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KENTUCKY

Agriculture has been at the center of Kentucky’s history, both economically and 
culturally. As the soil became depleted in the Eastern seaboard and Piedmont regions, 
Anglo-American settlers crossed the Appalachian Mountains into Kentucky at the closing 
of the 18th century. Kentucky was pastoral and agrarian from the onset, with the family 
farm being the backbone of Kentucky agriculture. The Jeffersonian ideal that agriculture 
should be the fundamental employment of mankind came west with the settlers of the 
region, and from east to west, agriculture became the industry of the state. Food and 
fiber were grown in abundant amounts, with corn being the mother crop. Hemp and flax 
were cultivated to spin into coarse cloths known as Kentucky jeans and linsey-woolsey. 
Agriculture permeated all regions, even the mountains of the eastern part of the state.

Family farms varied in size, geography, and crops. Additional important variables in the 
makeup of the farm included the cultural background of the family, and the stage in 
development of the particular farms. German-American families tended to settle in the 
hills along the Ohio River and had fifteen- to thirty-acre farms that used every part of the 
land to produce a variety of vegetables and fruits for the urban markets. The farms in the 
eastern mountains were small because of the rocky geography, and inadequate roads 
made trading difficult but not impossible. Surpluses of corn and pork were moved in 
ingenious ways: corn as distilled spirits and hogs in large hog drives driven through the 
mountains. The Bluegrass region attracted the aristocratic second and third sons of 
Virginia family plantations. Men who had no prospect of inheriting their family’s land 
settled in the rolling pastures of the central part of the state, yet the predominant farmer 
was the yeoman farmer owning from 50 to 200 acres of land, stocked with a team of 
mules or horses, a few low-grade milk cows, pigs, sheep and some fowl.

The family farm was the keystone of Kentucky culture. Work gatherings were social 
occasions, and regional traditions encouraged sharing events such as barn raisings, 
quilting bees and brush burning. Early farmers depended on their family members, 
neighbors and community for help and guidance. The noun “neighboring” is still used by 
farmers to refer to sharing of equipment and jobs as well as social visits. The small farm 
still dominates Kentucky agriculture, with 75% of Kentucky’s farms covering fewer than 
180 acres of land, but more than 90% being individual or family owned. Nearly 41% of 
Kentucky’s farmers spend more than 100 days a year working off the farm in other full 
time jobs.

By 1850, Kentucky was the second highest corn producer in the country, second only to 
Ohio. Small grains such as wheat, rye and oats were milled on the many streams to 
produce grains for market down river. Cultivation of crops along navigable streams, 
coupled with the use of the steam boat, expanded Kentucky markets for hemp and other 
crops, including the lucrative cash crop of tobacco.
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Tobacco production in Kentucky grew steadily for over 140 years. It has influenced the 
economic, cultural and political history of Kentucky more than any other agricultural 
product. Tobacco cultivation and use has had a long history in the area and was used by 
the Shawnee when the first settlers arrived. Many of the farmers had moved west from 
Virginia to grow tobacco in Kentucky which was particularly well suited to the crop. The 
seeds were portable, and enough could be carried in a pocket for a sizable crop 
(approximately 300,000 seeds to the ounce). With the many navigable streams and steam 
boat traffic, the difficulty of transporting tobacco to market diminished. During the war 
of 1812, foreign trade for tobacco was cut off, but the domestic supply held steady. 
During the Civil War, Kentucky topped Virginia in tobacco production, a position it held 
until the 1920s when North Carolina began to dominate the market. At the turn of the 
century, Kentucky began shifting from dark fire-cured tobacco to light air-cured tobacco. 
As this transition progressed, the American Tobacco Company dominated the tobacco 
business. Farmers responded by organizing into associations and cooperatives to raise 
prices. The “Black Patch War” brought violence in central and eastern Kentucky with 
the burning of warehouses, and in western Kentucky when vigilante-style “Night Riders” 
took over the town of Princeton on December 1, 1906. The tobacco wars came to an end 
with the government break-up of the monopolistic American Tobacco Company in 1911. 
Tobacco prices continued to rise until the “bust” of the late 1920s. In 1933 the New 
Deal’s Agricultural Adjustment Act’s, legislation controlling production and pricing of 
tobacco (commonly known as the tobacco program), breathed new life into the tobacco 
industry. Tobacco became Kentucky’s major cash crop and was steadily lucrative until 
the health scare of the 1970s. That, combined with competition, saw the decline of the 
crop beginning in the 1980s.

Livestock have also dominated the Kentucky agricultural scene from the very beginning: 
cows and horses came with the settlers, and domestic animals were brought to 
Harrodsburg and Boonesborough in the mid 1770s. Hogs thrived, and pork became a 
staple meat. Cured pork (ham) became a staple of commerce from 1787 on. Cattle 
thrived in the mild winters, enjoyed ample forage and water and grazed freely on the 
savannahs. The transition from subsistence to commercial livestock production began in 
the 1780s, and by 1785 purebred cattle had arrived to launch the blooded cattle industry. 
By 1787, Milking Short Horn cows had been introduced to central Kentucky, an area well 
suited for diary production with rolling land, agreeable climate and forages, along with 
cities that provided markets for milk, butter, and cheese. By 1830, the Bluegrass region 
became the center of the Short Horn industry, and by the mid-1830s the transition from a 
grain to livestock economy was complete.

Moving the livestock to market was a daunting task. During the 18th century hogs were 
delivered to market in livestock drives along the Wilderness Road. Cattle, horses, mules 
and even turkeys followed, and from 1815 to 1820, 10,000 head of livestock were driven 
to market each year. During the 19th century southern planters began to rely on Kentucky 
for livestock and supplies, so steam boats became the primary method of moving 
livestock to the South. By the 1860s railroads began replacing the overland drive, but 
during at the same time, the Civil War was devastating the livestock economy in 
Kentucky. Also in the 1860s, Texas cattle drives brought ticks, parasites and diseases
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which were deadly to the native stock in Kentucky. From 1886 to 1926 livestock values 
rose only marginally, and Herefords overtook the popular Short Horn. Improved 
breeding introduced by the Kentucky Agricultural Experiment Station, and government 
funds to provide premiums both helped the Kentucky slaughtering and meatpacking 
industries to flourish and make dramatic gains in the late 20th century.

Early settlers also brought in horses, or floated them down the stream and rivers on 
flatbeds. These animals were vital for transportation, work and sport. The Bluegrass 
region’s favorable climate, gently rolling hills and well drained underlying limestone 
formations provided the ideal conditions for the breeding of horses. The first blood stock 
arrived in Kentucky around the same time as the blood stock cattle, and Kentucky was 
nationally recognized for the quality of its horses as early as 1800. By 1840 Kentucky 
had attained the top position in horse breeding in America, a position it still holds. 
Although thoroughbred horse farms predominate, standard breeds and saddle breeds are 
very much a part of the Bluegrass equine picture.

Fairs and agricultural societies also played a strong role in the formation of Kentucky 
agriculture. On July 25, 1816, the first of scores of cattle shows, stock shows and fairs 
was held just north of Lexington. A second livestock show was held in 1817, and from it 
stemmed numerous shows and fairs, including the Kentucky State Fair. In 1838 the 
Kentucky Agricultural Society was formed, which led to the formation of 27 additional 
societies by the state legislature. The Kentucky Agricultural and Mechanical Association 
was formed in Lexington by some of Kentucky’s top farmers and livestock breeders. In 
1856 the State Agricultural Society was chartered by the Kentucky General Assembly as 
a quasi-official body that reported directly to the legislature. This Society’s annual 
reports contained essays on improved methods of farming and livestock management, 
descriptions of the activities of local fairs, lists of prize winners and brief reports from the 
county societies. All across the United States, agricultural societies began publishing 
local farm journals, most of them patterned on the American Farmer, and Kentucky was 
no different, initiating the publication of its Franklin Farmer in 1837.

Other agricultural societies active in Kentucky in the 19th century included the Patrons of 
Husbandry, which was strong in western Kentucky; the Farmer’s Alliance, a political 
action group that was founded by the merging of the Agricultural Wheel with the 
Farmer’s Alliance and Industrial Union; and the Burley Tobacco Grower’s Cooperative 
Association, which was formed in 1920 to withhold tobacco from markets until 
satisfactory prices were offered. This organization was reformed in 1941 when the price 
support system was introduced.

The later half of the 19th century saw the rise of public institutions devoted to the 
improvement of agriculture. On March 20, 1876 the Kentucky General Assembly 
enacted an all-embracing law creating a Bureau of Agriculture, Horticulture, and 
Statistics, an agency to be directed by a commissioner appointed by the governor. This
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bureau was charged with the gathering of statistics on field crops, orchards, gardens, 
dairies and mines, with special attention to roads, railroads, streams, towns, villages and 
schoolhouses. Not included in this charge was livestock. In 1891 the Commissioner of 
Agriculture was made an elected, constitutional officer, thus making it a political office.

During the same period, the land grant system began developing in Kentucky. On 
February 22, 1865, the Agricultural and Mechanical College was founded as a 
department of Kentucky University, a denominational (Christian Church) university, 
which merged with Transylvania University. Money was raised from several sources, 
including the sale of land granted to the state by the Morrill Act. Although part of a 
denomination institution, the A & M College was by law a secular school. In 1878, the 
Kentucky General Assembly severed all connections with Kentucky University, when a 
doctrinal dispute arose within the Christian Church, and moved the A & M College 
renaming it the State College. In 1916 it became known as the University of Kentucky.

In 1887, the Hatch Act provided partial support for state agricultural experiment stations, 
and by 1890 Kentucky had an Agricultural Experiment Station on the State College 
campus. The same year, the State Normal School for Colored Persons set up departments 
for instruction in agriculture and mechanics to qualify for federal funds. In 1902 the 
school’s name was changed to Kentucky Normal and Industrial Institute (now Kentucky 
State University). By 1910 an Extension Department was formed at the State College to 
disseminate agricultural information to Kentucky farmers. This Department became the 
Extension Division in 1914 with the passing of the Smith-Lever Act. Thus began the 
integration of higher education into Kentucky agriculture.

Kentucky remains essentially an agrarian state. The country stores, the rural post offices, 
schools and churches are all steadily disappearing from the rural landscape but 
approximately 54% of the total land area remains in farms. Over 60% of Kentucky’s 
farmland is in crops. The majority of Kentucky’s farms are small in area, with over 57% 
being less than 99 acres and over 90% being individual or family owned. Kentucky’s top 
commodity is horses/mules (mostly horses) which provides over 23% of the state’s total 
farm receipts. Tobacco has dropped to fourth in total state farm receipts with 
cattle/calves second, and broilers third in total sales. Tobacco does remain Kentucky’s 
top export, and Kentucky ranks second in tobacco exports among the states.
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