
In 1900, the first year of
production for the 1899 Series $2
Silver Certificate, America's
population was still predominantly
rural. A total of 538,733,988 Series
1899 deuces were printed; and,
appropriately, "agriculture" was
represented allegorically in the
vignette, balanced by "mechanics" the
titan responsible for her
metamorphosis. By 1926, the last year
of production for the note, agriculture
and rural life were taking the back seat
to manufacturing and urban life.

The American historian Richard
Hofstadter stated that "The United
States was born in the country and has
moved to the city." However, the
move was not an overnight
phenomenon, nor was it a simple task.
Beginning in the 1840s (and
continuing to the present day) there
was a faster rate of growth of the city
population compared to the rural. Of
course many factors were responsible
to make this possible—and a key
element in our history was the
mechanization of agriculture.

To feed sprawling urban
populations, agriculture had to shed
her cloak of self-sufficient, yeoman
farmers, and attire herself with
commercial farmers who were eager to
deal with a consumer-minded,
industrial world. Of course commercial
farming had existed since colonial
days, but this was on a small scale.
Commercial agriculture made great
strides from 1815 to 1860 —in fact it
was during these decades that
American agriculture went through her
metamorphosis. The application of
mechanics to manufactuirng, the land,
and to farm implements, converted the
yeoman into a small entrepreneur.

American industry created a large
home-market for agriculture; and a
system of canals, turnpikes, and
railroads were constructed to connect
the agricultural areas with the cities.
The evolution of industry and
engineering ran parallel with that of

agriculture. As of the 17th Century,
farming implements had not changed
much since the time of ancient Rome,
but by the late 18th Century, people
began to experiment in the
improvement of implements such as
the plow.

Beginning in 1800 America became
the world's leader in the development
and improvement of farm implements
and machinery. While Thomas
Jefferson was advocating better
plowing of the soil, Daniel Webster
(who had to contend with rocky New
England soil) invented a massive plow
which was pulled by six pairs of oxen,
and not only cultivated the soil, but
uprooted trees and moved rocks and
stones of almost any size. In 1814
Jethro Wood patented a plow in which
the wooden share was covered with
several segments of iron, any of which
could be easily replaced if broken by
stones.

Once farming moved out onto the
prairies better plows were needed.
Hence, steel plows with efficient
moldboards were invented, beginning
in 1833 by John Lane of New York,
John Deere of Illinois, and James
Oliver of Indiana. After decades of
refinements the soil-breaking plow
became standardized by 1870, and was
only improved at a later date by
adding attachments such as rolling

coulters for turning under heavy
vegetation.

During the 1830s and 1840s the
reaper was being developed by Cyrus
Hall McCormick and Obed Hussey,
and in the 1850s McCormick's
patented reaper became popular.
Other inventions of staggering
importance were the Eli Whitney
cotton gin, and the Appleby twine
self-binder which did the labor of eight
workers.

The strides made in the
mechanization of agriculture resulted
in an immense saving of labor, not to
mention the tremendous increase in
output per acre, and the quantum
leaps in the size of a farm which a sole
farmer and family could manage.

Before mechanization, 61 hours of
labor were required to grow one acre
of wheat. By 1890, the number of
hours had dropped to three. A pre-
mechanized wheat farmer was limited
to planting not more than seven and
one-half acres because that was all that
could be reaped in a limited harvesting
season. However, the mechanized
farmer in 1890 could plant and harvest
135 acres. Mechanization made it
possible for agriculture to boom.
Between 1850 and 1900, although the
acreage under cultivation nearly
tripled, wheat production rose by 600
per cent, corn nearly 500 per cent, and
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cotton by more than 400 per cent.
Along the way, though, boom was

accompanied by bust. As mechanical
agriculture was booming during the
latter half of the 19th Century, many
people looked to it for a quick
fortune. Thus, a boom prompted by
soaring prices of produce, ignited a
feverish grab for land during the
1880s. Artificial inflation reached its
peak in 1885, and the boom which
caused thousands of people to rush
into the plains states busted in the
winter of 1887-8. A Kansas state
official remarked, in retrospect, that
"Most of us crossed the Mississippi or
Missouri with no money but with a
vast wealth of hope and courage...
Haste to get rich has made us
borrowers, and the borrower has made
booms, and booms made men wild,
and Kansas became a vast insane
asylum covering 80,000 square miles."

Although prosperity fluctuated for
the individual farmer as boom and
bust came and left, agriculture
remained throughout a virtual resource
for the United States. For decades
after the Civil War agriculture
maintained the country's international
balance of payments. A substantial
portion of the cotton, meat, and grain
produced was exported to Europe,
thereby enabling the United States to
pay the interest on the borrowed
European money invested in American
railroads and factories. Farm labor
thus enabled American industry to
rapidly expand.

During this period of rapid
expansion which was very lucrative for
the U.S. Treasury and the American
industries, economic hard times were
befalling the farmers. Unlike the
owners of industry and the railroads,
the farmers were unable to form
combinations to control the market
and stabilize prices. Instead they had
to sell under strictly "laissez-faire"
conditions. When this factor is
combined with the tremendous growth
and production in newly developing

farm lands in such countries as Canada
and Argentina, the result was a steady
decline in prices paid the farmer for
agricultural products in the last two
decades of the 19th Century.

Between 1878 and 1881, wheat
averaged over $1 per bushel, but
during the depression of the 1890s it
sold for 63 cents. Therefore, the
farmer had to grown and sell twice as
much in the 1890s as was grown and
sold ten years earlier. And the problem
was compounded by a severe drought
which struck the Middle Border states
(Kansas, Nebraska, Minnesota, and the
Dakotas) from 1887 to 1897,
hampering the ability to grow crops.
all of this, however, could have been
absorbed a bit easier if only the cost of
farming would have decreased
proportionately. But this was not the
case; when decreases did occur they
were only slight.

Perhaps the only thing that the

farmer could be thankful for was the
ever-rising value of land. As a result of
the westward movement of industry,
the subsequent rise of towns, and the
activities of speculators, land prices
often tripled in two of three years.
The only economic salvation for many
farmers of the Middle Border states
was to sell. In fact it has been argued
that the rise of land values was the
only factor that saved the farm belt
from total bankruptcy.

As conditions worsened for the
farmers during the last two decades
of the 19th Century, they looked
about America for the cause. To the
east they saw much of their profits
siphoned-off by the financiers; in the
towns and cities they saw people with
modern comforts and luxuries
enjoying the agricultural products of
their labor; and contrary to their belief
that "so goes the farmer goes the
country," they saw America steadily
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gaining in strength. And yet for all
their labor they were declining in
economic strength, and rapidly losing
their status as "the backbone of
America."

To meet the crisis farmer
organizations were founded across the
country. In the Middle Border states,
for example, the National Farmers
Alliance (popularly known as the
Northern Alliance) was founded in
1880, and grew by leaps-and-bounds
after 1887. The Alliance demanded
major changes in the economic and
political structures of the country.
Dynamic orators who spoke for the
Alliance were the former Greenback
leader James B. Weaver, Ignatius
Donnelly, William A. Peffer,
"Sockless" Jerry Simpson, and Mary
Elizabeth Lease who told the farmers
to "raise less corn and more hell!"

The members of the farmers'
organizations became convinced that
the fall in agricultural prices was the
result of the policy of deflation
adopted by the federal government
following the Civil War. Even the
Bland-Allison Act of 1878, which
authorized the U.S. Treasury to
purchase silver, had little effect on the
deflation, they concluded.

The rapid growth of business added
fuel to the deflation due to the failure
of the government to increase the
amount of dollars in circulation. In
1875 the government passed the
Specie Resumption Act (to take effect
in 1879) which reduced the quantity
of greenbacks in circulation from $382
million to $300 million, and
authorized them to be redeemable in
gold. This had the effect of raising the
value of money and further deflating
prices paid for agricultural products.
The shortage of money was also due to

the sharp decrease in the circulation of
National Bank Notes.

The National Banking Act of 1863
limited the quantity of National Bank
Notes to the amount of government
bonds held inthe Treasury, and during
the deflation the Treasury had paid-off
60% of the national debt, thus
bringing about a sharp shrinkage of the
National Bank Notes in circulation.
The shortage of money and deflated
prices were taking their toll of debtors
(the farmers) while the federal
government and industry prospered.

The political efforts of the
Northern Alliance culminated in a
small victory with Congressional seats
being taken by farmers in the Middle
Border states in the election of 1890.
On July 4, 1892, at Omaha, Nebraska,
the People's Party (an agrarian
political party that became known as
the Populist Party) met for its first
national convention. They took to the
political warpath espousing a number
of remedies for their plight and at the
heart of their program was the reform
of the currency.

They observed that not only was
cash becoming scarce, but most of it
that did circulate had the tendency to
concentrate in the east. Therefore,
the Populists campaigned for the
federal government to either increase
the quantity of paper money in
circulation, or allow unrestricted
coinage of silver at the old ratio of
sixteen to one. The campaign for the
issuance of more paper money gained
little support mainly due to the
propaganda campaign waged by the
silver at the old ratio of sixteen to one.
The campaign for the issuance of more
paper money gained little support

Paper Money

mainly due to the propaganda
campaign waged by the silver-miners
whose weight was thrown behind the
unrestricted coinage of silver.

The Populists had little luck in the
election of 1892—although the
Populist candidate for the Presidency,
Janes B. Weaver, polled over a million
popular votes and 22 electoral college
votes, it was not enough to overcome
the Democrats and Grover Cleveland.

During Cleveland's administration
the depression of the 1890s
deepened—a fact which lead the
farmers to believe that Cleveland was
part of an alleged international
conspiracy of bankers which ruled the
world by the maintainance of the gold
standard. Therefore as the election of
1896 approached, the Populists
readied themselves for a tooth-and-nail
fight.

The Populists backed the
Democratic party's William Jennings
Bryan as their candidate for President,
and he ran his campaign on the
platform of free and unlimited coinage
of silver. Thus the silver question and
its economic ideology became the all-
encompassing issue in the election of
1896.

Unfortunately for the farmers,
Bryan lost to the champion of big
business, Republican William
McKinley was inaugurated the
depression was ending, and the
Republican party could claim that it
was the party of prosperity.

Fortunately for the farmers of the
currency question was settled by the
Gold Standard Act of 1900, which was
instigated by the discovery of gold in
the Klondike and South Africa, and
produced the currency inflation which
was so desperately desired by the
farmers of America.

RARITY GUARANTEED When the firm of Hickman & Oakes describes a National
as "the rarest note we've ever owned that can be
documented," it must be a dandy. In the firm's recent mail
bid sale, this description was given to a $10 Brown Back on

The Topton (Penna.) N.B. According to the sellers, the

total unredeemed circulation of that bank's National
currency as of 1916 was $80. "We will refund 50% of the
price realized to the buyer if another note of this bank can
be authenticated," MO promised. A collector of true

Pennsylvania rarities paid $489.50 for the note.
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