The wheat harvest on the Fowler Farm in Russell County, probably in the 1910s.

Kansas History: A Journal of the Central Plains 44, no. 4 (Winter 2021-22): 230-245.

230 Kansas History



Connected Growth: Wheat and Tenant Farms in Kansas,
1880-1925

by David Ress

reensburg banker C. P. Fullington had been a big-time cattleman along the upper reaches of

the Medicine Lodge River for more than fifteen years before he turned his attention to the

other side of the Gypsum Hills and the real estate business in 1902. Meade County, he told

the Mercantile and Financial Times during a visit to New York, “is preeminently wheat and alfalfa country”
where “all cereals flourish.” He had land for sale at $5 an acre, he added (not mentioning that he had
just acquired twenty-six thousand acres for an average of $1.54 an acre). The Meade County News, noting
Fullington’s New York pitch, commented a bit sourly that his “glowing description is alright in theory, but
we are of the opinion that any man who tried farming exclusively in Meade county will go ‘broke.””! The
newspaper had a point. While within a generation, Meade County’s wheat harvest would hit 2.7 million
bushels, the eighteenth largest harvest in the state, the buyers of Fullington’s land were generally not those
who, in the News editor’s words, “tried farming exclusively.” They tended, instead, to be landlords, for by
1925, nearly half the farms in Meade were tenant operated.? Over the years that Kansas farmers committed
themselves to the state’s winter wheat staple, the areas that saw the greatest gains in wheat production
also saw the fastest growth in tenant farms. The question is: were the two trends related? And if so, how?
The argument here is that they were. The connection lies in the distinctive nature of any export staple—
that is, the primary products extracted from natural resources or raised on a farm and shipped to distant
markets. For communities focused on the production of an export staple, prosperity and growth are
functions of the physical facts of how that good is produced, transported, and distributed inend markets, asa
school of economic historians and development theorists argue. In central and western Kansas, rainfall and
the growing season ruled out corn and, significantly from the viewpoint of “staples theory” analyses—the

David Ress is an honorary research associate at the University of New England in Australia and is the author of Municipal Accountability in the American
Age of Reform (Palgrave, 2017), The Half Breed Tracts (Palgrave, 2019), and Deeds, Titles and Changing Concepts of Land Rights (Palgrave, 2020).

1. Fullington’s Mercantile and Financial Times comment is quoted in “About Meade County,” Meade County News, May 29,1902, 1; a sixteen-thousand-
acre sale is reported in “Big Ranch Changes Hands,” Mead County News, November 21, 1901, 2. The twenty-six-thousand-acre purchase is reported in
“Local News,” Chanute Times, May 16, 1901, 1.

2.U.S. Bureau of the Census, Thirteenth Census of the United States: Agriculture, 1910, vol. 6, pt. 2 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office,
1915), table 4, 588-97; U.S. Bureau of the Census, United States Census of Agriculture, 1925: Reports for States, with Statistics for Counties and a Summary for
the United States, pt. 1, “The Northern States” (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1927), table 1, 1218. This was a special supplemental
census report based on surveys in 1919 and 1924.
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idea that the nature of an export staple determines
the pace of economic growth—also ruled out the
corn-hog complex that made owner-operated
farms more viable farther east.’> Hard winter wheat,
planted in the fall so the winter cold can let it joint
and set to flower relatively late in the spring, when
the danger of frost is finally abated, was more
practical in central and western Kansas. This was
also true for cattle, the state’s export staple before
Mennonite emigrants from Russia began arriving
in the 1870s and 1880s, bringing with them the
knowledge that hard wheat could flourish in the
dry climate and short summers of central Kansas.
Mennonites also brought the communitarian
organization that made importing seed and
distributing it widely go more quickly than the
word-of-mouth transmission technique that had
been more usual among American farmers. Kansas
was not ideal wheat country, and while hard winter
wheat was most practical, Kansans were unable to
approach the one-hundred-bushels-an-acre yields
seen farther east. The acreage required for a farm
to produce a sustainable income was far larger
than the standard acreages that American owner-
operators were accustomed to in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.*

The physical environment of central and
western Kansas therefore limited options, not only

3. The classics of staples theory analysis are Harold Innis, The Fur
Trade in Canada: An Introduction to Canadian Economic History (Toronto,
ON: University of Toronto Press, 1930); Harold Innis, The Cod Fisheries:
The History of an International Econony (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1940); W. A. Mackintosh, “Economic Factors in Canadian History,”
Canadian Historical Review 4, no. 1 (March 1923): 12-25; W. A. Mackintosh,
Economic Problems of the Prairie Provinces (Toronto, ON: Macmillan, 1935),
140; W. A. Mackintosh, “Some Aspects of a Pioneer Economy,” Canadian
Journal of Economics and Political Science 2, no. 4 (November 1936): 457-63.

4. James C. Malin, “Beginnings of Winter Wheat Production in
the Upper Kansas and Lower Smoky Hill River Valleys: A Study in
Adaptation to Geographical Environment,” Kansas Historical Quarterly 10,
no. 3 (August 1941): 253; Malin, Winter Wheat in the Golden Belt of Kansas:
A Study in Adaptation to Subhumid Geographical Environment (Lawrence:
University Press of Kansas, 1944); Malin, The Grassland of North America:
Prolegomena to Its History (Lawrence: self-published, 1947); Royden
Loewen, Hidden Worlds: Revisiting the Mennonite Migrants of the 1870s
(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2001).

for what could be produced but also for how it
would be produced and whether it could provide
a means for the producer to enhance returns by
further processing, as feeding corn to hogs did for
farmers to the east. The demands of one option,
winter wheat, meant that a significantly larger
relative share of farm investment funds had to be
used to acquire enough land, in effect crowding
out other potential uses of capital. Yet limited
options still allowed a choice. Fullington chose
to not keep buying cattle in favor of dealing in
land for wheat farms. Holding more land than he
could farm himself and learning quickly that the
Kansas climate demanded operations on a large
scale, Fullington, like thousands of other Kansans,
chose (consciously or not) to go against the North
Dakota and Minnesota model of the bonanza farm
worked by hired labor. Kansans tended to believe
the physical demands of the wheat staple favored
production by tenant farmers, even if climate and
soil factors did not make tenant farm production
inevitable, as North Dakota’s and Minnesota’s
much lower rates of tenancy (35 percent and 31
percent, respectively, in 1930), versus 42 percent
for Kansas, suggest.’

In Kansas, more than elsewhere in the nation,
therapid and parallelincreases in wheat production
and tenancy are so striking that they suggestlinkage.
In the 1880s, soon after Kansas settlers began to
switch from ranching and trying to raise corn to
growing their first significant crops of hard winter
wheat, a startling U.S. Census Bureau report found
that tenant farm numbers more than doubled, far
outpacing a rapid increase in all types of farms.
Over the next two decades, as wheat production
more than tripled, tenant numbers increased by an
additional 23 percent in Kansas. Half a generation
later, with wheat production nearly doubling

5. U. S. Bureau of the Census, Fifteenth Census of the United States:
Agriculture, 1930, vol. 2, pt. 1, “The Northern States” (Washington, DC:
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1932), tables 1 and 3, 802-03 (Minnesota),
1082-83 (North Dakota), 1290-91 (Kansas).
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again, tenant farm numbers in Kansas continued to
grow steadily, while the number of farms operated
by owners, including part owners, fell by roughly
10 percent. As the proportion of tenant-operated
farms rose over the space of one generation from
17 percent in 1880 to more than 42 percent by 1925,
wheat production soared nearly eightfold, to 151.6
million bushels, the largest quantity in the nation.®
In the South, it was the transformation of the
plantation production of a staple—cotton—from
slave labor to free labor after the Civil War that
fueled an explosion of tenancy and sharecropping.
In Kansas, where the racial, social, and cultural
factors that fueled Southern tenancy did not as
generally apply, financial and investment concerns
sped the growth of tenant farming: only a relatively
small share of farmers could afford to own enough
land for a sustainable operation. For many new
arrivals in the late nineteenth century, this was a
bitter lesson driven home by mortgage foreclosure
and their transformation from owner to tenant.
“The landlord wants to get all of the money out
of it that he can this year, the tenant wants to get
all the money out of it that he can get,” the editor
of the Baxter Springs News wrote. The result was a
focus on planting a cash crop, year after year, with
no care to fix fences, plant clover, or haul manure
to improve the soil.” Even on the farm itself, the
special demands of hard winter wheat for large
acreages meant few investment resources were left
for other critical needs.

Historians tend to see the roots of tenancy in
Americanagriculture outside the formerslave states
in the internal contradictions of federal land policy,
which allowed the sale or grant of large tracts while
also promising settlers the chance to earn their land

6. US. Bureau of the Census, Tenth Census of the United States:
Report on the Productions of Agriculture, 1880, vol. 3 (Washington DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 1883), tables 5, 11; U. S. Bureau of the Census,
Eleventh Census of the United States: Report on the Statistics of Agriculture of
the United States, 1890, vol. 5 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office, 1895), tables 5, 14; Thirteenth Census: Agriculture, 1910, vol. 6, tables
2, 4; Census of Agriculture, 1925, pt. 1, 1210-39, 1256-71.

7. “How Farms Are Worn Out,” Baxter Springs News, July 4, 1912, 4.

by working on it. On the one hand, the easy-credit
terms of pre—Civil War land acts, regularly renewed
preemption laws granting ownership rights to
squatters, and the Homestead Act of 1862 were
all intended to encourage settlement, generally on
quarter-sections (160 acres) of the public domain.
On the other hand, land grants to railroads, the
exercise of warrants for military bounty, and what
were called “Half Breed” tract lands, as well as the
subdivision and sale of Native reservation lands,
attracted speculative purchases of large tracts. Tax
sales often kept the churn going. One explanation
of the higher rate of tenancy in Kansas is that the
carryover of those tallgrass prairie patterns was
exacerbated by how western railroads tried to
reduce their tax liabilities by declining to take title
to their land grants. Another is that the Homestead
Act’s 160-acre farmsteads were simply too small to
sustain a family in the drier Kansas climate.?

ames C. Malin’s histories of grasslands

settlement and agriculture, make the point

that tenancy, which he believed had an
undeserved stigma, offered a kind of flexibility that
facilitated the effective adjustment of land, capital
and labor. Grasslands landowners, Malin wrote,
acted much as stock market speculators did; they
hoped to cash in on a rising price for their assets
before, in effect, the bank made its margin call. It
was the churn of occupation of land that interested
Malin, just as it did nineteenth-century travelers
along the corn belt frontier (for instance, Elias Pym
Fordham in Indiana and John Mason Peck in Illinois
in the first decades of the nineteenth century)

8. Benjamin Hibbard, A History of the Public Land Policies (New York:
Macmillan, 1924); Paul Wallace Gates, Fifty Million Acres: Conflicts over
Kansas Land Policy, 18541890 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1954); Paul Wallace Gates, “The Homestead Law in an Incongruous
Land System,” American Historical Review 41, no. 4 (July 1936): 652—
81; Paul Wallace Gates, “The Role of the Land Speculator in Western
Development,” Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 66, no.
3 (July 1942): 314-33; Paul W. Gates and Robert W. Swenson, History of
Public Land Law Development (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office, 1968). R. Douglas Hurt notes this in “The Agricultural and Rural
History of Kansas,” Kansas History 27, no. 3 (Autumn 2004): 194-217.
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and later historians of settlement and frontier in
those states.” Wheat was not harvested from a
commons but from land held in severalty; that is,
land owned by individuals. In Kansas, the right of
exclusive exploitation of a piece of land demanded
a decision about who would take on what risk and
was made in the context of all the other decisions
about capital investment and the hiring of labor
necessary to grow, harvest, and, for some investors,
further process the wheat. The difference in the
wheat belt was the turnover in tenants, not owners.
Outside the South, and outside central and western
Kansas, ownership by the farm operator was a
more attractive option because more diversified
agriculture offered potential for further processing
of crops, such as when eastern farmers fattened
hogs on their corn.

A set of economic theories that helps explain the
tenancy dynamicin Kansas—staples theory—holds
thatitis the conditions and production technique of
a staple that determine where and to whom income
from the sale of that staple goes, which in turn
determines the pace of a region’s economic growth.
The nature of the wheat staple—the large amount of
land required to generate enough return to support
a family—and the costly challenge of transporting
wheat to market made tenant farming seem a
pragmatic approach. The staple’s nature shapes a
community’s economic development because it is
such an important determinant of the distribution
of income between profit, wages, and rent. This
distribution determines where investment goes for

9. James C. Malin, “Mobility and History: Reflections on the
Agricultural Policies of the United States in Relation to a Mechanized
World,” Agricultural History 17, no. 4 (October 1943): 181-82. More recent
studies include Kenneth M. Sylvester and Paul W. Rhode, “Making
Green Revolutions: Kansas Farms, Recovery, and the New Agriculture,
1918-1981,” Agricultural History 91, no. 3 (Summer 2017): 342-68; K. S.
Quisenberry and L. P. Reitz, “Turkey Wheat: The Cornerstone of an
Empire,” Agricultural History 48, no. 1 (January 1974): 98-110. The role of
land speculation in frontier settlement that Gates argued was exacerbated
by the railroads in Kansas is a central theme (without the emphasis on
railroads) in Allan G. Bogue, From Prairie to Corn Belt: Farming on the
Illinois and lowa Prairies in the Nineteenth Century (1963; repr., Ames: lowa
State University Press, 1994); Robert P. Swierenga, Pioneers and Profits:
Land Speculation on the Iowa Frontier (Ames: Iowa State University Press,

1968); and Donald L. Winters, Farmers without Farms: Agricultural Tenancy
in Nineteenth-Century Iowa (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1978).

future cycles of production—whether, for instance,
the farmer decides to buy a tractor or keep the mule
team or whether investors decide to improve land
in order to raise wheat themselves or buy land to
lease to tenants.

American political economists have long tended
tooverlook tenant farming. Theagrarian writer John
Taylor of Caroline believed that farmers owned
their land, “wherefore rents are not an item of any
importance, in moulding our system of political
economy.” The leading American economist of the
late nineteenth century, Simon Patten, noted that
part of the income of a farmer was rent in the sense
of earnings derived from the natural resources—
soil, sun, water—used to produce a crop; that
is, not that a tenant paid for use of the land but
that the land yielded something that could not be
attributed to the work the farmer did or the money
invested in equipment or improvements."” After
decades of being told about the farmer as owner,
rather than renter, it was no wonder that it came
as a shock when Census Bureau Superintendent
Robert Percival Porter issued the agency’s first-
ever survey of tenancy in 1892, showing that the
proportion of tenant-operated farms in ten Kansas
counties had increased by 20 percentage points over
the previous decade, with more than one in three
farms in several counties operated by tenants."

What else was anyone to do after buying a lot
of grassland acreage (or, as a railroad, holding
thousands of acres in land grants)? One approach
to farming large tracts—the bonanza farms of
the Red River valley in the Dakota Territory and
Minnesota—did not take off in Kansas, despite the
example of T. C. Henry’s famous Dickinson County

10. John Taylor, Tyranny Unmasked (Washington, DC: Davis &
Force, 1822), 131, babelhathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.390150167610
77&view=1lup&seq=7; Simon Patten, The Premises of Political Economy:
Being a Re-examination of Certain Fundamental Principles of Economic Science
(Philadelphia, PA:J. B. Lippincott, 1885), 207.

11. For reactions to the report, see “The Ownership of American
Homes,” (Topeka) Advocate, March 2, 1892, 1; “Can Not Deny It,” Goodland
Republic, April 8, 1892, 3; “Calamity,” (Garnett) Kansas Agitator, May 5, 1892,
4; “A Calamity Yowl,” Iola Register, April 15, 1892, 7; “Smashing Calamity
Arguments,” (WaKeeney) Western Kansas World, April 30, 1892, 8.
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A horse-drawn binder paused in action on L. G. Brown’s farm in Russell County. Leslie Winfield Halbe took this picture on June
29,1912, and it is one of many made by the young man in and around Dorrance, beginning when he was fifteen years old.

farm. He had carefully laid out five thousand acres
next to the Kansas-Pacific Railway line, expecting
that his flourishing winter wheat would encourage
others to buy land from him. Henry did not
actually farm the land himself, and as his holdings
grew to ten thousand acres, “the crop was grown
and harvested by the ‘contract system,”” that is, by
leasing his land to the tenants who actually raised
the wheat and arranged for its harvest rather than
the hired hands he first employed.’

The sharpest spikes in tenant farm numbers
after 1880 came in the Smoky Hill region to the west
of Henry’s farm as farmers there moved quickly
into large-scale wheat cultivation. Lincoln County
saw wheat production rise by 223 percent and
tenant numbers by 660 percent, far above Kansas’s
overall 6.6 percent increase in wheat production

and 99 percent increase in tenant numbers.

Ellsworth County’s wheat production rose by 597
percent and tenant numbers by 330 percent. South
of Ellsworth, Rice County saw a 4,780 percent

12. “The Wheat King,” Abilene Weekly Reflector, December 15, 1904, 13.

increase in tenant-operated farms, growing from
10 to 488, while wheat production increased by 714
percent. To the northwest, Barton County reported
a 615 percent increase in wheat production and
a 148 percent increase in tenant numbers. To the
north, Russell County, with no tenant-operated
farms in 1880 and 259 in 1890, saw a 240 percent
increase in wheat production. “Most everybody is
farming more . . . especially in wheat,” one Ellis
County farmer commented in a state Bureau of
Labor and Industry survey in 1893. If farmers did
not simply rent additional acres, financing land
purchases and machinery posed a burden in hard
times, so what land they owned was foreclosed and
the new owner kept them on as renters. In Barton
County, the biggest wheat producer of the 1890s,
it was tenants who brought uncultivated land into
production, a Grant Township farmer noted.”

13. Eleventh Census: Agriculture, 1890, vol. 5, table 11, 88-189. A
Buckeye Township, Ellis County, farmer reporting an increase in tenant
numbers over the past five years, Ninth Annual Report of the Bureau of Labor

and Industry of Kansas (Topeka, KS: Hamilton, 1894), 185; Grant Township,
Barton County, farmer comment, ibid., 56.
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The spike in tenancy through the 1880s and
1890s was simply a shift from one pattern of income
distribution to another, as Republican-leaning
newspapers saw matters. “Whereas in 1880, it
was more the custom for farmers to hire men as
laborers on monthly wages, in 1890, it was more
the custom to set aside portions of their farms for
letting to tenant farmers, who had previously been
laborers at monthly wages,” the Kansas City Journal
reported. For some, indeed, the trend came down
to a choice about how hard to work. “Really, that
seems to be one of the happiest ways of farming,”
the Topeka State Journal gushed. “To own a farm and
to divide the yield with the man who works it, and
then to go out every now and then to take a look
at the new calf, watch the buds unfold and listen
to the birds sing is the sort of farming the heart
panteth after.” Leasing land to a tenant “preserves
the most poetic aspect of the business,” the writer
concluded. Although a movement from laborer to
tenant possibly explains some growth in tenant
numbers in the 1880s, when the number of laborers
fell by 7,449 as the number of tenants rose by 23,410,
it does not do so in the decades that followed. In
the 1890s, laborer numbers increased by 41,000,
while the number of tenants increased by 13,900.
There was a similar pattern in the first decade of
the twentieth century and in the 1920s. Tenants
generally were not former hired hands who became
farmers with their own, if rented, operation.™

4

14. Kansas City Journal comment cited in “Republican Journalism
Proficient in Specialties,” Advocate, April 27,1892, 4; “The Joy of Farming,”
Topeka State Journal, October 19, 1908, 4; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Tenth
Census of the United States: Statistics of the Population, 1880, vol.1(Washington
DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1883), table 30; U.S. Bureau of the
Census, Eleventh Census of the United States: Report on Population, 1890,
vol. 1, pt. 2 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1895),
table 79; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Twelfth Census of the United States:
Population, 1900, “Special Reports: Occupations” (Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 1904), table 32; U.S. Bureau of the Census,
Thirteenth Census of the United States: Population, Occupation Statistics, 1910,
vol. 4 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1914), table 2;
U.S. Bureau of the Census, Fourteenth Census: Population, Occupations,
1920, vol. 4 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1923),
table 15; U.S. Bureau of the Census, Fifteenth Census, Occupations, by States:
Reports by States, Giving Statistics for Cities of 25,000 or More, 1930, vol. 4,
Kansas (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1933), table 4.
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Tenants, some argued, were able to amass
enough capital to set out on their own, as the Dodge
City Globe-Republican noted when it reported that
H. P. Manion, a tenant farmer, had cleared enough
from an 1892 crop of 1,600 to 1,700 bushels of wheat,
500 of oats, 300 of corn and 100 of barley to buy his
farm—that is, a yield that included some animal
feed as well as the cash crop. “It is fortunate that
there are farms to rent,” the editor of the Western
Kansas World wrote. “The loafers have a chance
to make a living easier that way than in any other
possible; and the thrifty class have a chance to get
their start which finally lands them upon their own
land.”

Yet even if some tenants did eventually buy
a wheat belt farm, still larger numbers became
tenants as they made, generally unwillingly, a
choice about how to financially sustain a place on
the land. From the heart of the 1890s wheat boom,
the editor of the Barton County Democrat declared,
“is.it any wonder that your farms are mortgaged

it is only a question of time for you to become
tenant farmers instead of owners.” The Advocate
urged voters to remember the “thousands of
honest tenant farmers who have lost their homes
through the machinations of interest thieves and
land sharks” and so to vote for legislators who
would limit absentee landowners and cap interest
rates. As wheat became the dominant crop, a
Kansas State College survey reported that tenants
had less working capital than owner-operators—
an average of $1,510 versus $1,962 in 1914 and
$2,205 versus $2,962 in 1915. “Many tenants have
accumulated considerable property but have not
acquired enough to make first payment on a farm,”
the survey concluded.”

InPlains, Kansas, notfarfromwhereFullington’s
wheat lands were booming, the owner of some

15. “Local Brevities,” (Dodge City) Globe-Republican, July 18, 1892, 5;
“Tenant Farmers,” Western Kansas World, September 26, 1891, 3; “Every
Dollar Taken from the People in Excess of Its Needs for Its Economical
Administration Is Robbery,” Barton County Democrat, November 1, 1888;
untitled, Advocate, October 24, 1894, 4; W. E. Grimes, Farm Leases in Kansas
(Topeka: Kansas State Printer, 1919), 11, 32.

Kansas History



Fullington’s 1897 roundup. Francis M. Steele took many photographs in southwestern Kansas and surrounding
states between 1890 and 1905, documenting the process of westward expansion and commercial exploitation.

twenty-eight thousand acres offered half that
holding as 160-acre farms to the laid-off laborers
who had been building the Rock Island and Frisco
railroads, the Meade County News reported. This
landowner stepped up when the lines asked large
landowners along their routes to advance capital
to set up colonies for unemployed laborers and
planned to start those new farmers as tenants,
supplying them with a house, barn, wells,
windmills, implements, and animals “on easy
terms of payment.” The easy terms of payment
turned out to mean two-fifths of the crop for the
first two years, a significant increase from the usual
one-third. Those tenants could buy their farms in
ten payments with an interest rate of 6 percent, a
longer term with a slightly lower interest rate than
other farm mortgages of the day, suggesting that
the landowner was interested in cashing in at least
some of his assets, even at a minor discount on the
usual terms. Yet by 1909, of twenty-one West Plains
Township individuals identified as farmers in the
Meade County directory, only two are shown as

landowners. While Collingwood Brothers, a firm
from outside the county, was the largest landowner
with more than 4,750 acres, most of the rest was
held in smaller, 160-acre blocks by individuals
who were not farming the land, including a doctor,
several women, and a real estate firm owner. The
160-acre quarter sections had, unsurprisingly,
proved to be too small. Those who could buy them
rented them out to tenants who ended up working
for more than one landlord.'

In 1890, Meade County’s 449 farm owners were
struggling to raise corn, a modest 74,457 bushels
on 7,972 acres out of just 54,200 acres of improved
land. Even ranching seems to have been fairly
modest—although Fullington owned a herd of two
thousand head, which ranged widely along the
Medicine River valley, where photographer Francis
M. Steele captured Fullington’s Kiowa County
roundup in 1897, the average herd numbered just

16. “Foreigners Are Sold Land Cheap,” Meade County News, May 28,
1908, 1; Plat Book of Meade County, Kansas (Ashland, KS: R. P. Ice, 1909),
47, 81-82.
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TABLE 1 CEO—GID -
Tenancy, Wheat, Investment, and Returns in Four Later-Settled Counties
Edwards Ford Gray Trego
Tenants
1890 9 3 8 2
1910 111 79 82 32
1925 299 374 396 260
Wheat harvest (bushels)
1890 43,919 27,063 8,979 48,222
1910 1,817,636 1,787,960 155,892 752,660
1925 2,910,560 4,979,060 2,494,404 3,064,294
Net acres of improved land
1890 v. 1880 79,248 84,878 34,421 31,639
1910 v. 1890 245,255 471,379 198,382 379,810
1925v. 1910 72,320 37,886 -15,088 80,312
Dollar value, 1925 v. 1910
owner farms ($826,490) $888,594 $3,297,583 $2,750,916
tenant farms $3,411,328 $6,005,330 $4,221,760 $3,042,270

The year v. year comparisons under net acreage indicate change from earlier year to later year, rather than absolute quantities. Thus, for example,
between 1910 and 1925, the total number of acres of improved land fell in Gray County. Data from U.S. Agricultural Censuses.

twenty. Over the next two decades, landowners
gave more attention to investing in improvements
to their tenants’ farms than owner-operators were
able or inclined to do for theirs. By 1910, less than
half the land on owner-run farms was cultivated or
in pasture, compared to more than 80 percent on
tenant farms. Farm values, meanwhile, grew from
an average of $5.76 per acre to $18.62. As the Kansas
State College study of farm leases had noted, the
return on investment for an owner-operator was
4.9 percent versus 4.3 percent for tenants’ farms
in 1914 and 5.1 percent versus 3.2 percent in 1915;
thus, landowners expected an additional gain
when it came time to sell their holdings, and the

World War I wheat price boom seemed to justify
their view. The gap between investment in tenant
farms and owners’ farms continued into 1925,
when the percentage of owners’ land in crops, as
opposed to less capital-intensive pasture, was 41
percent compared to 50 percent on tenant farms.
Net investment in tenant farm land and buildings
between 1910 and 1925 was nearly $1 million
more, even though the number of owners’ farms
increased by 220 compared to an increase of 153 in
tenant farms."”
Meade County

landowners’ interest in

17. Eleventh Census: Agriculture, 1890, vol. 5, tables 5, 14; Thirteenth
Census: Agriculture, 1910, vol. 6, tables 1, 2, 4; Grimes, Farm Leases, 11.
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acquiring and improving farms for rent as the
county’s farmers stepped up the pace of their
shift to raising wheat tracks the pattern elsewhere
on the wheat frontier of the day. In one county,
Edwards, there was a net disinvestment in owners’
farms; the earlier a county’s farmers shifted their
planting to wheat, the wider the gap between net
investment in tenant farms versus owners’ farms,
as a comparison of Ford County with Gray County
and Trego County suggests. Even where the shift
into wheat followed the first major increase in
tenant numbers, landowners’ investment interest
in rented farmland, as opposed to land farmed by
owner-operators, remained high. Barton County,
the largest wheat producer in 1925 with a harvest
of 5.7 million bushels, saw a net disinvestment in
owner-run farms of $858,000 between 1910 and 1925
(including the rapidly rising number of farms run
by part owners as new generations stepped in to
take over the family operation), while tenant farm
value increased by $7.1 million. That 70 percent
increase in tenant farm values reflected both a
general increase of 22 percent in land value and an
increase from 177 tenant farms to 835 as well as a
66,564 acre (37 percent) increase in the amount of
land rented. Much of this increase, however, may
have reflected the same dynamic that saw growth
in part-owner-operated farms as a new generation
of wheat growers took charge of owner-operated
farms, since 49 percent of tenants were related to
their landlords in 1925.

Disinvestment in owners’ farms was even
steeper in Ellsworth County, which had also
experienced the 1880s spike in tenant farms. There,
owners’ farm values declined by $1.1 million
between 1910 and 1925, while tenant farms
increased in value by $4.1 million as tenant farm
numbers rose by 209 and area by 39,145 acres, or 33
percent. Owners’ farms shrank in size by 125,682
acres, or 32 percent. Some 41 percent of tenants
were related to their landlords in Ellsworth. Rice
County, which had seen wheat production rise
from the 900,000 bushels that had made it one of the
state’s top producers in 1890 to 4.5 million bushels

in 1925, also reported a gap, in its case a net gain in
owners’ farm values of $868,000 between 1910 and
1925 compared to a $3 million increase for tenant
farms, a rise that outpaced the general increase in
that county’s farm values of 15 percent.

On the far fringes of the wheat frontier, the
last region to see a major switch in tenant farming,
rented land was also favored for investment just at
the point that these counties, too, shifted into cash-
crop winter wheat production. In Grant County,
for instance, owner-run farms dropped from 248
in 1910 to 188 in 1925, while tenant farms rose
from 8 to 115 as wheat production rose by more
than 2,500 percent to 390,570 bushels. Investment
in tenant farms over these years totaled $1.8
million, compared to $1.1 million for owners’
farms. In Haskell County, which became an even
more important wheat producer with 1.1 million
bushels in 1925, the number of owner-run farms
was little changed at 175 in 1925, but as wheat
production rose by more than 7,000 percent, tenant
farms jumped from 9 to 179, while their average
size of 557 acres outstripped the 400-acre average
of owners’ farms. In short, owner-operators were
barely hanging on, with neither their numbers nor
the acreage of their cultivated lands expanding.
The larger farms and the growth in the number of
farms, cultivated area, and wheat production were
all to be seen in tenant-run operations.*®

The link between wheat and tenancy seemed
clear to the Barber County Index, which even before
Porter’s first report for the Census Bureau noted
that “land syndicates have closed out most of
their mortgages on the best lands in the state and
they are seeding them in wheat. Their tenants,
the former owners of these lands . . . No Longer
can they say what they will plant, where or how
much.” In that Gypsum Hills county, the number
of tenant farms had grown from 10 in 1880 to 422
in 1890, and wheat production had grown from
2,079 bushels to 218,287 in 1890. Although both

18. Thirteenth Census: Agriculture, 1910, vol. 6, tables 1, 2, 4; Census of
Agriculture, 1925, pt. 1, tables 2, 4.
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the wheat crop and the number of tenant farms fell
over the next decade, growth resumed in the early
decades of the twentieth century. By 1925, Barber
County had 504 tenant farmers, while its wheat
crop reached 1.7 million bushels. In this important
ranching county—Barber’s cattle numbers ranked
it sixteenth among Kansas counties—only 30
percent of owners’ farms were cropland, compared
with 44 percent for tenant farmers. Tenants, that is,
worked harder and faster to improve their land for
raising wheat. As dreams of ownership faded for
many new Kansans, struggling with debt as they
tried to adapt the farm practices they’d learned
back east to a new and drier country, “the land
goes into the loan companies’ and syndicates’
hands, who no sooner than they have control of
nearly all of western Kansas discover that this is the
greatest wheat country in the world,” the Advocate
declared.”

Large landowners quickly saw wheat as the
way to earn from their tenant farmers. When the
owner of ten thousand acres in Sedgwick County
insisted that his tenants plant corn instead of wheat,
“result, little corn and tenants left disappointed,”
the Wichita Daily Eagle reported. “Had these farms
been sown in wheat the result would have been not
far from $200,000.” In contrast, in western Kansas’s
Trego County, landlord William Schrenker was
firmly committed to wheat. He made the fifty-mile
trip from his home in the small town of Gorham
to the WaKeeney railroad depot to meet the railcar
carrying several tons of seed wheat that he had
ordered for his tenants. Landlords still hoping for a
quick sale of their holdings aimed to mine the land
with back-to-back planting of cash-crop wheat by
tenants with one-year leases. This discouraged
the rotation of crops to replenish soil fertility, the
editor of the Baxter Springs News argued. Wheat,

19. “The Worst of All” Barber County Index, March 2, 1892, 2;
Eleventh Census: Agriculture, 1890, vol. 5, tables 5, 9, 11; Thirteenth Census:
Agriculture, 1910, vol. 6, tables 1, 2; Census of Agriculture, 1925, pt. 1, table
2; “The Land Syndicate Stretches Out Its Hands for More Land,” Advocate,
November 5, 1890, 3.

20. “Must Be Diverse,” Wichita Daily Eagle, August 27, 1897, 6;
“Pickups by Our Reporter,” Western Kansas World, September 20, 1913, 8;
“The Renter Question,” Baxter Springs News, March 9, 1911, 4.
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raised by a tenant, was the landowner’s savior in
many cases.”

Aside from land dealing and related finance,
there were few other investment options in
Kansas farm country at the time. In Fullington’s
Greensburg, for instance, of sixty-nine businesses
and professional services listed in an 1889 business
directory, ten were in real estate, while much of the
focus of the three banks and six lawyers was on
land dealing. Except for one harness maker, two
feed-and-coal merchants, six livery stables, six
dry-goods and hardware stores, two lumberyards,
and a veterinarian, all the businesses focused on
basic consumer items or services such as groceries,
millinery, or housing landless laborers. Notably,
there were no businesses, such as farm implement
makers, wheelwrights, or blacksmiths, to supply
the capital goods that the county’s farmers or
cattlemen might need, nor were there drayage
firms or grain elevators to facilitate the movement
of farm produce or mills to process grain. In Meade
County, to which Fullington would shortly shift
his attention, the county seat’s fifty-six businesses
included eight banks or loan companies and seven
real estate firms but no flour mill or other processing
operation—investments that economists term
“forward linkages”—and only two blacksmiths and
aharnessmakerto provide capital goods for farmers
or ranchers, inputs for production that economists
term “backward linkages.”?' For investors or
bankers interested in financing a business, the
demands of the wheat staple, in particular the
need for large acreages, overwhelmed whatever
attractions other local businesses could offer.

Similarly, Dodge City’s 130 businesses included
elevenreal estatebusinesses, elevenlenders—banks,
loan companies, and mortgage brokers—and ten
lawyers. Except for four blacksmiths, two feed
businesses, one flour mill, and two dealers in cattle,
it too lacked businesses that supplied capital goods

21. “Greensburg, Kansas,” Southwestern Business Directory (Denver,
CO: McKenney Publishing, 1889), genealogytrails.com/kan/kiowa/188
9Greensburybusdirectory.html; “Meade Center, Kansas,” Southwestern
Business Directory, genealogytrails.com/kan/meade/1889MeadeCenter
busdirectory.html.
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A grain and feed mill in Ottawa, photograph from between 1910 and 1930. This represents the sort of capital investment that was less
likely to take place in wheat-growing counties.

to area farmers and ranchers or that ventured into
further processing, storage, or drayage from farm to
rail depot.” Pratt Center boasted six banks, five real
estate firms that also made loans, a law office that
also did real estate deals and loans, and four loan
companies. It had five additional real estate firms,
three more law offices, and three individuals who
described themselves as a capitalist, a merchant,
and a grain dealer. Unusually, it also had a handful
of businesses that provided capital goods farmers
might need, including a farm implement firm, two
companies that sold windmills and pumps for
irrigation in that dry land, and a master mechanic,
as well as two blacksmiths. There were no flour

22. “Dodge City, Kansas,” Southwestern Business Directory, sites.
rootsweb.com / ~ksfordhp/directories /1889dir.html.

23. “Pratt Center, Kansas,” Southwestern Business Directory,
genealogytrails.com /kan/ pratt/1889Prattbusdirectory html.

mills or wheat processing businesses.?

In Edwards County, Kinsley did have two
flour mills among its eighty-one businesses as well
as seven banks or loan companies and nine real
estate firms, with two blacksmiths, two harness
makers and a wheelwright to supply farmers
needs.?* But milling wheat, similar to feedlots or
slaughterhouses for central and western Kansas
cattle before the wheat boom, was a tough business
for small-scale Kansan entrepreneurs to crack.
Competition from mills with national markets was
simply too fierce. “Recently there were several
carloads of flour shipped from the east, and at a
few cents less per hundred than our own made
flour,” a Great Bend editor commented. “This
looks to be fair and just enough. But, on the other

7

24. “Kinsley, Kansas,” Southwestern  Business  Directory,

genealogytrails.com/kan/edwards/1889busdirectoryKinsley html.
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A flour mill just south of Alma. Operated by Mid-Kansas Mills at the time when this picture was taken in the late 1910s.

hand, our mills have been paying farmers more for
their wheat than the eastern markets were paying.”
Eastern millers were able to offer stores a larger
profit on their flour than Great Bend’s mills could,
the editor noted. Though the Great Bend mills
could produce more than enough flour to meet
local demand, the economy-of-scale advantages of
bigger, more distant mills that bought and sold on
a far larger, regional or national stage were hard
to overcome.” The risk of investing in a Kansas
flour mill, as in a Kansas farm implement company,
meant competing with larger, better-financed out-
of-state operations with efficient marketing and
distribution networks that often allowed them to
undercut Kansan operations.

The economies of scale that gave mills outside
the Kansas wheat belt a cost advantage applied
even more dramatically to farm machinery and
implements. The large capital investment required
to build traction engines, threshing machines,
and farm implements came with national sales
and distribution networks. In Illinois, where this

4

25. Untitled, Barton County Democrat, October 6, 1887, 1.

industry was centered, the average capital invested
in implements firms was $1.4 million in 1910. For
Kansas’s far smaller number of manufacturers, the
average was $33,000. Average sales for Illinois firms
were $724,000 compared to just $20,500 for Kansan
firms.* The lower risk of owning land where a
tenant would raise the cash-crop wheat staple
gave investors an incentive to push the expansion
of that business over other potential agricultural or
agriculture-linked enterprises.

Kansas wheat was an export product. Unlike
early settlers along the Kansas River valley, who
worked land they had purchased or patented
through the General Land Office and raised corn
and hay for cattle feed and wheat and home-
milled flour for westbound emigrants, central and
western wheat growers did not have enough of
a local market for financially viable farms.” The
need to serve distant markets, even more than the

26. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Thirteenth Census of the United States:
Manufactures, 1909: Reports by States, with Statistics for Principal Cities, vol. 9
(Washington DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1912), 281-84, 383-84,
603-04.

27. Malin, “Beginnings of Winter Wheat,” 253.
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environmental factors that limited Kansas farmers’
crop options, fueled the wheat boom. While that
boom was made possible by the opening of railroad
connections, Kansans’ ability to finance the essential
transportation element of a staple economy could
be a challenge, as Fullington and Kiowa County’s
two other organizing county commissioners would
discover. County voters rejected three separate
proposals from railroads for bond sales, backed
by local taxes, to finance construction. Kiowa’s
two branch lines came later as investments by the
stockholders of the Rock Island and Santa Fe lines
to meet those two railroads’ business needs. By
then, Fullington had discovered brighter prospects
for his own operations in Meade County, where
he moved in 1902 and soon bought a Cadillac “for
the purpose of conveying the many land buyers
over our beautiful country.” He stayed for a few
more years before moving first to Kansas City,
from where he would occasionally travel to Meade
to check on his holdings and visit his daughter,
and then to Louisiana, where he tried to promote
timber land.*
entable land, then, was just about the
Ronly game left for investment in Kansas.
There were no mines or other natural
resource alternatives in this part of the state;
railroads, except for the final miles of a branch
from a costly mainline for those communities that
managed to organize a bond sale, were beyond
the reach of Kansan investors. Although small
flour mills attracted some interest, there were few
other opportunities available. The acres required to
raise wheat in economically feasible amounts were
far beyond what a cash-strapped emigrant could
afford. Tenancy was a practical answer. So was
wheat, for to generate cash from the land, a cash
crop was necessary. Weather and water limited the
options for that cash crop, and so (as the Advocate
had put it) those who had the necessary resources

28. Frank W. Blackmar, ed., Kansas: A Cyclopedia of State History,
Embracing Events, Institutions, Industries, Counties, Cities, Towns, Prominent
Persons, Etc., vol. 2 (Chicago: Standard Publishing, 1912), 86; Meade County
News, March 6, 1902, 1, and July 13, 1905, 1; “Northern Farmer Shows Cut
over Land Possibilities,” Lumber Trade Journal, March 15, 1913, 17.

Connected Growth

suddenly discovered that central and western
Kansas was the best wheat country in the world
and set their tenants to work.”

As settlers began moving in larger numbers
to central and western Kansas, there was initially
plenty of interest in lending money to them, the
late-nineteenth-century city directories suggest.
The reason seems clear. The average interest rate
of 8.15 percent on mortgages, which typically
ran for five- to seven-year terms, was well above
the 3.4 percent on longer-term U.S. government
debt. With mortgage loans averaging $1,120 on
farms valued at an average of $3,120, lenders’ risk
seemed low; the average annual interest expense
at $92, though somewhat above the U.S. average,
did not seem unduly burdensome. Yet as corn and
cattle prices remained stuck at around 20 cents a
bushel and $20 to $24 a head, respectively, through
the final decades of the nineteenth century, with
wheat prices falling from 86 cents a bushel in 1880
to 69 cents in 1890 and 57 cents in 1900, that fixed
cash payment became a burden for many. And
since only about 18 percent of Kansas farmers had
borrowed money by 1890, prospects for the loan
business seemed limited.* There was far more land
than there were farm proprietors seeking loans.
For those with money to either loan or invest, the
option of owning land for a tenant to farm became
increasingly attractive. Being a landlord seemed
to offer a larger scale of operation and potential
return. The typical lease, a one-year oral contract
for payment of rent in kind—usually one-third
of the crop, though not uncommonly as much
as two-fifths or more—offered security that a
promise of cash payments over several years did
not. “At this rate, how long ere Kansas becomes
a tenant state?” the Advocate warned, adding that
“absorption of Kansas farms will progress much
more rapidly in the next than in the past decade.”*!

29. “The Land Syndicate Stretches Out Its Hand for More Land.”

30. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Eleventh Census of the United States:
Report on Farms and Homes, Proprietorship and Indebtedness in the United
States, 1890, vol. 13 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office,
1896), table 38, 83-86.

31. “The Percentage of Tenant Farmers,” Advocate, April 27, 1892, 6.
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A tentative map and schedule for the 1926 Kansas Wheat Train, to run from July 19th to 30th, drawn up by the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe
Railroad Company. The train was part of the larger Kansas Wheat Festival, which also featured an appearance by Miss Vada Watson, official
Kansas wheat girl, who had met with President Calvin Coolidge in that capacity the previous year.

The extent of the shift was dramatic. The net
increase in capital committed to further processing
operations such as milling ($13.9 million between
1890 and 1910), slaughterhouses ($1.6 million), and
businesses such as farm implement manufacturing
($487,000) or railcar plants ($6.5 million) was
fairly modest. In contrast, the value of rented
farms reached $595.7 million in 1910 (the Census
Bureau did not collect this data in 1890). This sum
far outstripped the outstanding mortgage debt of

landowning farmers, which totaled $70.8 million.

For Kansans with money, it was better to buy cheap
land and rent it than it was to lend money so that
settlers could buy their own property. Investment
in rented farms continued to outpace farm lending
in the years that followed, when capital committed
to land and buildings reached $888.4 million in
1925, compared with the total farm mortgage debt
of $130.2 million.*

32. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Eleventh Census of the United States;
Report on Manufacturing Industries in the United States, 1890, vol. 6, pt.
1 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1895), 118-19;
Thirteenth Census: Manufactures, 1910, vol. 10, 383-84; Thirteenth Census:
Agriculture, 1910, vol. 6, table 2.

Tenancy, as the historian Paul Wallace Gates
insisted, was not uncommon on the American
prairies despite the promise of free land to men
and women who would work to cultivate it
and despite the central place of the image of the
independent, landowning farmer in the ideology
of an independent republican United States. In
Kansas, the largest producer of wheatby 1925, some
39 percent of farmland was cultivated by tenants in
1925, compared to 29 percent for the United States,
and the number of tenants had increased by 284
percent since 1880, when the census first counted
them, more than twice the pace for the nation.®
Within the state, counties that saw the greatest
increases in wheat production also saw the greatest
increase in tenancy. Both the relatively large
portions of Kansas farmland and the big Kansan
wheat-producing counties that were cultivated by
tenants and the rapid parallel growth of tenancy
and wheat production in those counties suggest a
connection.

33. Tenth Census: Agriculture, 1880, vol. 3, table 5; Census of Agriculture,
1925, table 2.
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That connection seems to lie in the nature of the
hard winter wheat staple itself. That nature dictated
the scale of production; basically, the size of farms
that were most practical for a producer to manage
a relatively low-yield-per-acre crop. Wheat had to
be milled, and the flour then had to be distributed
widely to the consumer market. Milling required a
significant investment, and setting up distribution
networks to reach consumers in distant cities was
even costlier. Most investment in the processing,
marketing, and distribution necessary for wheat
was made outside Kansas, as with the large
Minnesota mills. While fish and furs (the great
Canadian staples) or timber, the staple of the north
woods of Wisconsin and Michigan, called for
large capital investment in the form of ships, trade
goods for fur, and sawmills, none of these required
the kind of control of access to land that generates
rent, in the economic sense. Wheat, however, did
generate rent because someone—owner-operator

or landlord—owned the land and could, therefore,
say who could exploit it in a way that nobody
could in the forests of northern Michigan or
Wisconsin. This simple fact opened a choice for the
deployment of investment funds that did not exist
for other industries, such as fisheries or the fur
trade: the choice of owning a resource for a tenant
to work. It was an option that seemed more secure
than Kansas investors’ initial forays into financing
new settlers’ ownership of land and one that did
not involve competing with already-established
businesses that provided the capital goods wheat
growers needed or the flour milling that converted
wheat into a higher-priced consumer product.
Staples theory, which seeks an explanation for
underdevelopment in natural resource-dependent
economies, can also offer a potential explanation
for the high rates of tenancy on the Great Plains.
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