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Connecticut’s Agricultural Past

Growing Crops, Marketing Crops, Common Farming Practices, Soil Types
SOCIAL STUDIES

· Social Studies Standard 2: Local, United States, and World History
· Social Studies Standard 9: Places and Regions
Farming was central to the early New England colonies.  Colonists needed to produce much of their own food to survive.  Connecticut's first two permanent European settlements were established based on reports of fertile, flat soil just ten days journey from Plymouth.  These two communities were Windsor, settled in 1633 and Wethersfield, settled in 1634, both situated in Connecticut's hospitable central valley.  By 1675, most of the central valley was settled and transformed into farmland.  Homesteads and small villages littered the open landscape.  In fact, ninety-five percent of all Connecticut settlers lived and worked on farms.

Colonial farmers learned a great deal from native Americans about farming practices.  The American Indians were already using methods suited for the existing climate, soil types and native crops.  Although their tools were generally crude bone or stone implements, Indian plant breeders successfully contributed high-yielding corn and potatoes, beans, squash and tobacco to the settlers' tables.  Most settlers came from cities and towns in Europe and had little agricultural experience of their own.  Thus, Indian methods were readily adopted.  The settlers were also able to adapt European technology as it became available which meant more advanced tools and the use of draft animals when working fields.

Connecticut's coast was the next important agricultural area.  The soil along the shore was also quite good; towns including Saybrook, New Haven, Guilford, Milford, Stratford, Fairfield, Greenwich, and Stamford were settled within ten years of Windsor and Wethersfield.  In addition to crops grown in other areas of the state, the coast's salt marshes and mud flats were a source for tall salt-water cordgrass which was used as cattle fodder and roofing thatch, both important products.

When settlers finally pushed east and west from the Connecticut central valley, they found the land far more varied.  Colonial uplands farms were generally small (between 40 and 50 acres) but a great variety of crops were suited to the soil.  Wheat, corn, beans , flax, rapeseed, oats and hemp were typical choices.  Apples and barley were also important sources for brewing cider and beer.  Much is made of the rocky character of Connecticut's uplands, but farmers found the soil itself quite fertile, and farms were generally very productive.  The stone walls that criss©cross these regions were the work of many generations of farmers, clearing the fields of the most intrusive rocks.

During the American Revolution, farmers began using cast iron parts on their plows.  This increased efficiency greatly.  In 1797, a man named Charles Newbold patented the first all-iron plow.  This meant only one man was needed to do the plowing, instead of the two or three needed to drive a wooden plow.  Workers could be distributed over greater areas.   

In Connecticut, a variety of crops were important: onions, garden seeds, and perhaps most notably, tobacco.  The tobacco industry was important to Connecticut.  Tobacco farming gave rise to two of the most characteristic agricultural buildings in our state, the tobacco barn and white tobacco tents where wrappers for cigars were grown in the shade, historically.  Connecticut tobacco was grown exclusively for cigars, both wrappers and filler.  A good crop of tobacco yielded about 1,000 pounds per acre.  One good worker could handle between 1,000 and 3,000 pounds of crop.  Connecticut tobacco farms were often small in area.  As land value increased, labor and capital costs also escalated. The introduction of composite cigar wrappers replaced the large shade-grown tobacco leaves produced here, contributing further to the decline of tobacco production in Connecticut.

During the nineteenth century, American farming saw great change.  Initially, European markets for American goods grew.  With Western expansion, improved transportation and increasing urban centers, commercial agriculture continued to expand.  Cotton farmers especially prospered.  As the century progressed, the American farmer continued to find new markets. Trains made it possible to supply more remote locations with goods. 

Technology again helped farmers to produce more and reduce labor costs. The population of the United States continued to expand rapidly, creating a continued demand for more food and other crops.  Connecticut's farming peak came around 1860 when nearly every arable acre of land within the state was in pasture or crops.  In fact, there was a shortage of farm land, and an exodus of families out of the state began.  Additionally, the soil became depleted, and needed a rest.  The decline of agriculture in Connecticut had begun.

Today, less than one percent of Connecticut's residents farm the land and the majority of what we eat is imported into the state.  It is not uncommon to find stone walls within forested areas now, areas that were once farmland, abandoned and reclaimed by nature.  However, these walls, the common town greens in many of our communities, and old farm buildings and tobacco barns are constant reminders of the Connecticut's agrarian past and our changing use of the land even today.

Discussion questions for students

1. What types of crops were grown historically where you live?

2. Are any crops still grown in your community?  If so, what types?  Are they similar to the historic crops?

3. Tobacco was an important product for Connecticut.  What types of products do we produce today in Connecticut that have a national or international market?
