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DIy NEW ENGLAND GO IMPWNHILLE®
MICHAEL M, BELL
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FIT decline of Mew England agriculture remains one of 1he beat-known,
generidly accepted themaes in American historical geography. Told and
retold, the fale has bevome part of the region®s identity, cspecially since

the 1927 pubbcation of the arhcle A Town That Has Gone Dewnhill by
[ames Walter CarldiTewait © Mest New Englanders knew something of how
larmers abandoned 1he rocky. infertle, bally Belds at the ficst oppectunity
and migrated toihe fa, rock-feee, ferfile snils of 1be Midwesl, which, becane
thi American breadbasket and heartiand. The grid of sinne walis running
through the forests of New England and the current lack of nmuch agriculture
there reinferoe this mterprefation and give it the statune of commen sense.

The traclitiomal ioterpoetatoen of Few England agrocultune wins best sum-

raeazed an g wclelsr citedl couplet attrbabec] B the father of Exra Stiles. an
gightesnth-century president of Yale College “Mature aail of her Twandless
slore [ Threw rocks opether, and dud no anore ™= A popalar hisinry pullished
slightly mwtre than a decade agn described ningteenth-cendury Mew FEngland-
ets at leading a "menotonovws. bare, subsistence lite” of "marginal, self-
sufficient larming.”’ Similar intcrpretations are tound in academic works.'
Tet the true picturne was not w0 ssmplstic. Bused on analess of agriculburcil-
cunsus data, monctesnthscentucy landscape visws, and conlempueary agri-
culiural coranertanes, the thess advaneed i thes article is that the long-
iermy geographical patlern for the region has been misreprescnted. The
conventional intecpretation has portrayed the celebratod decline as the -
evitable response of o stim cesource basge to miclwsestern connpetibion and has
distortel the Hmung, siee, and signibcaoce of the declioes.

"Likank Davel Doweedbal, iane Macertsl:l Jevepahe 305 oe, Ao Deton Woskeren Car reaibingg d=a ke
wl thas armcl
Tames Waller Gooldthwall A Vewn PR ILas Liaoe Dessnbcl, Sosstrainnd Beirna 17 11327), 527

S0 in Chasd Puows mSmug=, TRe Hopesoane: Fy-Lon Bover [Blasee Yok Bonokarl, eSS 3335
Pnllam ko Babiccoin, Alaocdeassd B Eog an:d (Halare: Xew ek darag b S 1476 4, b,
*Lodd Haysleac and Colbem O Fips, Uhe Ageorulid fs Kegaens ol the Tiored S2ales Lisorman: Lo-

worssly uf Deklahamra Cress, 24550, 2%

&b T oeacdncioesl catadidate joindly in sooslogye aed the Sckoul o Feieadne aml
Covireomental Seudues ac vale L.nn.'.:--'::ﬂ.:_.' B Havrr, Coanmertral JASTI1.



NEW EMNOGLAMD DIWHHILLY 451

T TraDiTloMaL Mool

Between 1927 and [493), Cioldthwrait, Harold F. Wilson, [chn 13, Black,
and the centributors to the New England Studies Program of the American
Crogrmaphicil Seciety worked eut what could be called the traditional model
of the Moew Ingland agricuilbural deacdine® The AGH-sponsured prsgram svught
b cnderskaal “the boghly cotical state™ of Mew England agricultuce with
“paarlicualar dbendieh . L problems thal sprig fooom the celations of man
Lo the patural eleoents of fopogaphy, ock strackuee, soil aod chmate.™ in
later relinetrnenis of 1he model, ils basie enmponents rermaned unchamged.”
The medel emphasized the staniness and 1he indertilily of Kew Foglanl
s0ils and the hardscrabble. subsistence characlenslics of #8 l@rm soonomy.
Irargued thit subsistence farming oo stony soils led to the early construction
af skane wialls o <lear the livnd for cropping. the rapid agricultural decline
in the regiomn. and fitlly widesprreal farm abandenment in preterence ror
midweslern prairie lands. bome rons wrters also showed o predilectien for
sixcial-Darwinist and environmenlal-determnitosl explaaations of the forging
of the Tankes character amid 1he hard New Frgland hulls and (he subsegquant
impuverishment of the rural stock as decline ensoed !

Several voginators of this model had conmecions sills Harvard Univer-
wity, und much of the pepalarity of the model nwsl be altribaied w3 senes
ol daoramis koown is the Elarvard Forest modeis. put together bebwesn 1931
amd 194 1. The dioramie portray step by step the clearing,. field alandonmend,
and subsequend regrowth of the Hoarvard Forest land at Petersham, hblassa-
chusctts, Stone walls dominale the views, with vlrrua]J:,- ne wond (encing;
the walls ariw frem the initial ac of dlearing the laond and de oot change as
the dwiramas proceed through time (Figs. 1-31 The amplicatien is that the
walls originated from w land s steoy that it had 10 be cleared of rocks before
tarming could hegin That imagy Birs well with the Iradilonal jolecpretation
uf Mew England as a regiog) estremiely poor in nataral soil resogrces, Decent
produactivity oo these racky. “essentially infertile snils” was devmed possible
amly by “hravy fectilization.
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Scliinates of 1he tradibicnal inderprretaton usually deactibed New Ri-
#land agriculiure as declining rapidly submequent 1o 1he opaning of the Frie
{amal im 1525 and of the railecads shortly thereatter, which allvwed pro-
duction from the better agricultural lands ot the Midwest to competa locally.
Mepending on the area under study, the resaarch placed the peak of Mew
Frngland agriculture al anwse here feom 1830 o 1331 Although these aathors
ware awara that the dates applied only to specific sites in New England.
they seere mead to be and woere intended to be copreseotative." Hewewer.
ane suppurter did cather grudgingly note the comfioned skality of Mea
Ingland wgracultume throogh 0830 @1 leagh =

Befare the aseendancy nf what 15 now the traditinnal, accepled model of
decline. there was a hvely debate concerning 1be agricultural capabilities and
fulue of Naw England. Against the intarpretations that later became al must
ifally daminant, supporters of Mew England agricultuce ponted W Tugh
vields and gond prices that farmers reccived and angued Hhal farons were
productive, competitive, and fnamoally vidble!" As one supponter stated
eacly in the twenticth oeokury, “We hiave been olsessed wilh the stale idea
that Mew Englamal was o sucked srapge, willy respect 14 its human enterprise
and its oppurtunty.”™ I the remamder of this article [ present cvidenee
revive this counlerargument.

SrosEe Walrs akr Srosy Sons

To anyone familiar with the lamge ameas of bare rack, thin soil. and stony
ull in New England, an acgumend tor hygh Farm pronductivity may not seem
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eilson, Sealniite & aboyge
= Haral:d Fegber Wilsor, Fagzlatior Frerals op darchwestierr baw Englapd. L730- 1410 Gregrentim
KMeweran 34 1340 2F2-22F o lrrrng e o 272
Al b, ootdoe T oatvewe, 1422144
AL Laveland. Dibe on Mew Bivgoand Faroe., Cefezssi 22 0147200 24 1L Fecdesic Hatloeseary
Lhaze. |- Agnculoere Dechomng o Seve FOgland’, e Ergaled Aoz o2 RS 2 TTEUU L 4B 455, Pew
England “hat Jo s and Woac 15 o0 Pe fedibed o0 Semarge Erepea, Meslon: Cham ber of Sammye e,
1LL:.

s Treren, Mew Epgoand oo ivew Togland: What 11 1= Fawlnale 15 sbove, |-51, mofe-epoe
11 51

Fo L—Yeonad Horvard Foerest noadel. labeled an Larle Seirler Cleam s Hureesteaed - 1740 ez
U 2 tene wedlls Being oo nslzucted ay pas af il < varing A0ty ol Bisner Mussum. Flarard
Burvst. I'elazzham. Mayrachiisedce

For 3="Thimd Hareard Frrsst madel Tabeled il waf Cuaezboen for Fazm Coops— THID Skame
Fronfen Predominace: amiy are serl s ol wee feree b possen] The fencrep shawn n the
secanc mude’ cemar i uen bangee 8 thin cne Wvzlesr of Fraes M, Hosvard Joress, Feoer-
g, Bacca hacanl s

Er A =Tinptl Harvar Fomesl i, labeled Farm sAbandenmens— 1530 dgmodoiural dacline
st parraywl hew inoeeell adbvancec, Foouriasy = Figber oo, Harvard boress, Sebepfam,
| S PR T Dy |




MEW LMNULAMD

DRIP4l

453



454 UsIL COC AADHIS AL BEVILA

tenable. Yot the kr_']r' to understanding Mew England agricallural haslory is
recognizing the catreme variability of the land. This wide variability is quile
evulent i contempuracy landscape views, Uhe Mew Lngland scenes of nine-
leenth-cenluty rainters Geccgs Heney Duerie, Fike Hugh Laoe, Worthimgtoo
Whittredpe, Alberl Biersladd, George Tnness, Winslaow RHamer, and odhers
shise a broad range of fenced landscapes, Fram ones of exclusively sione
crsieuctinm i ores made oly of wond and many with a mixiure of oib
O the whale, the artwnrhks depict more wooden than stone bencing.'™ Lne
of the best series of views of the perind is found in "Cannecticut Historical
Cpllections™ by Joho Warner Bacber, which is liberally illustrated with co-
gravings of suenery “rxceated from drawings taken on the spoet™ (Figs. 4-
AL I the seventyening views thal show aemoallucal Tandscapmes, worsl
Fencing overwhelmingly dorupates, cnly ten views shaw the landscape of
stone walls suggesied by the Harvard Forest models. Additionally there is
crasiderable regional variation of fence type. Barber's wviews of the Lon-
neclicul portion of tha Mew England cantral valley, with ity soft brosw nstona
(mutdation and overlying glacial lake sedimuents, show a fovr-to-ene ratos of
wond I stenc feoces. Inthe metamorphic seestecn and eastecn uplands,
wiownd dominates by a tweo-ti-ome margim. And for the castial slepe, with s
high propertion of granitic bedoock an: rocky ecessiemal morames, Lhe
lithngraphs depict twice s many stone fendes 35 wosl ones.

The portraval by these contemporary landscape attists suggests that the
rowky drmages aif the Hareanl Borest moalels deonest apply tooall of nineteenth-
centary Mew England Alse the teaddponal inteepredation oflen assuames that
M350 slishve walls were erected Lo clear lields For larnung, whereas early lences
were inslead likely made of wood from trecs felled during cleaning. Stone
walls apprarcd over time and were bailt mostly wall by wall as the supply
ot labor and uf stones warked up by frost and coesion permutted Ao 1567
guide fur begmoing farmers vhserved chat “jobbers, who tinerate thyough
the country in scarch of lwbec” bailt the stene walls, I cenkeast with e

“igaladn Nalei Views ol The Connscticul [Bives vader, weseyan Cpivers e, Copter foz the Aris,
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Whiggish interpratation of the backbraaking woark mquiced for stane fencing,
this suurce emphasiced the laborsaving advantages af a well-made stone
fence, wikh s peliative lack of mnintenance companed with other lence types.”
[naderd, ane eighteenth entury farmer at |ladley, Massachosetts, having no
stone an s own land on the cock-Eoee gliscial lake sediments in the central
valley, impared rock Fromm many miles awiy 4o build o half-mile-leng wall,
Lhe envy of his neighbors !

The vivid image of a stone wall running thooogh steep wondland, will
s0il so thin az to baraly cover the bedrock, can distart the piciune of Mew
England agriculture a= a whole. 4 common response to this sight is o wonder
hoewe such ground could rver bave been plewed: the answer is thar. like most
Mow England tarmland, it probibly oover was used for intensive cropping.
In the Late nineteenth centuey, enly 32 pereent of Kew Eongland farmland
wite Classified as tilled oc tillalle by 1Be sgewcaltaral census, The e was
equally divided Tedween pasture and siodland, with 1ka latter calegary
likely containing much land 1hat anoe had been pasture.'” In other words,
at least half the land vver clearcd in Moew England was pasturage, not crep-
land, gspreially on high and rocky goeund. That is nesurprase, ecase shegpe
raising was one of the preincipa L actoebies of raneteenth-centary Mew England
farmurs, Thoere woere &o many sheep in Vermond that the gosernar remarked
in 1842 that wowd swas the staple of the state *" Rather than being buaill 1o
dral with stones anoovered i cleaeing and Glling nl adjacent ground, most
staoe walls on rocky upland slopess were low-mainlenan<e stock-manage-
etk fences.

bIsTAH oF Low Fawd PrRODCCTTCITY

The best comparative informatien on the status of Bew England io conne
trywide farm productivity comes frum the decennial agridultutal <ensuses.
U nforbwaiately the early ones wers nodorusly acening. There was 2 wide
margin of ereas in the nambers genetated by censos takers, Bmited as they
were by inadequate roads and by respondents wihose koowledge of thedir
farming operations was often numerically imprecise. Furthermaore, changes
of definitions and budgrets often affected the compacability of data foem one
consus b the next. Consegquently the census daga that fedloow should be seen
only as o beoad endicaloe of conditinnrs

O the 33 percert of New Erngland agricultural land eithar cropped or
in rotativn, productivity was remarkably high compared with that of the
rest of bhe Uodtedd Stases. In 1879, the ficst crop vear for which per-acre yield
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informaioen is available far the enlire counlsy, Nesw Fngland exceeded 1he
natical average for corn by [9 percent, Eor gats by X2 percent, ar wheaat
by 6 percent. for barley bv 7 percent. and for buckwheat by 21 parcent.
Yirlds by mdividual state ond crop were sften one-quarter to one-third aboe
the wverage {Table [V The patato wiss the most suceesstul crop io the regivne
Maioe led the country an perswre vielkl, New Hampshire was third, and
Magsachusetts was Bilh = High yields of vegelabiles supporied o Iaege expoct
angd canming mdpsry, including the larged corn~<anmng factory an ihe
counlry at Windsor, Yermond, in 13%.Y" Vegetable farming in the Bnston
basin was =0 successful that produce was shipped widely, sven dominating
the winter market in late-nineteenth-century Florida, according to omne repott
OFf vourse, productivity dors noet neocessarily corcespond to farm inctme.
Such hguees ane hacd te reconstroce, but comparative iInformation is availahle
an the value of farm peaducts for sale and beme consumption. In 1874, the
fotal values of Eaem products per acke of farmlaod o Conneoticut, Massa-
chuseits, and Rhode [sland weere third, foucth, and fEth highest o cbe United
States. The noecthern Mew England states yielded signuicantly lpwer values,
but the negion as a whoele still was above the natienal averaga. By 18R9, a
prrivel in which the oatienal average fell to $3.45% per farm acre in respanse
b rhe worldwide sgricaltural risis of that decade, vieids in Mew England
rese b K5 39 per farmo e (Table ). The threc southeen Mew England slates
then canked secomil, thicd, and fourth in the Unitod States, afer Mew Jarsey
bui well ahead of IMoois, Ohio, Iewa, [nidiana, California, and Flarida.-
Although the quality of Lhe 2211 censuges 15 uneven, theroe is oo neason
b suawpunt that they consistently exaggerated Wew England productivicy in
carmparison with that of orher regions. In 1982, the mos tecent fully pub-
lished census, the situatien remained much as it was a cenlory aga. Con-
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teckicut led the coundey 1n macket value of agrcultaral prodacts sold per
acre af farmland, with Ehadde Tslamd, Massachassits, Maine, Vermont, amd
Maw Hampshire ranking third, fifth. fourteenth. nineteenth, and teeenty-
second. As a whale the Tegion avaraged 531950 per farm acre, compared
with a natinnal average ot 13366

Recent information on crop yields alse shows muoch the same pattern as
in the lale nineteenth centuty. Throo-vear averages fur corn silage breoween
L9841 and 1983 in Mhiew England wene more tha o 3 peooent aboye the national
tgure—highur than in Eansas, Choo, Tioeis, Indiana, Tewsa, Wisoonsia, and
urber states e the teplihonal cotn belt Althowugh wheal s groven anly in
very small amdints i Naw Fngland today, vields in three of the towr stabes
where it was produced excesded the national average, in Maine by mote
than 30 percent. Maine was also the only Mew England stabe whene ouas wos
a significant ceop, in 1982 its vield rnked foorth among the principsal oat-
grivering stakes. flay yields woere bolow average in Mew England. bk milk
production per unit of teod wis the highest 1o the Unoted Seates, and milk
production per cewd wis also well gbowve the natnal average,

Inspecticn of the daka for the 1879 amd 188% cvop years cimtained in the
1380 nd 1890 cenguses dows not bear out the interpretation that New En-
glanders remained in farming only by applying massive amounts of fertl-
irer.” Rates of expenditure for commaercial fertilizers weare quiie high in the
soletharm Mew Lnpgland stiates. Evers so, pseracte of imprivad farmland, Mew
England as o whole had 4 bower fethilizer expenditure in 1879 than anv
individual stabe o the easd coasl excapt Florida, and a lowser expondituee an
1885 tkhan any east-coast state® A cenbucy later, despole the high rates of
fertilizer application in three southers Mesw Foglamd states. the region as a
whole centinwed wo exvesl the naticnal avetage only slightly io the geoerallr
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comparable catgory of tons of commeraal fectilicer applivd per acee of
harvested cropland, at 4.9 tony versus 0005 tons for the enbire country. Atter
Punowy lvaniin and New Yook, thos rally was the lowest Ggure oo the east
o Signibeantly, in 1579 the codwestern aml western states of Tondiana,
CHhie, California, Nlinoes, and Anzana bad rales of feriliger sxpenditure an
order of magnitude lower than those in the aldar farming vegions o the
Cnited States. Currently usage in all of these states is as high as or highet
thin in Mew England. ™

Tisaim o vIF e 1000 IR

The tradilional madel datles 1he meaptian of agricultucal dechne im Noew
England fram 1531 ta LAY, nn the Dases of Ealling population figuroes, local
land records in exceplionally hilly angd racky commuanities ke Lyme, Mew
Elampshite, and Petersham, MMassarhuoselis, and sarly acoounts of atwodon-
ment. A repert from 1840 is typical of these acoounts,

There are weveral bow s nm Ehee pastern d,l._'i:livi_t].' of the GGroen Mowntains
of Verment, and theee are ithee hill towens i1 Massachuscets and ew
Hampshire, in thal state of delerisoration which sbuswes that o portion of
the settlers had Lledt the ground, and ‘he larger proourticen of Ehuse whs
are left look with discouragement on the exhausied lands suecoandiog
thueir dilapidated howses and bacns.™

Buat vther acceunts, like this one from 1872, destified to tagh yiclds oo nowly
cpensd Jand

A very large perton of the Lands wepien which such heavy vields of
potators ate grown in the nodh part uf New-Hampshire are kew janss,
rivently cleared of their forest groewrth, and <uch Linds contain not coly
an abundanre of available potash, bul also phinsphoric acid and all other
manetal coeslituents reouited in growing from 250 2o 4080 bushels of
Poliloes per avce for several years o sucoession.”

Eecent histarical case studics have questioned the implicalions of the
puopulatian data vsed by suppwrters of the traditional thesis of agriculbural
decline. The pumbar af fasims, the ymonnt of land i farms, and paral econ-
cmy and sodety remained stable in Chelsea, Yermant, through 1he closing
decides of the nineteenth century, despive loss of population ? In New
Hamgwshice, farm income underwend litle change after the Civil War, as the
agricultural &ranomy of the state adjustend suceessfully to changing condi-
tions. S Though aften cahng its Agures, adwcales of The traditional interpre-

e intal Sk skice, fuolnole 37 above @ole a9
sz HoL, Aditrees Dedivered before the Leoeam ar Land.a, Bew Hompsserg, Freeeess A pen by
Vigirer 2 Laddn M '
¥ Leer Barllect Metacoes in Boese - Hanspehi fe, Czloestar 37 (LEFZ: 27

" Hal & Harmap, Taooe W :-:||.:I:|-'|.'d e n-d L aenbrizlee, 1V E - Carbridpe Oniveersobe Press, 1934]

MEacl e Mee e 4 Bogrsesamen: of Mew Englane Ariccluee oo bee Lagl Thizy Fears of the
by ineeencly Lreatnrey thiee Yok A [ress, 1975 '
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tation made liltle comprehensive use of the agricultural census, with one
exception.”’ Even taking into account their questionable quality, the data do
nut fit the earlyv-decline model, s shall bevome evident.

1t the declimae is measured by taral and im agriculbuee. the census showedd
19 imprarla ot downtuen oy Mew England unhl afte 1930 (Fig 73 The peak
aprpeared an 133, when W4 percent of 1he langd was in Farms aller Hurly
vears of generally increasing percentages; 19X showed a similar Gigure of
4 2 percent. The peaks generallv camea earlier in the three southern states
than in the oorthetn oneas: Rhode 1sland had a graduval decline foom 143)
rvward. the fiest year for which the census recorded Janduse, and the peaks
fnr Conmecticul and Massachuscets oocurred in 1B6G. Butb the amount of
farmland in the latter two stabes declined less than 3 percent betwocn 18640
and 14, Thre figures woene vietally identical m Mew Hampshive on 160
and 1HBU, ot 65 percent and &3 7 percent: in 1900 1t k] was ai 627 prarcent.
Vermont peaked solicly i 1BB0 o B3 percent but alill showed the seatis-
tically indistinguaishahle ligures of 730 percent (o 190 and TH.B percent for
1510, The hghest igure for Maine came in 1900 at 318 parcent, which was
erpaaled slatistically at 317 percent in 1910, The 1910 figure for Mew Englancd
a5 3 whole, 46.2 percent, was also likely well within the mangin of ceosus
grpor 50 that statiatically it is indistinguishable from 482 poercent in 1900,
AMbhrogh the two figures tepether may indicate the beganoing of @ shght
decline after 138 Srill, a maor uneteenth-centary downtuen is nol evident
from these data.

Lund in facms s essendially a property measure amd may miss imnpurtiant
changes in landuse. Between LRI and 1920, the censuas categericed taemlaml
an imprroved, consisting of land in crops, fallow, pastuce, @ineyands. and
cctards, of as unimproved, wehich included woodlomdd and other eeugh 1lamd
and pld fields not in pasturee e oultivation™ Foum TE3 ho LEI0, the percentage
of rokal farmland that was imprencd was remarckably constan], varyang, less
thar a half petcent from 61 percent. But betwesn 1330 and 15U the ratio
fell ko 54 percent, in part because of a change m the defmition of unimpreved
laod te include pastures and meadows that had never been plowead ¢Fig. 5l
The drap was real, though prrhaps less abeupt than the numbers indicated ™
The numbers continued te fall b 4 percent in 19141 and finally to 37 percemt
in 14910k The 1920 vensus yelded a Hgure of 36 prooent, evidence that Lhe
Fulling tremd bad leveled.

These figures oo changiog landuse do oot override the Jaod-in-farms
measure. [nstead they indicale an adjustment bo nes marketiong conditions
in o stabbizing Farm econoony, as in Chelsci Vermont. The change repruescents
the sharp decline in woul prces after the Civil War, especially after 18%).
which led tu the sbancdunment of many high rocky pastures as sheep herding

* Mark. lacsnese 5 abo e
* Repas: faccoole 210y, 3
T Black. frermen S alwin.e, 143
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ended. Dut Mew England tarmers nesponded e the worldwide readjustments
in the agricultural svstem and ook advantage of oew market opportunitics
by expinding dwry. poultry, vegetoble. and froit production. Bebween the
1370 aned 1900 censuses 1o Mew Hampshire, for cxample, the smoant of land
i erops remanned constand, with changes o the mus of what was grown;
pouliry increasad Fram 507 000 10 BE7AHD bards, amd 1he gutyeat of omlk ros:
from 2 million to 2% million gallons * When ane considers 1he cormpelling
vvadenoe fur productiveness of the region, combined with the apportuniiy
provided by the expanding markets in northeastern industrial centers, the
steength of agriculbuce in New England e that time 1> ne surprise.

Takitg inda aceoint the variable guality of the oeonsus data, cxcept for
Ehode Island 1here is no general doswnward feend such as might be expecind
crin in wwery poor-gquality data for a tegion esperiencing a lass of one-half
amd perhaps moee ub its farmland in twenty vears, as has besn asserted .

R, e mede 5% nzve, TRE-AA
" Haup. reainle 7 dluave, B
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Surely if that kind of maswive decline had been under way, the census takers
ot the period could not hivee had enough faith in their numbers to publish
the results withunt some explanation. Iondeed, unbess the censos datia wene
completely invalild, 0 position oot even bell be suppoctess of the early-
decline thesis, they demonstrate a trend of ingreasing agrweulural landuse
atl the very time when the traditinnal model posits a rapid fall, one of the
mnst dramatic in agricultural histery.

MasrnTunE oF TFE DIFCLIKE

A combination wlf consus data and cese studies allews identitication of
three jreriods for Mew Bnglancd agrivulbuce bebween 18350 aod 1930, The frst
was a pericd of generally rising amounls of land m farms belween the 135
and 188} censuses, with some local variations. Mext came a stage of wide-
spread readjustment and landuse change but continuing ecunemic vitality
that Led o a plateaw with perbaps a sbeht downwaed trend betseeen The
1AA0 and '} rensuses. Finally there was a rapid fall atter the 1A consus
in Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Mew Flampehine, and afec the 1910
cenyus in Yerment and Maine, Except in Bhode Lsland, little decline seems
b have pocoreed o Mes Englaod ageeculwre duariog the siosfeenibh centuyry.
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¥riters in the traditivnal vwin have often exapgerated the magotade of
tha decline through selective and erroneous cting of census data. For cx-
ample, ane wrate that during two decades at the end of the contory “more
than half the improved land of seathern Mew England and oearly balf in
necthern Mew Eoglanul passed out of active agocularal uge™ " ¥Yel accarding
ir: the agricullyral census, the decling io the 1three southern slates was on|e
AR percent and io the notth only 32 percend, mainly because of alandonmend
of Tigh rocky sheep pastures. There has also been exaggeration of the per-
centage of land in New England that was in cultivation and pasture at one
time. And, of course, exaggerating the extent of farming io the negion at its
prak made the subsequent dedine seem that muoch more dramatic and
inevitable,

The drama would bave beeos much dulled of thess writers bad pomted
vut the contemperineoas declime in farm Lol eliewhere io the Lnited States,
bk few clial 3o Although ehe decline in odber areas was not as steep as thag
in Mew England., which, arcerding in the census, [oal 335 pecoent of its
farmland between 1#&) and 1730, the magnitude of decline elsewhere cet-
tainly lessens the significance of any agricultural problem specific to Mew
England. Mew York and Feonsylvani st 244 pereent and 227 peroent of
theie furmland during that period; smaller bat still sjignifeant declines were
recorded far severdl ather states sich as Marylaod, which lost 154 percent,
and {Yhio, where 1the drap was 12.3 percent (Fig. 7). These desreases swcyrred
mainly in the rapidly indusirializing regions during Lhe late ninelesnth and
early twentieth centuries, a perind of warldwide agriculiural readjostmend.
Additional misrepresemtation stepmed from 1be lack of discussion of poat-
World War Il farmland loss. Between the 1945 and 1972 censuses, Mew
LErglamd List 8609 pervent wf it facmland, & Hgure accounting tor 38 percant
of the total deciease sinee 1680 {Fig. 7 By ignoring the postwear decline,
which as early as 1%hd had already roaghly matebwed the 18601930 drop in
magnitude. recend adwicates of the traditianal inkerpretabion left the impres-
siomn that mest ot the correnl absence of muoch agnicalluee it Mew England
oould be attributed to the nineteenth cenfurny.

Ao rurar-Feoonancar MODEL

ew Rngland is oot lowa At the beginning of the 18E-I90 platean,
anly one-third of (b lamd was pnproved, beciuse mach of the remainder,
chiefly in Maine and Mew Hampshare, was iondewd oo steep or rocky or
utherwisc unsuitable bor permanent cropping and meadowland. To chis ex-
tent, thoe oatural-rescurce petential of Mewe Frgland did constiaio the coarse
of agriculture in the region, for Yankee Farmurs weee not ignocant of the
land. But the land that was pul inlo intensive prodockion was goosd and
hugh-veelding, and other returne came from extensive production on the

1o Llaviv, Agricnlrzral Prodachen 3 Mew Englanc. Pieseen Somaditiog . amd Wagr Frableme. i
ke Laglands Freapas by bagt=nsie 5 2cew, 137 167 cefereroe 1 134
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marginal lands. s that, scre tor acoe of farmland, Mesw England has alwavs
bren one of the leading agricultoral] regions of the Unived Staces. While
crreicermend Al ompeeative Brm o economics consteoined Mew Erglancd
azciculeure, they canngd acccmant far s dechine

Thas decline can besl Tw undersdnond promanly as the masull of cullgral
thange in rural Mew England. A5 the nimeteenth century progressed. fewer
and fowrer rutal hew Englanders wantad to tarm. An 186K pamphlet cotitled
“Farm Lift in Mew England” expressed conoeon about the trend and lamented
“that the farmers lite and the farmers home generally ane unloved things.”
In 13433, Albert Cemimgs told s meeting of the Connectuoat Valley Agnoaltural
Sacivty tht

Farmurg = now wnpopular with the young mon it is adge with che
young women Ther have come hr assocuebe the oosme ofF fafmee weh
ignumance, with stupidite. with clownizhoess.”

Far a region lang infused with the ideal of the veoman, the emurging image
of the Tube was a remarkable chang.

A industriolization proveslel the Ture of urban lifsstyles grew ever
stronger B35 nad enenggh a suggest that the lute was oierely the attraction

Slabsd op Y Een, poolnole 3 oaboye 7O
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ol high income, becrause new migrants &t urban areas often failed to achiave
such wages. Furthermora, persons who have remained in farming acrioss the
countey have alwavs had lower incomes than theit urban crunterparts. The
choioe 0o remain in agriculture has Jong been muere than an cconemic one.
Thiat there was the cpportunity for goeater wealth o the city, whether
realized vr nut, cannot Be denicd, but the desice for increased weealthe ancd
material comfort G5 tkelf @ culbucal chiice

The effed of The urban lupe was not fele only in Mew Englancd. All
urbanizing and indusinializing reginns af 1he east cnasl experieaced s pull,
and agriculture declined accordingly in owost of theot. As part of ane of the
muast capidly urbanizing and industralizing regions, rural Mew England telt
tho wrbian Jure s strongdy s any arca, peechaps morne stoongly, which to some
exient aceountgs Bor the greater declne i the region.

Many traditional exprlanations of the dechine of New Engliand agricultuee
also mwention Lthe effecl of the yrban Jure, bt ihe evidende poesented here
sUpZests a far mnte impntiant talg than previows]y assignsl far the effect of
utbanization and industrializaton inthe Lifa chioces OF rural MNew England.
ers The evidence addilionally stresses the imparlance of sgbstiatung the
concept of agricultural adjustment Eor that of comparative advantage of ig-
riculture clsewhere. By thus balancing the etfects of caltaral choics, senlagical
vonstraints, and changes in the worldwide agricultural svstem, the situation
in Wew England can be explained without recouese to the traditinmal mode]

W'har o s many writers distett che history of New England agriculture
in Ahe face of consderable cvidence lerg available te the contrary? {ne
impoartant lactor may have been o genetal sense of less of an age of close
community life and culural parity, felb 10 b copgesguenee of the rise of
modern industrial and commercial |ide Alsa the suppuscd poverty of the
small rucky tarms and Helds of New Fogland became o pome eacmplar in
the highly mechanized, big-is-beautiful srada of Iwenheth- century agricul-
aral etficicney.” The supposced inability of the region to comgsete with the
waalness ol The mechanized Midwest reinforeed beliets in the fugh-inpu.
Tatn-labir-intengive v of agriculture that is now receiving widespread
critical scrutiny concerning its ecological sustimnability,

Ewvcn at a symbolic level the negative partedval has bad ies efecr. Stone
walls hive become the primany commansensigal evidence of agricultural
tecline in Mew Ingland. Yot alongeide the cowntless shone walls, thi land-
seape s adurned with the cpposite svmbael: from the plain colonial saltboses
tor the dandied Victoriane roral Mew England is filled with magnifcent
bouses. Thv large. gracious howess lining many a towen o village gresn were
net built by hardscrablle Tarmers struggling o eke out a living from a
stubbari soil They were built by families that were often wealthy, that

1 Narsan, baedrnste 37 gheva, 532,
“Rackard 11 lrewen, Thae A g=ive ey ral-Jndu<ina. Trans e i baswe Faglaznd, Sens Englred Quseierly
61 CIMES 2ol 2uy,



dha THF GFOGRAFHIC AL REYIFYY

furned capital arginally deroved Trom agriculbure to ihe mercantile 1eade
and eatly industry upon which the later urban transiicn in 1the eeginn was
based. [ndeed, belore widespread industrialization Ihe prablem was ofien
where the manw well-oH taroers of Mew England could invest their accu-
mulated capital. As stabid in an 1639 farming monthly:

The alinnst univermal conditaen of the inhabitants or 1 ¥ [P H..H'I].‘l
shice] s che possession of an abundance of The good |:]1|I'|Ei i ke The
dafficuley dhete os Lhae mosl of Lhe Jarmers have morey Lo let and Lwere
are faw speculaters anywhere with credsl sufficiene to hire it

And T.yme was [he kwn that went “downhill”

The evidence pressnted here does not deny that agriculture sufercd a
decline in Lymne or on the falds of |ehn Sandersen's (acm, which later berame
the Harvard Forest. These early instances of farmland abandonment did
ey, manally on marginal land that other farmers were Jess hkely boouse in
an ape of declining interest in rueal living., Yot Jobn Sondecson moost oot
hawe dona tow badly from bis rock-steewen bittle Aebds; he left his farm 1o
slart a bank.

A farmer’s Vi bl rcene | P13 14R
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