patterns of McLean County. 
I l l i n o i s . University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1950, p» 47» 
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farm labourer not common i n the -wooded east. Many of these workers i n 
time rented a quarter-section as a step to ownership when machines made 
them redundant."'' Some moved west to cheaper land whxle the rest remained 
as a core of tenant-farmers i n a society which had been planned for the 
occupancy and operation of farms by their owners. 

At the same time as private speculation i n land was active, large 
areas were also taken up by the states themselves. These were then 
offered for sale to settlers at prices well above those asked for Federal 
land. Land was granted to states by the Federal Government i n order 
to finance internal improvements within the Mid-Western states. Most 
commonly these land-financed improvements were concerned with canal 
and railway construction and the provision of educational f a c i l i t i e s . 
This method of financing became more common later i n the period of Mid-
Western settlement so that greater areas of land for disposal were 
placed i n the hands of western states than occurred i n eastern parts 
of the region. 

The earliest grants were made for canal and road building Lunder 
state internal improvement acts. 1,142,000 acres were granted to Ohio 
from unsold Federal land i n Ohio i n 1823 to finance road building and 
a further 480^000 acres went for canals. In contrast, grants i n Iowa 

1, Meakin reported that the hired men were most often the new immigrants 
who, i n time, would save up to rent their own land. Meakin, A., 
What America i s Doing, Letters from the New World.. Blackwood, London, 
1911, p. 140. 
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totalled 7 million acres for road, r a i l and river schemes apart from a 
further 2 million acres to provide higher education i n the state. Such 
grants were i n addition to 5 per cent of the proceeds from the sale of 
Federal land which each state received for i t s own purposes. 

Grants to help finance railway construction were especially large 
and by their nature an important influence upon settlement. No such 
grants were made before 1850 previous to which the railways were only 
allowed the right of way to lay their tracks. As settlement had reached 
well into the prairies by mid-century9 the railways had to replace rivers 
as the main means of migration west. To encourage the construction of 
railways into these l i g h t l y settled areas, land each side of the path 
of the proposed railway was granted to the railway company i n the same 
way that had been adopted to finance canal building i n the 1820's and 
1630's i n Ohio and Indiana. Sections of land each side of the track were 
withdrawn from the public* domain and one half were granted to the 
railway company for sale to settlers at the highest prices obtainable 
while the other sections were taken by the state to help cover their 
costs incurred i n the construction of the lines. 

The f i r s t grant of this type was for the I l l i n o i s Central Railroad 
which received alternate sections of land for a distance of 6 miles 
each side of the track. Where the line passed through land already 
settled or sold, alternate sections up to a distance of 15 miles from 
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the track were transferred. The success of the system i n aiding r a i l 
construction and settlement led to a flood of subsidized lines. Not 
only did i t open up previously poorly accessible areas but put large 
amounts of land into the hands of the states and railway builders who 
promoted i t s sale to settlers. The state sections could not be sold for 
less than 2g- dollars per acre or twice the normal price of Federal 
land while the railways opened their own land offices and by widespread 
advertisement generally sold their land at considerably higher prices. 

Although railway-side land was mare expensive to buys the accessibility 
of such land undoubtedly outweighed the burden of higher i n i t i a l costs 
to the settlers. The encouragement which the new lines gave to settle­
ment can be seen i n the fact that reports and older maps suggest that 
much rural settlement collected close to these lines just as the wooded 
tongues of streamside land i n prairie areas had also acted as nodes of 
i n i t i a l farm settlement. Most village and town settlements i n the 
western Corn Belt were sited at convenient internals on the railways 
and the value of farmland declined i n proportion to i t s distance from 
the tracks. These towns, which acted as local centres for the rural 
areas, were soon connected up with the surrounding farms by county road 
networks whichjin timesmade outlying land more accessible and spread 
settlement out from the railways. 
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Educational improvements i n the Corn Belt states were similarly 
carried out with the help of land sales. Ever since the 1785 Ordinance 
the 16th section i n each township had been set aside to be rented or 
leased to provide funds for education within the township. After I836 
most states obtained the right to s e l l these sections as their renting 
became administratively burdensome. Such funds did not provide fifcr 
higher education. The M o r r i l l Act (1862) allowed each state to remove 
30,000 acres of i t s public land for each Representative and Senator 
i t had. This land could be sold at the best prices obtainable to 
finance places of higher educatxon. Land was also transferred to states 
i n order to endow land-grant colleges. 

These large transfers of land to the states and to railway builders, 
and the massive amount of speculation by private individuals, considerably 
reduced the amount of land which was available from Federal offices 
at the nominal price of l̂ p dollars per acre."'" 

Woodland and Prairie Settlement 

Altogether one can point to marked differences between the conditions 
which influenced settlement i n the early years u n t i l 1820, when 
pioneering was confined to the eastern Corn Belt, and other- factors 
affecting settlement i n the centre and west after 1820. These factors 

1. Murray, op. c i t . , p. 47. This source covers these aspects of land 
disposal f u l l y and has been freely used i n compiling this section. 
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divide into two types. There were those concerned with the land, the 
sources from which i t was obtainable and the terms of i t s a v a i l a b i l i t y. 
During the earlier period land was mainly available from Federal land 
offices with the exception of certain state claims and land company 
grants. The cost of the land and the ndnimum size of lots deterred many 
from legal settlement. Instead, many squatted i n backwoods locations. 
As southerners made up the bulk of early settlers i n southern Indiana, 
southern I l l i n o i s and Missouri 9this type of settlement became character­
i s t i c of them and of much of the early woodland settlement of the 
Eastern Corn Belt. 

Later Federal land acts became progressively more l i b e r a l , released 
more land and aided rapid, orderly settlement within the framework of 
prior survey. Also, as settlement moved into prairie areas more land 
was obtained and sold by states, railway companies and speculators at 
prices varying according to the quality and accessibility of the land 
and according also to how much settlers were prepared to pay. 

Hence, cheaper Federal land did not also mean that poorer, eastern, 
landless persons could more easily make a farm i n the west. Indeed, as 
better land tended to s e l l at higher prices the cost of settlement 
tended to increase on the prairies. This favoured the migration into 
the Corn Belt of eastern and Mid-Western farmers of moderate means rather 
than the poorer southern pioneers and urban landless. 
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A second set of factors contributed to the change i n conditions of 
settlement before and after 1820. These factors mainly concern changes 
i n techniques needed as settlement moved from woodland to prairie areas. 
Before 1820 the main requisite for success i n woodland settlement was 
hard labour rather than more sophisticated techniques of commercial 
farming, marketing and capital investment. These early, mainly southern 
pioneers, made their scattered clearings generally on riverside sites 
where creeks gave a source of water and a means of transportation. Each 
family pioneered i n relative isolation of i t s neighbours apart from 
social occasions l i k e "log-rolling" ( i . e . cabin-building). As they 
lacked outside connections with markets, the pioneers farmed on a sub­
sistence basis and the clearing, and i t s surrounding forest, provided 
most of the settlers' needs on a primitive standard of l i v i n g . Corn, 
the main crop, was well suited to the climate, the woodland soils and 
the small clearings. Houses and buildings were mainly crude log structures 
b u i l t of the material which had to be cleared to allow farms to be made. 
Clearings were made by f e l l i n g , f i r i n g and girdling the trees. 
Cultivation, for the f i r s t few years, was carried on between the stumps."'* 

1, Although there are many descriptions by contemporary writers of conditions 
on the frontier, i t i s d i f f i c u l t to assess their representativeness. Conditions 
varied widely from area to area and accounts were also diverse because of 
the travellers* prejudices. Some were preparing guide-books to attract more 
settlers and so impressed the readers with the benefits of frontier l i f e . 
Others, particularly European travellers, were more c r i t i c a l when coanpar^ng 
the new settlements with older societies i n Europe. One example of this 
can be seen i n the many accounts for and against Birkbeck's early prairie 
settlements i n south-eastern I l l i n o i s . These accounts ranged from the very 
complimentary statements of Birkbeck himself and Flower, his associate. On 
the other side there was Henry Fearnon. He suggested that only the very poor 
in England could stand to gain by emigrating. See Flower, R., Letters from 
the I l l i n o i s . 1820. 1821, London, 1822, i n Thwaites, op. c i t . , Vol. 12. and 
Fearnon, H., Sketches of America. A Narrative of a Journey through the Eastern 
and Western States of America. London 1819• 
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As other settlers made neighbouring clearings, much of the forest 
was removed over large areas. Fields, better farm buildings, roads and 
market centres Y/ere created as more settlement took each area out of 
i t s frontier condition. Log cabins were replaced by frame houses when 
saw mills were set up. Improved, river, canal and road links with the 
south and east encouraged commeriEial fanning although crop rotations did 
not develop u n t i l much latei i n the century. 

Settlement i n the central and western prairies occurred against a 
1 

background of changing technological conditions and needs. Prairie 
settlement required settlers with the means to u t i l i z e land which needed 
heavy ploughs and to which f u e l , building and farming materials had to 
be brought. This meant that settlers had to have, or soon acquire, 
some capital and successful prairie settlement was normally dependent 
upon the development of commercial grain farming and a transport and 
market network. This i n turn spurred changes i n the eastern areas where 
the settlers had to develop commercial agriculture to compete with the 
prairie farmers. 

The prairie frontier of settlement was more temporary and less 
primitive than i t had been i n the woodlands since i t was soon linked 
with eastern markets which sent goods and implements into the area. 
Settlement consolidation soon followed on i n i t i a l settlement as can be 
seen by a comparison of Pigs, 8 and 11, Farmers from the eastern areas 
1, Prairie settlement occurred mainly i n states west of Indiana but even i n 
these areas woodland was s t i l l to be found especially along river valleys. 
A woodland cover predominated i n Ohio and most of Indiana before major 
clearance occurred with settlement. An approximate distribution of the 
original woodland i s shown i n Fig. 28, the unshaded areas being prairie. 
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made up most of these settlers and European migrants f i l l e d up untaken 
land. Prairie farms quickly acquired fences, timber "buildings and many 
of the conveniences of l i f e common i n the longer-settled east.^" Minor 
roads linked up farms to local market and r a i l centres as a regional 
economy developed. In return the average prairie farmer soon enjoyed, 
as he s t i l l does, a higher standard of l i v i n g than his counterpart i n 

2 
the woodland. 

The Failure of Nucleated Farm Settlement in the Corn Belt 

The effects of these various influences upon the forms and features 
of farm settlement i n different parts of the Corn Belt w i l l be considered 
further i n later chapters. Influences which have operated i n more recent 
decades w i l l also be examined. But one other aspect of the histori c a l 
approach to settlement development i s worth brief consideration, namely, 
the failure of group farm settlements or farm villages to establish them-

1. Immigrants likeGr© Svendsen found plenty to complain about as well 
as good harvests and rising wealth to be thankful fo r . Forseth, P. and 
Blegen, T.C., Frontier Mother: The letters of Gro Svendsen. Norwegian -
American Historical Association, Northfield, Minn., 1950. 
2. A description of prairie and timber farms i n one Iowa county suggested 
one reason for t h i s . The timber farms presented "a meagre appearance." 
The s o i l was only about half cultivated. "The owners are of a poorer 
class and not well informed". But on the rich prairie s o i l nearby, a l l 
the land was improved and the area presented the appearance of an old 
settled country even though only settled 5 years at the time of writing. 
The writer suggested the reason for these differences was that the wooded 
land was taken by the f i r s t pre-emptor settlers who had l i t t l e capital 
but took the land since i t provided wood, fuel and s o i l . The prairie only 
attracted later settlers with capital to invest i n i t and cash to "buy 
timber and firewood. A l e t t e r i n a Lyons newspaper, 1855, quoted i n 
Wolfe, P.B., History of Clinton County. Iowa. Bowen, Indianapolis, 1911, 
P. 127. 
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selves i n the Corn Belt. In spite of variations i n the land policy 
and technological influences during the period of frontier and post-
frontier settlement development, the dispersal of farmsteads became 
common across the whole Corn Belt. 

Several reasons help to explain the predominance of this settlement 
form and the lack of farmstead nucleation. F i r s t l y , the system of 
prior survey encouraged the taking up of small regular-shaped parcels 
of land by individual settler-families. Each located i t s farmstead on 
i t s own land. The sale of cheap land also encouraged migrants to move 
west independently and to chose their land free of restrictions imposed 
by group cohesiveness. This was characteristic of the prairie settlers 
from the east as much as the southern pioneers. 

Some New England and eastern migrants did, however, organize them­
selves into groups and there would appear to have been some influences 
encouraging group settlement. The early land acts; the establishment 
of land companies; the tradition of New England settlement and colonization 
the advantages of group migrations to the far west; the arrival of 
linguistic and other groups on the frontier; spates of town promotion 
and the value of co-operative effoxfcs to "tame" the woodland and prairie 
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•mould a l l suggest that farm villages could have evolved,, 

Settlers related by regional, l i n g u i s t i c , religious or other ties 
did often settle near one another and a few nucleated settlements did 
develop but such villages were the exception rather than the rule. 
Easterners settling i n the central Corn Belt often formed groups to 
make the journey to the new lands but they s t i l l took up their land 
independently often with l i t t l e reference to where their friends settled. 
Group journeys became more common during the century as the passage west 
became more lengthy and costly. In the 1850*s several societies 
arranged groups and obtained cheaper rates on the railways and other 
means of transport. But group cohesiveness was seldom strong enough 
to lead to village settlements of farmers although friends and relatives 
clearly sought land that would allow them to be neighbours. 

Some farm villages appeared i n the Connecticut Western Reserve as 
a result of land being set aside for particular groups i n New England 
but more often farm village growth i n the Mid-West only occurred where 

1, F l i n t warned the would-be settler that he would find the new lands 
strange and d i f f i c u l t not least because of a lack of a sense of community 
feeling. The system of land division meant that the settler may be 
surrounded by strangers. He advised "polite and obliging behaviour, 
with circumspection i n every transaction, becomes \the settler^ i n this 
new situation", F l i n t , J., Letters from America Containing Observations 
on the Climate and Agriculture of the Western States. Edinburgh, 1822, 
i n Thwaites, op. c i t . , Vol.9, p. 253. 



there was some stronger t i e than common place of origin. These stronger 
links were mostly of a religious, p o l i t i c a l theorist or national l i n g ­
u i s t i c character. Agglomerated settlements made up of persons with these 
common characteristics developed most commonly i n the western parts of 
the Corn Belt but only a small number have persisted to the present. 

Murray suggests that about one hundred religious group-villages 
were set up i n parts of the Corn Belt,,most of their members coming west 
to avoid persecution i n more densely settled eastern areas."'" But more 
settlers with particular religious beliefs, who migrated into the Corn 
Belt as groups tended to settle i n close proximity to each other without 
founding farm villages or other forms of settlement peculiar to what 
they believed. Later migrants professing the same beliefs have often 
been attracted to the same areas. Mennonite groups are common i n parts 
of the Corn Belt and by their beliefs of co-operation i n work, large 
families and a devotion to labour they have often been able to buy 
land from non-Mennonite neighbours and create new farms for their children. 

1. These included, for example the German Rappites who moved from 
Pennsylvania to found Harmony on the Wabash River i n south-west Indiana 
i n 1805. One of the few to have retained some of their original 
identity i s the Amana group of villages i n south-eastern Iowa. These 
were set up by German Settlers who belonged to the Community of True 
Inspiration which had moved from Germany to Buffalo, New York, i n the 
lSit-O's and settled i n Iowa i n 1855. See Davis, D.H., "Amana, A Study 
i n Occupance". Economic Geography. 12 (1936), pp. 217 - 230 and No 
author, The Story of Amana, Amana Society, undated. References to these 
and other groups can be found i n Murray op. c i t . , p. 110. 
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P o l i t i c a l theorist groups also flourished i n the Mid-¥/est and 
founded village settlements i n the last century. The improvement of 
the land and the creation of farms attracted groups with communistic 
and co-operative ideals. They believed that successful settlement could 
best be achieved by working together while many worldly i l l s could be 
cured by the sharing of possessions."'" 

Discord over the ownership of, or the sharing of, property appears 
to be the most common cause for the breakup of these settlements. Some 
simply s p l i t up into two parts while others disintegrated completely. 
The Icarians5who followed the ideas of Etienne Gabot9set up the community 
of Icaria i n Adams County, Iowa, Discord led to the s p l i t t i n g of the 
Icaria settlement into two parts, one village being set up a mile from 
the other. In 1895 the whole community was wound up. The two English 
promoters of prairie settlement, George Flower and Morris Birkbeck^in 

1. Examples of these were the Communia Colony of Iowa which was founded 
i n 1&V7 by a groop of German-speaking Swiss-Americans. Others who hoped 
to be examples of the reconstruction of agrarian society wer*e the 
followers of Robert Owen who set up villages at Salubria, Iowa, as well 
as taking over Harmony as New Harmony when the Rappites failed. Other 
p o l i t i c a l groups did not share property but s t i l l emphasised the benefits 
of community l i f e achieved by village settlements. Faurierist commun­
i t i e s were set up i n various parts of the United States. One i n Iowa 
took land on the north bank of the Des Moines River i n 182̂ 4 where a 
village for about f i f t y persons was b u i l t . Dissatisfaction between the 
members broke the settlement up within a year, while others lik e the 
Garden Grove Community i n Iowa never got beyond a planning stage. See 
Nordhoff, C, The' OQmmunistid Societies of the United States from Personal 
Visits and Observations. Harper, New York, 1875» 
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their disagreement,, set up two r i v a l settlements on the I l l i n o i s prairie 
i n 1819, These at least served to popularize prairie settlement and 

1 
attracted other migrants to the d i s t r i c t . 

General distrust of the various sects and thexr disagreements by 
the ordinary Corn Belt settlers meant that group methods of land owner­
ship and settlement l i t t l e influenced settlers who did not belong to 
a group. The village communities of these groups were merely scattered 
anomolies i n a vast area where the private ownership of land and the 
dispersal of farm families were the common features of rural settlement. 

Foreign nationals who settled i n the Corn Belt i n the last century 
also tended to gather together i n particular areas but did not create 
agricultural villages except i n the case of the p o l i t i c a l or religious 
groups already referred to. Areas where national linguistic groups 
chose to settle largely depended on the av a i l a b i l i t y of land at the 
time of their a r r i v a l . Central and northern Europeans, who made up the 
bulk of the immigrants i n the second half of the last century$ settled 

1, Much of the contemporary material on this prairie settlement venture 
has now been brought together i n Boewe, 0,, Prairie Albion, An English 
Settlement i n Pioneer I l l i n o i s . Southern I l l i n o i s university Press, 
Carbondale, 1962. 
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mostly i n the central and northern parts of the Corn Belt. The 
Vanguard would often attract other settlers speaking the same language 
and with the same cultural ties since t h i s would give them a group 
identity and also safeguarded them to some extent against deception i n 
the buying of land and other dealings. But, again, group feeling only 
brought members together as distant neighbours and did not impose on 
them a system of nucleated settlement unsuited to the land system and 
other factors which encouraged dispersal. 

In summary, this historical account has attempted to show that two 
sets of factors, those controlling land availability and those associated 
with changing techniques of pioneering and farming, operated as the 

2 
settlement frontier moved across the Corn Belt from woodland to prairie. 

1. Studies of European settlement i n the Mid-West include those by 
Johnson, Larson and Stephenson. These show that the Germans were to be 
found widely over the Corn Belt reflecting the longer period during which 
they were arriving as the frontier moved on. Swedish and Norwegian 
settlement was confined to the later years so that most of these settlers 
were to be found i n states west of I l l i n o i s and especially i n the Red 
River area of the northern Corn Belt, mainly settled i n the 1870's. Most 
of these settlers were rur a l born and came to America to raise their 
l i v i n g standards by land ownership. See Johnson, H.B., "The Location 
of German Immigrants i n the Middle West". Annals Assoc. Am. Geogs..41 (1951), 
pp. 1 - 41, also "The Distribution of the German Pioneer Population i n 
Minnesota". Rural Sociology, 6 (1941), pp. 16-34. Larson, L.M.. "The 
Norwegian Element i n the Middle West". Am. Hist. Rev.. 40 (193*0, pp.69-81. 
Stephenson, G.M,, "The Background of the Beginnings of Swedish Immigration, 
1850-1875". Am. Hist. Rev.. 31 (1926), pp. 708-723. 
2. Spencer and Horvath have suggested that six categories of cultural 
process operated to transform the area into a Corn Belt. In the case of the 
Settlement aspect of the region, which is the concern of the present study, 
the p o l i t i c a l , h i s t o r i c a l , economic and technologic processes have been more 
important than the agronomic and psychological. The role of the l a t t e r 
cultural process, to determine how the new arrival copied the actions of 
established settlers, would repay more attention. Spencer, J.E. and Horvath, 
R.J., "How Does an Agricultural Region Originate"? Annals Assoc. Am. Geogs.. 
53 (1963), PP. 74-92. 
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A more developed pos t - f ront i er soc ie ty and pattern of farm settlement 

was thus created. 

The main elements i n t h i s farm settlement were the farm u n i t s , the 

dispersed farmsteads and t h e i r farmhouses, and the inter-connect ing 

road network. Each of these l o c a l patterns was l i n k e d up with the more 

important l i n e s of communication, notably the r a i l w a y s , along which 

were spaced market and r u r a l serv ice centres . These performed the 

intermediate functions of exporting the products of commercial farming 

and providing the farms with the goods and amenties of a developing 

soc ie ty . 



SECTION I I THE FORMS AMD FEATURES 

OP RURAL SETTLEJ.IENT 

The second sect ion of t h i s study, i n four chapters, considers the 

pattern of r u r a l farm settlement and that of the subs id iary dispersed 

nonfarm settlement. Features of the u n i t s of settlement, including 

farmsteads and house types , are also considered. The sect ion concludes 

vriLth accounts of the nature of the dispersed settlement i n a s e l ec t ion 

ofi Com B e l t counties and an assessment of the uniformity and v a r i e t y 

of the c u l t u r a l landscape. 
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CHAPTER I V . CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SETTLEMENT PATTERNS 

A geographic study of settlement must, as Kohn has s ta ted , deal 

f u n c t i o n a l l y , f i r s t l y , with the arrangement of the features placed on 
1 

the landscape "by man and, secondly^with the character of those f e a t u r e s . 

I n the case of the r u r a l dispersed settlement of the Corn B e l t , the 

arrangement or pattern of features i s composed of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

combinations of roads , farm uni t s and bui ldings and other settlement 

features which have been l a i d out i n forms inf luenced by the h i s t o r i c a l , 

p o l i t i c a l , economic, technological and physxcal conditions that have 

already been touched on i n previous chapters . 

The farmstead i s the most important element i n t h i s pat tern . I t 

must be considered from the point of view of i t s general l o c a t i o n , i t s 

l oca t ion i n r e l a t i o n to other farmsteads and features on the landscape 

and, as Trewartha has s ta ted , from the point of view of i t s i n d i v i d u a l 

2 

components and t h e i r layout i n r e l a t i o n to each other. The d i s p e r s a l 

of farmsteads, each located on the land i t operates i s l arge ly the r e s u l t 

of the pioneer at t i tudes and the system of p r i o r survey and regular 

d i v i s i o n of the land into f a i r l y equal s iae farm u n i t s for family farming. 

1 . Kohn, C . F . , "The Use of A e r i a l Photographs i n the Geographic Analys i s 
of R u r a l Settlements". Photo-grammetric Engineering. 17 (1951 ) , p . 759 . 

2 . Trewartha, G . T . , "Some Regional C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of American Farmsteads" 
Annals Assoc. Am. Geogs., 38 (1948) , pp. 169 - 225. 
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The character of ind iv idua l farmsteads r e f l e c t s f ac tor s r e l a t e d to the 

a g r i c u l t u r a l development of d i f f e r e n t d i s t r i c t s ^ While t h i s chapter 

considers the general pattern of farmstead d i s t r i b u t i o n , the i n t e r n a l 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the farmsteads are discussed i n Chapter 5 and fur ther 

d e t a i l s of the farmhouses are given i n Chapter 6» 

Nucleated settlements house most of the remainder of r u r a l persons 

i n the Corn B e l t who do not "belong to the farm sec tor . These places 

vary i n s i z e from a handful of houses up to market centres and approach 

the s i ze of urban p laces . Nearly a l l of these nucleations are 

e s s e n t i a l l y nonfarm i n character and i n no way s i m i l a r to the European 

a g r i c u l t u r a l v i l lages , ' ' ' The smaller of these nucleations i n the Corn 

Be l t depend f o r t h e i r l i ve l ihood to a large extent on providing serv ices 

for the surrounding farm population i n the form of s tores , farm suppl ies , 

s p e c i a l i s t s erv i ce s and s o c i a l amenities,while the l arger places have 

other funct ions and are more urban i n character . Only a smal l proportion 

of the persons who l i v e i n these nucleat ions are ac t ive farmers so 

that most of t h e i r population can be considered part of the r u r a l nonfarm 

sector . Since these settlements are not of a dispersed type they are 

only considered i n c i d e n t a l l y . 

1 . There are a few exceptions l i k e the Araana a g r i c u l t u r a l colonies i n 
south-east Iowa. See D a v i s , op, c i t , 5 Economic Geography, 12 , pp. 
217 - 230. 
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Another part of t h i s r u r a l nonfarm sector of the population, of more 

consequence here, i s that which l i v e s i n the open country. This part 

of the population i s not dis t inguished from the nucleated r u r a l nonfarm 

population "by the Census Bureau so that i t s fur ther ana lys i s i s 

d i f f i c u l t . This open-country part of the r u r a l nonfarm population i s , 

however, found scattered amongst the farm settlement, on the f r inges of 

both urban and r u r a l centres and most often around metropolitan areas 

and along major highways outside of such p l a c e s . As t h i s population 

forms part of the dispersed settlement of the Corn B e l t i t i s considered 

i n the l a s t part of t h i s chapter. 

Farm Settlement 

The t o t a l r u r a l farm population enumerated i n the Corn B e l t i n 

1960 was 2 ,803,984 a drop of 21.3 per cent on the 1950 t o t a l ( 3 , 5 6 4 , 6 9 3 ) . 

A small part of t h i s f a l l i n the t o t a l resu l ted from a change i n the 

Census d e f i n i t i o n of a farm person, but the major part of the decl ine 

was the r e s u l t of a loss of farms by a continuation of the processes 

of farm consol idation and enlargement."1" The farm population i n I96O 

1 . I n order to determine the farm population i n the 1950 Census, farm 
residence was decided on the b a s i s of the response to the question ' I s 
t h i s house on a f a r m ? ' . I n the 1960 Census farm residence was r e s t r i c t e d 
to persons l i v i n g i n r u r a l t e r r i t o r y on places of 10 acres or more from 
which farm s a l e s i n 1959 were 50 d o l l a r s or more, or places of l e s s than 
10 acres i f the sa l e s were 250 d o l l a r s or more. The change i n d e f i n i t i o n 
accounted for l e s s than 10 per cent of the t o t a l farm los s between 1950 
and 1960 i n the Corn B e l t . 
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therefore represented only 38.7 per cent of the Corn B e l t ' s t o t a l r u r a l 
population as defined by the Census. Table X I I shows the t o t a l sub-
reg ional changes i n the farm population, 1950 - 1960. 

TABLE X I I R u r a l Form Population 
1950 - 1960 

by ̂ Economic Subreptions, 

E . S . 

47 
48 
51 
63 
69 
70 
71 
84 
85 
86 
87 
92 
93 

Corn Be l t 
Total 

Farm Population 

1950 1960 

decrease 

394,415 
425,363 
170,578 
224,419 
356,537 
291,223 
383,652 
135,810 
498,500 
248,051 
131,966 
170,208 
133,871 

3,564,693 

287,125 
335,066 
112,828 
175,517 
317,686 
245,759 
282,, 9 98 

93,188 
391,297 
209,783 
111,169 
138,666 
100,902 

2,603,984 

27.2 
21.2 
33.7 
21.8 
10.9 
15.6 
25.7 
31 .4 
21 .4 
15 .4 
15.7 
18.5 
24.6 

21.3 

This farm population l i v e d i n 792,02+1 farmhouses i n 1960 -which 

represents a drop of 17.0 per cent from the number enumerated i n 1950. 

1 . Bureau of the Census, Census of Population. V o l . I I . C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 
of the Population, 1950 and 1960, var ious p a r t s . 
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The subregional t o t a l s of farmhouses i n 1960 are given i n Table X I I I 

together with f i g u r e s f o r 1950 and percentage changes over the decade. 

The dec l ine i n numbers of farmhouses continued a trend which was marked 

between 1940 and 1950. 

TABLEJ X I I I . R u r a l Farmhouses by Economic Subregionsy 
* 1950 - 1960-1-

E . S . 

47 
48 
51 
63 
69 
70 
71 
84 
85 
86 
87 
92 
93 

Occup. Farmhouses 
1950 1960 

Change 

109,660 
111,440 

^6,275 
60,925 
87,495 
76,220 

111,455 
40,185 

133,82,0 
63,600 
32,235 
1^,060 
36,970 

85,970 
94,908 
33,496 
50,582 
80,986 
68,016 
87,426 
29,692 

110,030 
56,036 
28,410 
37,151 
29,338 

_OT *7 
~C~L • / 

-15 .0 
-27 .5 
-16 .9 
- 7.2, 
-10 .8 
-21 .7 
- 2 6 . 1 
-16.2, 
- 1 2 . 0 
-11 .9 
-15 .9 
- 2 0 . 7 

Corn Be l t Total 954,360 792,041 -17*0 

This l o s s of farmhouses and farm persons has meant that the dens i ty 

of farm settlement has decreased across the Corn Be l t during recent 

decades. Farm s i z e has increased at the same t±me sxnce r e l a t i v e l y 

1 . Bureau of the Census, Census of Housing. V o l . I l l , Farmhousing 
C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . 1950 and 1960. 
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l i t t l e land has been l o s t to nonfarm uses . Table XIV shows the average 

density of farmhouses i n the subregions of the Corn Bel t i n 1950 and i n 

1960. P i g . 12 shows these regional v a r i a t i o n s i n farm density i n terms 

of average farm s i z e by counties i n 1950. 

TABLE X I V . Density of Farmhouses by Economic Subregions. 
1950 - 1960 1 

Econ. Subr. Farmhouses per sq . mile 
1950 1960 

47 8 .4 6.6 
48 5.3 4.5 
51 4 .5 3 . 1 
63 3.9 3.5 
69 3 .7 3.4 
70 3 .7 3.3 
71 3 .4 2 .6 
84 3 . 1 2.3 
85 3.3 2.7 
86 3.5 3 . 1 
87 2,3 2 . 1 
92 1.6 1.4 
93 1.8 1.5 

This decrease i n the number and density of farmhouses and farms 

i s the r e s u l t of s evera l economic fac tor s which are encouraging the 

increase i n average farm s i z e . Greater farm mechanization requires 

l arger farms to make the use of machinery p r o f i t a b l e while many small 

1 . Calculated from housing and area data xn Census volumes. 
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farmers have found that they can make a bet ter l i v i n g i n nonfarm employment. 

This means that some of the farmhouse losses are the r e s u l t of dwell ings 

being trans ferred to become the homes of nonfarm workers whi le i n other 

cases there has been ac tua l l o s s or des truct ion of farmsteads. I n seme 

areas marginal land has gone out of use . Table X H I shows that los ses 

between 1950 - 19^0 were e s p e c i a l l y heavy i n the southern h i l l areas 

(Subregions 84 and 5 l ) where more marginal land i s found. Here 9new 

farms and smallholdings were being set up i n the depression years of 

the 1930 's at a time when nonfarm employment opportunities f e l l away. 

Many of these farms are now abandoned,'. These southern h i l l areas have 

also experienced farm mechanization more recent ly than the p r a i r i e 

areas to the north. 

The marked subregional decrease an farm settlement density from 

east to west can be explained only p a r t l y by the more recent changes. 

S imi lar migrations of persons from the farms had been occurring f o r 

over four decades before 1950 and had c l e a r l y happened i r r e g u l a r l y , 

l o s ses of cu l t i va ted land have a lso been i r r e g u l a r but general ly smal l , 

1 . Severa l reg ional farm studies have suggested that part-time farming 
or the complete withdrawal from farming can be p r o f i t a b l e moves for the 
smal l farmer. A 1957 study i n south-centra l Iowa pointed out that an 
80 - 160 acre farmer with average management a b i l i t y would general ly 
be bet ter o f f f i n a n c i a l l y as a part-t ime farmer holding a f u l l - t i m e 
urban job and running h i s farm as a s i d e l i n e . Part=time farming tends 
to be a step i n the process of complete ret irement . See Heady, E . Q . , 
Dean, G.W. and Lof t sgard , L . D . , "Farm and Nonfarm Job". Iowa Farm 
Science. 12 (1957) , pp. 6 - 8 . 
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so that over 90 per cent of the land i n each subregion except one i s 

s t i l l i n farms, -while over 95 per cent remains i n farms i n the four 

western subregions (Tables I I I - V I i n Chapter l ) . 

Most of the v a r i a t i o n s m farm s i z e across the Corn Be l t cannot 

be explained i n terms of farm enlargement but are the r e s u l t of 

d i f f e r e n t dens i t i e s of primary settlement i n the l a s t century as considered 

i n Chapter 3» S e t t l e r s i n the eastern Corn Be l t took up farms of 

l e s s than 160 acres, but the quarter sect ion of land was the common 

entry throughout most of the period of settlement when the front ier 

moved across I l l i n o i s , Iowa and M i s sour i , When settlement reached into 

the d r i e r western regions farm s i z e had to be increased . Although no 

one land act made allowance f o r t h i s , many s e t t l e r s were able to obtain 

more than 160 acres by taking land from more than one source, A 

homestead quarter sect ion might be taken next to a r a i l r o a d entry or 

a piece of land bought from a speculator . The average f i g u r e for farm 

s i z e i n western counties hides the greater range of farm uni t s i z e 

which e x i s t s there than i n the eas t . This range xs part l jr the r e s u l t 

of recent farm consol idation but p a r t l y a l so due to an unequal 

a c q u i s i t i o n of land by the f i r s t s e t t l e r s . Much of the range of farm 

s i ze i n the wast, where the average s i z e of farm i s smal ler , r e s u l t s 

from the development of smallholdings and part-time farms c lose to 

urban areas and alongside l a r g e r , f u l l - t i m e farm u n i t s . 
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The most common arrangement of farm settlement i n the Corn B e l t i s 

t y p i f i e d by four quarter-sect ion farms to the sect ion with roads running 

along the sect ion l i n e s to provide communication between farmstead and 

farmstead, farmstead and non-contig&ous- f i e l d s and to l i n k the farms 

with the l o c a l serv ice centres and outside world ( F i g , 1 3 ) , I r r e g u ­

l a r i t i e s i n t h i s pat tern are common e s p e c i a l l y i n those areas where the 

phys ica l " lah^sOape offered some hindrances to settlement and even i n 

those areas where settlement could be spread out more evenly. Many 

farms are not quarter-sect ion uni t s any longer and adjacent sect ions 

often contain d i f f e r e n t numbers of farms. The road network along 

sect ion l i n e s i s seldom complete and some roads diverge from the survey 

l i n e s . 

But the o v e r a l l type of dispersed pattern of settlement i s common 

at a l l of the dens i t i e s of farm settlement which e x i s t across the 

Corn B e l t , The main d i f ferences are only that the average number of 

farms per sect ion i s l e s s , and the d is tance between indxvidual neigh­

bouring farmsteads i s greater , i n western areas than i n the eas t . There 

was c l e a r l y no reason why the bas ic pat tern of settlement should change 

as i t s densi ty decreases westwards or as farms have been enlarged i n 

recent y e a r s . The same method of land d i sposa l was applied under the 

system of p r i o r Federa l survey although land acts var ied the amount of 

land that could be claimed by one s e t t l e r . Bas i ca l ly , whatever the s i z e 
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of entry i t was to "be one block of land of a f a i r l y regular shape. The 

c u l t i v a b l e nature of most of the land and the lack of p h y s i c a l obstructions 

to movement or settlement also meant that pioneering was seldom confined 

or made to adapt i t s e l f to a p a r t i c u l a r space. There was also the 

i n d i v i d u a l i n i t i a t i v e of those who se t t l ed and improved t h e i r own 

pieces of land and avoided group or v i l l a g e settlement. The d i v i s i o n 

of the land into regular blocics allowed a g r i d - l i k e road net t o be 

l a i d out and so overcame many of the problems of a c c e s s i b i l i t y 

a r i s i n g from dispersed settlement. 

The l o s s of farmsteads i n recent decades by consol idat ion appears 

to have been i n s u f f i c i e n t cause to re locate remaining farmsteads nearer 

the centre of the enlarged farm u n i t s . This may become apparent i n the 

f u t u r e , i n western counties , as i n d i v i d u a l un i t s grow to over 1,000 

acres by the consol idat ion of s evera l smaller u n i t s . 

I r r e g u l a r i t i e s i n the Settlement Patterns 

There a r e , of course, exceptions to t h i s regular pattern as w e l l 

as disadvantages to i t and one can give instances where both the 

exceptions and the disadvantages have made themselves f e l t upon the 

c u l t u r a l landscape. The southern h i l l lands were not a l l uni formi ly 

se t t l ed because land qual i ty var ied widely wi th in small areas. Another 

example can be found i n the damp upland p r a i r i e s of the c e n t r a l Corn 
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Bel t which were at f i r s t avoided and so broke up the f r o n t i e r in to several 

discontinuous hollow tongues. These settlement prongs advanced up the 

wooded v a l l e y s and only went onto the p r a i r i e s when techiques allowed. 

Both the density and pattern of farms and roads were af fec ted by t h i s . 

Anong the disadvantages of the r a t i o n a l systems of land d i sposa l 

was the problem of set t ing up rectangular farm u n i t s with s tra ight 

boundaries i n h i l l areas . Some land might be cut off by a stream or 

be inaccess ib le at the bottom of a s lope. One farmer might control the 

head of a stream on which another farmer depended. Another problem was 

that although the system of settlement generally resu l ted i n a complete 

network of interconnecting roads, i n usestern areas,,with increased farm 

s i ze , i t was never economical to provide as complete a road net . 7/ith 

the fur ther loss of farmers and r u r a l taxpayers to maintain the roads, 

more l i n k s i n the o r i g i n a l network have since been abandoned... Other 

f a c i l i t i e s l i k e schools and churches located wi th in townships have been 

given up and replaced by more centra l i zed i n s t i t u t i o n s i n the l o c a l 

r u r a l centres . The one-roomed schools i n most Corn Be l t s tates have 

now been c losed . Many small churches and h a l l s are s i m i l a r l y neglected. 

I n the western Corn B e l t , where the settlement i s more open, there 

are signs that some of the farm population i s now also moving into the 

nearest centres and farming i t s lands by d a i l y or l e s s frequent v i s i t s 

to the f i e l d s . The development of t h i s type of 'sidewalk' farming has 
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already occurred i n more l i g h t l y s e t t l ed farm areas west of the Corn 

Belt"! 

A l l of these problems have tended to d isrupt the common Corn B e l t 

pattern of regular shaped farm un i t s and dispersed settlement. I t i s 

therefore necessary to consider the i r r e g u l a r i t i e s which are found. 

For the most part these only a f f e c t l o c a l i z e d areas of the Corn B e l t 

but the wider e f f e c t s of density var ia t ions across the region w i l l be 

dealt with i n a l a t e r sec t ion . I n a t h i r d sec t ion the nature of the 

regular pattern w i l l be discussed fur ther both from the point of view 

of farmstead locat ions and the road net which provides the means of 

movement and contact between the ind iv idua l u n i t s of the settlement. 

I n the present sect ion examples of i r r e g u l a r i t i e s r e s u l t i n g from 

the fol lowing three f a c t o r s w i l l be d iscussed: 

1) d i f f erences i n the o r i g i n a l survey process , 

2) topographic d i f f i c u l t i e s which i n some way l imi ted and hindered 

orderly settlement, and 

3) decis ions made by farmers when acquiring t h e i r land or adding to 

i t . 

I t i s not suggested that these three f a c t o r s can account for a l l 

the i r r e g u l a r i t i e s found i n Corn B e l t farm settlement. C l e a r l y there 

1 . Kollmorgen, N.M. and Jenks , G . F . , "Sidewalk Farming i n Toole County, 
Montana". Annals Assoc. Am. Geogs.. 48 ( 1 9 5 8 ) , pp. 209 - 2 3 1 . 



- 158 -

are other fac tor s including the r o l e of ind iv idua l decision-making "by-

s e t t l e r s . But the three f a c t o r s l i s t e d would appear to "be the most 

important and widely e f f e c t i v e . 

l ) D i f ferences i n the O r i g i n a l Survey 

The rectangular system of p r i o r survey v/as applied over most of 

the Old North-west and the Corn B e l t "but exceptions can "be found 

e s p e c i a l l y i n Ohio where considerable areas were granted to land companies 

i n the l a t e 18th Century. Some of these lands were p r i o r surveyed 

independently and others were not surveyed "before settlement. The e f f e c t 

on the pat tern of farm settlement i n each case was d i f f e r e n t "but, generally, 

more haphazard layouts of farm un i t s and roads r e s u l t e d . I n most cases 

major survey l i n e s between the sections were provided, but not minor 

l i n e s wi th in sect ions , so that many farm boundaries and roads tended to 

develop without i n f l u e n t i a l contro l s . These var ia t ions i n the s e t t l e ­

ment pat tern of Ohio s both wi th in the areas of the land companies and 

i n the other non-federal land grants, have been re f erred to i n Chapter 

3 . 

Simi lar survey i r r e g u l a r i t i e s are l e s s common outside of Ohio but 

not e n t i r e l y absent. I n southern Indiana and along parts of the 

M i s s i s s i p p i R iver the survey l i n e s of the areas of old trench settlement 

can s t i l l be picked out i n the d i r e c t i o n of roads and i n property 
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boundaries because the French survey l i n e s most commonly ran diagonal ly 

1 
to the main compass pdsints. 

I n other small areas of the Corn B e l t the e f f e c t s of a rectangular 

system of survey based upon a d i f f e r e n t s i z e township can be seen. 

The bas ic Federa l system used one mile square sections by the subdivis ion 

of 6-mile square townships but i n the Connecticut Western Reserve and 

the V i r g i n i a M i l i t a r y He&ervel of Ohio a 5-mile square was the bas i c 

survey u n i t . This was adopted with the idea of quartering each square 

into 4 x 2 j mile sect ions and then each into 4 land u n i t s of 1,000 

acres each. 

F i g . l if shows a part of Huron and Seneca counties , Ohio, where the 

end of the Connecticut Reserve adjoins that part of Ohio which was 

2 

surveyed normally by the Federa l surveyors. The e f fec t of the d i f f e r e n t 

system of survey l i n e s on the layout of r u r a l settlement i s apparent. 

Apart from the main roads and rai lways which cut across the area , s ince 

they were l a i d subsequently to the settlement of the cu l t ivab le areas , 

i t i s clear that many of the r u r a l roads fo l low the survey l i n e s c l o s e l y . 

I n the Federa l area the road net i s l a i d out on the one-mile gr id with 

1. Gent i l core , R . L . , "Vincennes and French Settlement i n the Old North­
west". Annals Assoc. Am. Geogs., 47 (1957) , PP. 285 - 297. 

2 . The data f o r F i g . 14 was taken from U . S . G . S . maps dated 1911 - 1913 
so that the settlement information i s outdated but t h i s does not a f f e c t 
the point being made. 
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seme parts omitted and other additional roads l y i n g p a r a l l e l but not on 

section l i n e s . I n the Western Reserve the roads also f o l l o w the section 

l i n e s , which are here f u r t h e r apartj but an intervening set of roads has 

also evolved between property boundaries. These are, however, more 

e r r a t i c i n t h e i r d i r e c t i o n and d i s t r i b u t i o n i n response t o l o c a l needs 

and a lack of survey l i n e s t o influence t h e i r l ocation. None of the 

roads i n the Western Reserve area are quite at r i g h t angles t o each 

other since the o r i g i n a l survey l i n e s were not perfect i n t h i s respect. 

Farm settlement was, and s t i l l i s , dispersed on both the federal and the 

Western Reserve land but as most farmsteads take up a roadside location 

the scattering of settlement on the Western Reserve side i s more 

"l i n e a r " i n form than t o the west. 

2) Topographic D i f f i c u l t i e s 

The pattern of settlement has been markedly disrupted where obstructions 

lay i n the way of surveyors and s e t t l e r s . The most common d i f f i c u l t y was 

steeply sloping land which i n some cases led to inacourate surveying and 

more often led t o s e t t l e r s laying out t h e i r farms and roads with l i t t l e 

reference t o the surveyors' l i n e s . A fur t h e r f a c t o r which a l t e r s the 

pattern of settlement i n these areas was the poorer p o t e n t i a l of some 

of the land which meant that a few areas were never taken i n t o c u l t i v a t i o n 

or soon were abandonned so that a more open pattern of settlement resulted. 

This type of settlement pattern i s common over large areas of the southern 
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Corn Belt where the land was not affected by the l a s t (Wisconsin) 

g l a c i a l advance and a uniform t i l l cover i s not found. I n the upland 

parts of these areas roads tend t o fo l l o w ridge tops and the easier 

gradients,and only f o l l o w the section l i n e s where these happen t o 

provide a convenient route. With the mare l i m i t e d land resources i n 

these areas, f i e l d boundaries are less regular i n outline and many fences 

follow contours at the base or tops of slopes rather than p a r a l l e l t o 

section l i n e s as i s common on the p r a i r i e . Although the s e t t l e r s i n 

these areas were required by the Federal authorities t o take up land 

parcels which were regular i n shape and f i t t e d i n with the surveyors 

l i n e s , the u t i l i z a t i o n of these holdings and the further d i v i s i o n and 

acquisition of land i n more recent decades has upset any r e g u l a r i t y 

which may once have existed. Each land u n i t often began as an improved 

clearing i n the forest at a point where s o i l quality and slope allowed 

c u l t i v a t i o n . I t appears that ridge locations were favoured. Enlargement 

of the clearing would take i n t o account the s u i t a b i l i t y of the new land 

f o r the use required of i t . Undoubtedly much land which was not suitable 

f o r c u l t i v a t i o n was cleared and soon exhausted or eroded and has since 

returned t o scrub or woodland. Some land w i t h greater slope w as l e f t 

f o r i t s timber. Altogether the f i e l d arrangements of each farm d i d , 

to some extent, r e f l e c t topographic conditions and were therefore less 

regular than i n more l e v e l areas. With more woodland than many farmers 

could use f o r themselves patches were often sold o f f . This, together 



- 162 -

with the d i v i s i o n of holdings and the acquisition of parts of farms by-

others, has upset the rectangularity which once was imposed on a landscape 

to which i t was "basically unsuited. 

I n the h i l l areas set t l e d a f t e r 1820 i n d i v i d u a l land-holdings d i d 

not have t o be as regular i n outline. The 1820 Act allowed blocks of as 

l i t t l e as 80 acres t o be claimed. Farmers i n the h i l l y areas often 

entered t h e i r 160 acres i n two blocks of 80 acres which they chose so 

as t o give them the land q u a l i t i e s which they most sought. The only 

r e s t r i c t i o n was that the 80 acre blocks had t o be half-quarter sections 

w i t h i n the overall survey layout and the two blocks had t o adjoin each 

other. By 1832 40 acre quarter-quarter sections could be entered up and 

160 acre claimants often chose four of these contiguous t o each other 

and arranged so as t o take seme account of the l i e ' of the land.''" This 

modification of the o r i g i n a l r a t i o n a l land system was only made use of 

commonly i n the h i l l y areas. Farmers i n the p r a i r i e s s t i l l entered 

up quarter section blocks since one piece of land was much l i k e any other 

i n the v i c i n i t y . 

One example of the effects of t e r r a i n d i f f i c u l t y upon the farm 

settlement pattern can be seen i n Fig. 15. The Johnson County-Brown 

County border approximately marks the southward l i m i t of Wisconsin 

1 , A study of t h i s aspect of land selection w i t h i n the l i m i t s of a 
f a i r l y r i g i d Federal system has been made by Johnson i n part of south­
eastern Minnesota. See Johnson, H.B., "Rational and Ecological Aspects 
of the Quarter-Section". Geog. Rev.. 47 (1957), pp. 330 - 348. 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































