Farming in Colonial America

F

2017-09

arming was the occupation of the vast majority of colonial settlers. Most farmers or

homesteaders started as subsistent famers, meaning they raised only enough crops
to survive. As the colonies grew, the number of subsistent farmers declined somewhat, but
farming was always a challenging occupation .
The typical farmer started work at dawn and worked until dusk six days a week.
Sunday was always reserved for church or religious services. The farmer rose before first
light and prepared a breakfast most often consisting of porridge. Farm animals were scarce,
especially on the frontier so breakfasting on milk or eggs rarely occurred. Water was a
common drink, but there were concerns about the quality of water in many areas, so cider,
beer or boiled water were common drinks. Even small children drank beer where it was
considered safer than the local water supply.
Manual labour on the farm was the standard. Horses or oxen might be acquired,
but they cost between 6 and 8 pounds when the average annual farm income was 12-13
pounds. Hence most farmers couldn’t afford them. In the spring the farmer tilled the land.
With a horse and wooden plow, they might average an acre or two of land per day. By hand,
turning the soil over with a shovel, it took up to four days for one man to till an acre. Tilling
prepared the land for sowing, which was again completed by hand. Grain crops were sown
by throwing seed by hand and raking the soil with a wooden rake to cover the seeds before
the birds ate them all. For other crops including vegetables, corn and tobacco, the farmer
hoed a row, planted the seeds in the row, and then covered them with soil. After sowing
and up to the harvest, most days were spent with a hoe seeking and uprooting weeds.
Harvesting was completed by hand for all crops except hay (for livestock if the
farmer had any) or grain crops. In the case of wheat, rye, barley, etc. the farmer used a
scythe. In the late 1700’s scythe’s were sold with a cradle that saved considerable time in
arranging the grain stalks for thrashing. With the exception of the scythe and in some cases a
hoe, virtually all tools on the farm were wood. Many were hand-made for there was little
money to spare to purchase tools.
The farmer’s family worked as hard as the farmer. Any wife was expected to keep
the farmhouse clean and tidy, wash the clothes and prepare all the meals. During the
harvest, the wife was expected to assist in the harvest and can or pickle the vegetables as
required. All farms had a vegetable garden. The wife and family were responsible for
growing all the household food stuffs. The only meat on a farm was generally what a farmer
managed to hunt , trap or catch while fishing. Any small varmint was considered edible,
such as rabbits, squirrels, raccoons, most larger birds, and possums.
Since the farmer had little money, each member of the family had few clothes. Two
sets of clothes was considered a luxury by many. The farm family wore the same clothes for
a week or two at a time before washing. Individuals rarely took a bath, so the smell was
something that one had to get used to.
The use of indentured people and slaves altered the farming picture in many
colonies as they added laborers allowing the cultivation of more acres. With more crops to
sell, there was spare money to purchase metal tools and farm animals. This in turn allowed
the cultivation of more acreage and increased the farmer’s overall wealth.
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