
Economic History of Tractors in the United States           
                     …..continued  from our November Newsletter.

Background and Technological History

Farmers in 1900, whether engaged in growing wheat, corn, or cotton, raising livestock, producing dairy prod-
ucts, or combining a variety of these or other products, had only two sources of power aside from their own 
strength: steam engines and draft animals. Steam boilers provided motive power for threshing small grains, 
and a very small number of farmers were using recently-developed steam traction engines for plowing and 
other arduous tasks. Draft animals provided most of the power on all types of farms, however. As of 1910, 
there were more than 24 million horses and mules on American farms, about three or four animals for the aver-
age farm. In addition to supplying farm power, the horses were also relied upon for transportation, of both 
goods and people.

Horses and mules pulled an impressive variety of farm implements at the turn of the century, including plows, 
disks, harrows, planters, cultivators, mowers, and reapers. Several important farm tasks were typically done by 
hand at this time, including picking of corn and cotton. The greatest amount of power was needed for plowing, 
often forcing farmers to keep one or two extra horses above the number needed for the remainder of the year. 
As an example, power requirements during plowing have been estimated at 60% of the annual total needs for 
growing wheat at that time. A new source of power, then, would be valuable to the farmer if it could replace 
the horsepower requirements of plowing, as long as the cost was less than that of maintaining one to two extra 
horses. It would be even more valuable if it could economically replace all of the functions currently per-
formed by draft animals, and further if it could facilitate automation of the cotton and corn picking operations.

As early as the 1870s, engineers had succeeded in producing steam traction engines, referred to today as steam 
tractors. These monsters, weighing in excess of 30,000 pounds (excluding water), could move under their own 
power, and had impressive horsepower capacity. Unfortunately, their size, mechanical complexity, and con-
stant danger of explosion made these traction engines unusable for most farms in North America. In all but the 
driest soils, steam traction engines tended to become mired in the mud and refuse to move. Because of these 
handicaps, the use of steam tractors increased slowly in the United States during the last two decades of the 
nineteenth century. Annual production of less than 2000 units per year in the 1890s had increased to around 
4000 in the ten years after 1900. Nonetheless, the rate of growth of steam horsepower was far smaller than the 
growth in animal horsepower. For the reasons mentioned above, adoption of steam power was clearly not a 
candidate to replace the horse.

The First Gasoline Tractors

With the commercialization of the internal combustion engine, a more practical alternative emerged. Farmers 
bought large numbers of stationary gasoline engines in the first decade of the twentieth century, and quickly 
became familiar with their operation. A wide variety of household chores were simplified by the use of station-
ary engines, including pumping water, washing clothes, and churning butter. Companies began developing 
gasoline-powered traction engines during the same period; the first commercial machines were sold in 1902, 
and quickly became known as 'tractors'.

The first tractors shared similar traits to the steam traction engines. Weighing between 20,000 and 30,000 
pounds, with huge steel wheels or tracks, these models were large and expensive. Fairly quickly, the large 
manufacturers, including Hart-Parr, International Harvester, Case, and Rumely had reduced the size and cost. 
By the time Ford introduced its Fordson model, the first successful small tractor, average weights were down 



The following is a safety reminder excerpt from the message in the January EDGE&TA newsletter
by Larry Voris, President-Director at Large.

We still need to discuss safety. We had an incident this fall involving a
person being injured. We can what if it to death but that still doesn’t stop
accidents from happening. We don’t want them to happen. It could have
been me or you involved in the accident. So we need to think safety all
the time. Chock blocks need to be used under the wheels when we park
them. I’m not only talking about tractors but trailers and anything that rolls.
Most tractors have brakes and they should be set before the operators
get off after parking. If the tractor is battery started the key must be 
removed or a cable should be taken off the battery to insure it won’t start.
A child likes to get on tractors and touch every knob and pull every lever
they can get their little hands and fingers on. Always check the gear shift 
lever and see that it is in the neutral position. Then check it again. A lot of us work by ourselves in our barn or garages 
moving things around and loading. We need to be extra careful.

to 2000-6000 pounds, and prices were under $1000. These tractors proved to be excellent at plowing, and 
were quite capable of driving mowers and reapers. The large steel wheels, low clearance, and substantial 
weight made them unsuitable for cultivating growing crops like corn and cotton, however.

Technological Improvements

Henry Ford, who had tinkered with steam and gasoline tractors prior to achieving his success with automo-
bile production, introduced a small, inexpensive model which he called the Fordson during the World War I. 
This model sold well for several years, aided considerably by a war-caused shortage of horses. After a post-
war crash in farm prices drastically reduced sales in 1920-21, Ford initiated a price war in 1922 by cutting 
the price of its Fordson from $625 to $395. Alone of the large competitors, International Harvester matched 
Ford's price, and sales boomed for those two firms throughout the rest of the 1920s. Ford's production of 
tractors were always a sidelight to his main business of manufacturing automobiles, however, and when the 
Fordson production lines were needed for the critical Model-A launch in 1928, Ford decided to leave the 
tractor business.

The competition with Ford drove International Harvester to make significant improvements in its tractors. 
The first innovation to appear was the power take-off, offered after 1922. This device, a metal shaft turned 
by the rotation of the tractor motor, allowed implements to be driven directly by the tractor engine, as op-
posed to obtaining power from a wheel rolling along the ground. The power take-off quickly became a stan-
dard feature on all tractors, and implement makers began the process of re-designing their equipment to take 
advantage of this innovation.

An even more important improvement by International Harvester was the introduction of a general-purpose 
tractor, the Farmall, in 1925. This model, with high ground clearance, small front wheels, and minimal 
weight, was designed for cultivating, as well as for plowing and cutting. It was tested in Texas in 1923, and 
was released for broad scale distribution in 1925. Competitors, such as Deere, Massey-Harris, and Case 
rushed to develop a general-purpose tractor (a 'GP') of their own, and by the mid-1930s, GPs had replaced 
the standard Fordson-type tractor. In addition, these same firms began the process of modifying their imple-
ments for these tractors, and the wholesale replacement of the horse began in earnest.

           This Economic History of Tractors in the United States will continue in next month’s newsletter 
with 

                                                              “A Dominant Design Emerges”



Please visit our website often and send any pictures or info to Mary Jo so she can keep our 
members tractors page up to date.  She does a fantastic job!!!

www.tractorclub.info

CONDOLENCES…….
Our deepest sympathy to our honorary member Les Wilson on the death of his mother, Evelyn Fitzke.  
She was at the Busch Funeral Home in Parma.  Many thanks to the members that took the time to come to 
the funeral home.  Many of us remember her riding in the Berea Parade several years ago on the back of 
trailer sitting proudly on a park bench.  Les said he and Joyce had been taking care of her and were blessed 
to have the time they did with her.  Les and Joyce now live in Mesa, Arizona and he said he appreciates us 
sending him the newsletter so he can keep up with the club activities.  He belongs to a tractor club in Ari-
zona that is also an EDGE&TA affiliate.  

RAFFLE WINNERS…..
The following were winners at the Christmas Party.
 Charlie & Mary Jo Knapper— 1/2 Turkey
                                                  — potatoes
 Fred Holzman                         — potatoes
 The Sommer Family               — onions
   And that is all we can remember!!!!

 1/2 Turkey will be raffled at the meeting along with the 50/50 raffle…….
 Special thanks to Dave Peth for his donations. of potatoes and onions .


