Typical Midwestern Crops of the 1860s

The following is a listing of typical crops that were planted in Summit County, Ohio in 1865. The breakdown, for the most part, is pretty typical of crops for the 1860s. However, this may vary depending on the county or area. Overall, these crops would be fairly typical of those planted in the Midwest.

Wheat: 21.3%

Corn: 18%

Rye: 1.9%

Buckwheat: 1.1%

Oats: 14.5%

Barley: 3.9%

Potatoes: 1.7%

Meadow: 34.2%

Clover: 4.4%

Wheat: Ohio and the Midwest was commonly referred to as the “Old Wheat Belt”. Wheat was introduced at an early date in the western states. However, by 1859, wheat production, in states like Ohio, was up to $15,119,047 bushels. Wheat was grown as a good staple crop. Quality wheat produced good flour. Wheat required little capital and no special equipment. It could be grown successfully on uplands, even quite hilly ones, as well as on bottoms. Period wheat also typically grew to be 5’. The height of period wheat could be attributed to the long stalk it had. This long stalk would then be used for straw for bedding. During the 1860s the demand for straw was much higher than it is today.

Corn: Corn was one of the early staples of the Midwestern states and one of the most important to the early settlers. Even today, most corn production is from the Midwest. For this reason, it became known as the “Corn Belt”. By 1859, corn production was quite high in the Midwest. States like Illinois saw 115,175 bushels, while Ohio had 73,543, and Indiana had 71, 589 bushels. “Corn was primarily grown to be consumed on the farm that produced it, a little by the farmer’s family and the rest by the livestock, so that in reality corn was marketed as beef or pork. A relatively small amount entered into commerce directly; nevertheless, the aggregate production was so great that the fraction sold off the farms was quite significant in monetary terms. One other method of selling corn was in the form of whiskey, through distilling. Popular varieties of corn were Reids Yellow Dent, and Bloody Butcher. Typical period corn grew to 10-12’ and was planted in the check row method. In check rows, you simply mark off your field with straight rows that are evenly spaced. Afterwards, you mark off the field by running perpendicular to the existing lines. At the intersection of the lines, you plant your corn. Thus, the field would have more of a checkerboard appearance than straight rows like those planted today. The idea of check row planting was that you could then cultivate the field in any direction.

Rye: Rye was a common pioneer crop. Rye was easily grown and could be used to make bread ( and whiskey if desired.) and the straw was sold as bedding. Sometimes rye was accepted by landowners as the equivalent of cash. However, rye was not an outstanding crop in most areas.

Buckwheat: As in most other parts of the country, buckwheat was a minor crop. Usually it had its place a grain that could be sown on new land to tame it for wheat. For the most part it was dirty to harvest and had little market off the farm. Sometime buckwheat was used for pancakes as well.

Oats: Next to corn and wheat, oats constituted the most important cereal crop. Oats were grown all throughout the Midwest and especially Ohio, Illinois, and Wisconsin. In Ohio, 15,409 bushels were grown in 1859. Oats could grow in just about every soil type. They were unexcelled for horse feed, and the straw was better for cattle feed and was preferred for bedding. The most common varieties were common dwarf. By the civil war, oats were in demand for manufacturing oatmeal.

Barley: Barley was not one of the early crops in the Midwest. It was not much cultivated until 1812 when it was grown for a brewery in Cincinnati. Essentially barley was raised to be converted into malt liquor, especially with the growing number of German immigrants in the Midwest. However, it was used for feed as well.

Potatoes: Root crops like potatoes were commonly grown in the 1860s as a very marketable crop. The early pioneers grew potatoes and latter settlers made them a staple crop. Potatoes were used for human consumption as well as for feed for the animals. Potatoes were viewed as being nutritious for humans and animals both. Popular varieties in Ohio were the Neshannock, Peach Blow, and the Pink Eye.

Meadow: Meadow refers to areas where grasses were planted to feed the horses, sheep, cows and other animals. To sustain these animals, a large percentage of ones land would have to be turned into pasture.

Clover: Clovers, such as red clover, were commonly planted to prepare the soil for wheat. Clover could be used for pasturage or even for hay. Clover was desired because it would build up muscle and bone for hogs in a short period of time. 

***Other crops not mentioned but grown in Ohio.

Sorghum: Sorghum or sorgo as it is sometimes referred to, was sparsely grown in Ohio and other parts of the Midwest. Sorghum is very similar to sugar cane. It grows and somewhat resembles corn. Sorghum was the Midwestern answer to sugar cane. Sorgum was typically cut and the stalks were pressed to extract the juice. This juice was then boiled down into a thick sweet syrup resembling molasses. Sorghum was often sold as a sweetener for baking or cooking. Because of the time and labor involved in sorghum production it went for a high price. However, in many Ohio counties where sorghum was not grown, maple sugar took over for a sweetener. Maple trees were tapped in the winter and the precious sap was collected and boiled down into maple syrup. In Ohio sorghum was more popularly grown in the south whereas maple sugar was commonly from central Ohio up.

Hemp and Flax: Used for the production of fabric or cloth. Was a good substitute for cotton in the north.

Tobacco: One of the most precious cash crops, tobacco was grown throughout the state of Ohio and especially in the Miami Valley area. 

