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In the late 19th century and the early 20th century, farmsteads were going through a 

transition. The rise of the Industrial Revolution had changed the manufacturing process, and it 

was time for farms to follow suit. In 1860, farmers composed 58% of the labor force and the 

average farm was 199 acres out of the the 2,044,000 farms in operation at that time. By 1920, the 

farming industry had shrunk to a mere 27% of the labor force, though at this time there were 

6,454,000 farms in operation averaging 148 acres. While the number of farms more than tripled 

between 1860 and 1920, the percentage of farmers in the labor force decreased dramatically. In 

other words, while the number of farms grew concurrently  with America’s population, the 1

percentage of people working those farms was halved. What this means is that farms grew to be 

far more efficient during this time.  The question, however, is how did this happen and what 2

characteristics allowed farms to become more efficient. This paper seeks to examine the changes 

that took place between 1860 and 1920 which allowed a smaller percentage of farmsteads to 

meet the exacting demands of post-bellum consumerism; furthermore, a comparative analysis of 

these changes will be made with Stouffer farm in order to shed light on how this particular farm 

fared during this period of sweeping transformation. 

 The importance of understanding the transformation of traditional agriculture during the 

post-bellum period cannot be overstated in this paper, but the reader should realize that this paper 

is not attempting to give a historical lecture on agriculture. While the history of agriculture needs 

 1860 Census Data shows the population in the United States to be 31,443,321. In 1920, the population from the 1

census was 106,021,537. This is then calculated to be a growth statistic of 333%. In the same time frame, farms 
grew from 2,044,000 to 6,454,000 in 1860 and 1920 respectively. This growth statistic is then calculated to be 
316%. The resulting difference is then 17% which is an immaterial difference when considering the overall growth 
of 333%.

 S. W. Fletcher, Pennsylvania Agriculture and Country Life: 1840-1940, (Harrisburg: Pennsylvania Historical and 2

Museum Commission, 1955), 28.
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to be addressed in order to fully understand the argument this paper presents, this paper’s real 

aim is applying this history to Stouffer Farm in South-Central PA. In order to accomplish this, 

however, the analysis regarding Stouffer Farm necessarily needs a preceding analysis of the 

overall trends within the agricultural environment. The following pages contain, first, a broad 

overview of the agricultural movement of 1860-1920. Then, the reader will be fully equipped to 

understand what this means for Stouffer Farm. The reader will subsequently be provided with an 

analysis of Stouffer Farm through the lens of the broader agricultural movement. This is the 

argument the authors wish to communicate: that viewing the evidence at Stouffer Farm within 

the light of the sweeping agricultural movement in 1860-1920 provides a wholly new and fresh 

view upon the activities of Stouffer Farm. 

 In 1860, farming was largely a family oriented activity. Families grew food for 

themselves, and perhaps for a small number of surrounding neighbors. However, as the 

population of the United States grew and urbanized in the years following the civil war the 

demand for food and other farm products greatly increased.  This increased demand, coupled 3

with the falling prices of transportation and other marketing costs created a strong push towards 

farming as an industry. As the Industrial Revolution was winding down, cities began to grow 

larger and larger. In fact, between 1860 and 1920, the percentage of the population living in 

urban areas grew by nearly 30%.  People living in urban areas did not produce their own food, 4

and thus, as the percentage of people living in urban areas increased, so did the percentage of 

food sold off of the farm.  

 Mary Eschelbach Gregson, "Rural Response to Increased Demand: Crop Choice in the Midwest, 1860–1880," The 3

Journal of Economic History 53, no. 2 (1993): 332-45.

 These statistics are based on data from the U.S. Census Bureau.4
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 If farming was growing so rapidly, why then was there such a dramatic decrease in the 

percentage of farmers active in the workforce? Many texts and novels have been written about 

the appeal of leaving home and heading into the city in hopes of making something of one’s life. 

The post-bellum period was one of great change, and Americans embraced it wholeheartedly. 

Proving that American’s flocked to urban areas at this time is hardly necessary, because as one 

author put it, “the urban-industrial transformation has now become part of the furniture displayed 

in every up-to-date textbook of U.S. history.”  Due to the heavy increase in urbanization, fewer 5

people were working on farms and more people were working in the factories. Furthermore, new 

lines of work were beginning to be accepted and popular. With the growth of consumerism came 

a higher demand for different products, and where there was demand, there were potential jobs. 

For these reasons, the percentage of farmers who remained committed to their industry shrank. 

 Just because the number of laborers shrank, however, does not mean that the amount of 

food which needed to be produced shrank with it. On the contrary, the steady growth in 

population meant more mouths to feed. The excess food didn’t come from increased importation. 

Instead, farms had to find ways to produce enough food for the growing population, even though 

the percentage of people working those farms was rapidly decreasing. It is this authors’ opinion 

that the revolution in industrialized farming was brought about by a need that had to be met. This 

need was food. Farms had to produce more food, or else the nation would have starved. This 

need created a rapid advancement in technologies applied to farming. Farmer’s everywhere were 

looking for solutions, and some found them. For example, using hybrid corn seeds nearly tripled 

 Eric Lampard, "American Historians and the Study of Urbanization," American Historical Review 67, no. 1 5

(1961): 49-61.
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the amount of corn that could be grown per acre.  In addition to this kind of technologies, more 6

machines began populating the farms. Just before 1860, Cyrus McCormick’s reaping machine 

began to be manufactured, and during the 1860-1880 timeframe, mechanical upgrades to farming 

equipment began to take root all over the country. As time moved on into the early 1900s, more 

and more farms began to adopt these changes. This freed up animals and humans alike to have 

other roles on the farm like never before. 

 The implications of these growth patterns in the American farming industry are enormous 

and a work of its own. For that reason, we will now focus on one of the biggest repurcussions of 

this movement: increased connectivity. Due to all these changes, farms had to be more connected 

than ever before in history. The small, family farms which had characterized America since its 

birth quickly became an artifact of the past. Instead, commercialized farms took center stage with 

a fierce competitive desire to become better connected with their local and national communities. 

Previously, farms distributed their foodstuffs to themselves and perhaps a couple other families 

in their local town or area. With the growth of urban areas, farms had to be able to transport their 

foodstuffs to the closest urbanized location. No longer could the just have connections in their 

town, now farmers had to have connections many miles away in large cities as well; however, 

this is not to say that farmers neglected their local vicinity. Gene Smiley, a professor at 

Marquette University puts it this way:   7

Farmers were now much more exposed to the marketplace. They could not produce their own fuel for 
tractors as they had for the workstock. Rather, this had to be purchased from other suppliers. Repair and 
replacement parts also had to be purchased, and sometimes the repairs had to be undertaken by specialized 
mechanics. The purchase of a tractor also commonly required the purchase of new complementary 
machines; therefore, the decision to purchase a tractor was not an isolated one. 

 Gene Smiley, "The U.S. Economy in the 1920s," Economic History Association, June 29, 2004.6

 ibid7
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 Farmers were not only more connected to the market as purchasers, but they were also 

more connected to the market as sellers. The implementation of the railroad system created a 

new, more efficient way for farmers to get their product into the hands of their customers. Once 

again, however, this required farmers to be dependent upon the market. If something happened to 

the railroad industry, the farming industry would also be in danger. 

 The connectivity of farming was at a historical peak at the end of this era. One local farm 

could impact a huge city one hundred miles away; a small, startup mechanic shop twenty miles 

away; and a large manufacturer of tractors five hundred miles away. This extreme difference 

from the isolation of family farming in the pre-1860 was not brought about by one factor, but 

many. In addition, the changes in farming impacted not only the economy as a whole, but the 

daily lives of the farmers themselves.  

 Stouffer Farm is a profitable case-study of how these national trends affected the farm 

practices, connectivity, and daily-life of a particular South-Central Pennsylvanian farmstead. 

Located in York County, this farm is ideal for study because of the material evidence available 

for archaeological analysis and because of its proximity to geographical locations in 

Pennsylvania where responses to this agricultural revolution were mixed.  It appears that 8

Stouffer Farm failed to conform to the rapid advancements of the agricultural revolution, 

nevertheless, it did seem to embrace the more efficient forms of connectivity as well as the 

consumeristic tendencies of this era.  

 Fletcher, Pennsylvania Agriculture, 30-32. Apparently most of the rural farmers in Pennsylvania were connected 8

enough to the wider community to embrace these changes; however, certain more conservative groups, especially 
near Amish communities, were resistant to change.
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It is difficult to determine if Stouffer Farm failed to commercialize due to a lack of 

resources, its geographic location, or simply because of an individual’s isolated choice not to 

pursue farming. Like other early American farming communities, the Stouffers most likely began 

as subsistence farmers, but by 1867 the Stouffers extended their economic hold on the 

surrounding area by buying up land northeast of Stouffer farm and hiring it out to tenant 

farmers.  Nevertheless, the societal shift of the late 19th century away from farming and towards 9

other more industrial-oriented occupations likely loosened the ties between the Stouffers and 

agriculture, for it seems they lost their regional supremacy.  Evidence of milling and smithing 10

on the farm could indicate that the Stouffers gave up on the increasingly competitive farming 

market and decided to pursue other, more profitable occupations. This interpretation can be given 

further credibility by the fact that William Spangler, Ephraim Stouffer’s son in law, identified 

himself as a miller in the 1900 U.S. census. At this point, Spangler probably did most of the 

manual labor around the farm in place of the aging Ephraim, yet he identified himself not as a 

farmer, but rather as a miller, indicating the diversification of occupations at Stouffer Farm.   11

Although the Stouffers failed to commercialize, they did follow certain 

commercialization trends. The most obvious of these trends is a decrease in familial labor and an 

 P. Frazer Smith, Pennsylvania State Reports, Vol. LV, (Philadelphia: Kay and Brothers, 1868), 284-287. This a 9

court case between Jacob Stouffer and one of his tenants. Jacob Stouffer did not appear in the oral tradition Dianna 
Phillips (the current owner of Stouffer Farm) shared with researchers, however, this case is contemporary with 
Ephraim Stouffer who was included in the oral tradition. After a closer look at an 1876 map shared by Nichols in the 
resource section of Messiah Canvas, there are two “J Stouffer” initials to the north of the “E Stouffer” initials -- who 
the authors assume is Ephriam Stouffer -- and this leaves them to conclude that this is in fact Jacob Stouffer. 

 Fletcher, Pennsylvania Agriculture, 562. He summarizes this point nicely: “By 1860, rural Pennsylvania had 10

relinquished the economic primacy which it had held since the founding of the colony. The value of the products of 
mines, factories, mills, and shops had begun to exceed the value of the products of farms. ‘Big Business’ began its 
sway. Agriculture however, continued to be a major enterprise.” 

Year: 1900; Census Place: Paradise, York, Pennsylvania; Roll: 1502; Page: 10B; Enumeration District: 0171; FHL 11

microfilm: 1241502. Note also: Ephraim failed to identify his own occupation in this Census. Previously, he had 
always identified as a farmer.  
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increase in hired labor.  For example, in the 1860 U.S. census Stouffer farm consisted of a 12

diverse, multi-generational, 11-person kin network.  However, according to oral tradition, the 13

Spangler family (descendants of Ephraim Stouffer) moved off the property around 1910 and 

hired it out to tenant workers, leaving the Stouffer’s with little or no impact on this area. It would 

be profitable to investigate why the Stouffer kinship network deteriorated between this 50 year 

time span. Similarly, it would be beneficial to determine how successful the tenant farmers were 

at maintaining the Stouffer property. Both veins of investigation would lead to a better 

understanding of commercialization’s effect  on Stouffer Farm, and why this farm was less 

profitable than some of the other nearby farms.   

 Despite the fact that Stouffer farm failed to commercialize, it did parallel other 

farmsteads of this time period through its connectivity with a wider community. Two examples 

from the material remains excavated at Stouffer farm demonstrate this. The first piece of material 

evidence is a shattered, 19th century Boyde Genuine Porcelain Lined Cap.  This cap was used to 14

line the lids of mason jars during the later half of the 19th century, and it prevented preserved 

food from coming into contact with the zinc lids used to seal the jars. These porcelained lined 

mason jars were manufactured only in New York city. It is clear from these remains that the 

Stouffers had some personal connection with New York or, much more likely, some type of third 

party connection to the city like a local grocer or vender. A more direct example of the farm’s 

 Mark D. Groover, The Archaeology of North American Farmsteads, (Florida: University Press of Florida, 2008), 12

94-95. 

 Year: 1860; Census Place: Franklin, York, Pennsylvania; Roll: M653_1198; Page: 510; Image: 181; Family 13

History Library Film: 805198

Credit for identifying this piece of material evidence goes to Edward LaRow and Gregory Sly. Note: it is also 14

more likely that this cap was made from milkglass, and not genuine porcelain. See Appendix 1 for Boyde Cap 
images. 
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connectivity is a 1919 Huckster license issued by the city of Harrisburg.  This piece of material 15

evidence demonstrates that the residents of Stouffer Farm frequented Harrisburg (a city over 30 

miles away) enough to justify investing the time and money in buying a peddler’s license.  It 16

also shows that Stouffer residents were aware of the greater economic opportunities available to 

them due to the increased forms of connectivity. 

 This increased connectivity was due almost entirely to the railroad systems installed near 

Stouffer Farm in mid-19th century. The railroad in Pennsylvania, stretching over 5000 miles, 

proved itself to be the best form of transportation during the agricultural revolution for farmers.  17

The ability for farmers and other producers in south central Pennsylvania to load their stock onto 

a train in the morning and have it reach cities as far as Philadelphia in the evening drastically 

changed the landscape of rural connectivity, opening up places like Stouffer Farm to many more 

opportunities.   18

 One of these opportunities may have been an increased connectivity with the late 19th 

century and 20th century consumerism trend, and the Stouffers may not have been immune to 

this allure. Indeed, contrary to popular belief, many farming families caved to the amenities of a 

rapidly modernizing world.  The presence of processed foodstuffs, like fruit preserved in mason 19

jars, could indicate that the Stouffers were relying less on their own food production and more on 

 See Appendix 1 for Huckster license image. 15

 Note: it is also a possibility that someone from Harrisburg frequented Stouffer Farm and lost their license there. 16

 Fletcher, Pennsylvania Agriculture, 318-320.17

 William Bender Wilson, History of the Pennsylvania Railroad Company: With Plan of Organization, Portraits of 18

Officials and Biographical Sketches Volume 1 (Philadelphia: Henry T. Coates & Co., 1895), 373. 

 Groover, North American Farmsteads, 101. 19
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consumer based products bought at local grocery stores. The Stouffers were not alone in this 

change; indeed, many farmers began changing their food purchasing habits with the introduction 

of processed food.  Additionally, the ceramics found at Stouffer farm could mirror consumerism 20

patterns found at other farmsteads. Trendier farming families were starting to acquire same-

colored pottery pieces during the later 18th and early 19th centuries.  While the overwhelming 21

presence of brown and orange salt glaze pottery located at the farm is not strong evidence to 

confirm these consumer-patterns (this was the most common type of earthenware during this 

time period), the white and blue colored pieces of pottery found at excavation units 9, 12, and 13 

may suggest that the Stouffers invested on a couple more expensive pieces of ceramic ware.  

 However, modernization in the late 19th century consisted of more than fancy tableware. 

During this time, consumerisms hold on the farming community started to strengthen. Farmers 

were beginning to give more thought to the external and internal appearances of their homes, as 

well as staying current with modern conveniences (such as plumbing, electricity, kitchen sinks, 

etc.).  The renovations to Stouffer farm during the 19th century - the addition of the east wing 22

as a domestic living space to the outbuilding and the switch to plumbing - are all possible 

examples of Stouffer Farm’s attempt to keep up with the modernization prevalent during this 

time period. However, the evidence is only enough to suggest the possibility. In order to fully 

determine whether or not the Stouffer residence was swept up in this modernization frenzy or if 

the residence modernized at a later date, further research needs to be done on this subject.      

 Groover, North American Farmsteads. 105. 20

 Groover, North American Farmsteads, 104. 21

 Fletcher, Pennsylvania Agriculture, 496-490. 22
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 In conclusion, Stouffer Farm is a riddle that has yet to be solved. Further research and 

archaeological work is necessary to fully understand the history of Stouffer Farm. However, by 

combining the material and textual evidence and by considering the vast, sweeping movements 

of the agricultural revolution, a better understanding of this property’s history can be gained. 

This period in history is characterized by changes that affected farming everywhere, and the 

history of Stouffer Farm should not be interpreted in isolation of these changes. Therefore, by 

examining both the material evidence and the textual evidence, and by placing Stouffer Farm 

within the greater historical trends, it is clear that Stouffer Farm did not keep up with the rapid 

industrialization of farming. Furthermore, it ceased to be a large farm at all, selling off more and 

more land as the years went on, and embracing non-agrarian consumeristic trends. In order to 

continue making profits, the Stouffers probably began milling, smithing, and perhaps even 

huckstering. Finally, the evidence suggests that the Stouffers were not immune to the sweeping 

consumeristic trends of this period of urbanization, but that they probably did not have the 

resources to fully participate in it. 

 The Stouffer Farm case-study provides a profitable examination of both the agricultural 

trends in South-Central Pennsylvania, as well as a probable history of the Stouffer Farm. This 

examination will serve as a basis for further research into more specific details of the farm’s 

history. Our hope is that this paper will serve as a foundational history of Stouffer Farm 

contextualized in the framework of local and national trends within the farming community 

during the agricultural revolution. 
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Appendix 1 

1919 Harrisburg Huckster License 

Boyd’s Porcelain Lined Caps for Mason Jars Poster 

Image borrowed from Duke University Library.  
URL: http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/broadsides_bdsny81548/ 

Boyd’s Porcelain Lined Cap for Mason Jar


