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TEXAS

With 267,339 square miles of land stretching from the High Plains of the Panhandle to 
the Gulf of Mexico, Texas is a giant among the states and, along with Hawai'i , a state 
that was first a sovereign nation. From El Paso on the Rio Grande, to Texarkana on the 
Arkansas border, is a journey of nearly 800 miles. Within this vastness are three distinct 
physical divisions, the Atlantic-Gulf Coastal Plains, the Great Plains and the Rocky 
Mountain system. These three can be further divided by soil and climate differences into 
nine natural regions, all having different agricultural characteristics and thus a distinct 
rural history. Average annual rainfall decreases from fifty-six inches in the extreme 
eastern part of the state to only eight inches at El Paso. It is not surprising that Texans 
are known to boast that everything is bigger, further, hotter, colder, wetter and dryer in 
Texas. The documentary record of agriculture and rural life in Texas confirms that the 
extreme differences in the land had great influence on the people who settled the various 
regions.

At the time the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock, Texas had already had contact with 
Africans and Europeans for nearly ninety years. When the Anglo-Americans settled in 
Texas they deluded themselves into thinking that they were bringing civilization to the 
frontier. In fact, the Mexicans had an established culture with social, political, 
educational and religious institutions and when Mexico became an independent country 
in 1821, Texas became an independent state. After the establishment of a colony of 
Anglo-Americans by Stephen Fuller Austin in 1821, similar settlers came in increasing 
numbers. While the new settlers did not come determined to wrest Texas away from 
Mexico, they had little or no interest in adapting to the new culture. Instead they came 
for land. The rich primary sources of the period such as The Austin Papers (edited by 
Eugene C. Barker) bare abundant testimony to the clash of these cultures.

Despite cultural conflict that would eventually lead to revolution and the raising of the 
Lone Star flag over the Republic of Texas in 1836, Anglo-Americans eagerly absorbed 
the Mexican's concept of bigness in land. The New England concept of a few acres and a 
cow had no value in the vastness of Texas. In fact, the plantation model of the cotton 
south was too small a notion for land hungry immigrants. By agreeing to abide by 
Mexican law and becoming a Roman Catholic one could secure 4,605 acres of land. A 
successful colonizing impresario could garner upwards of 184,000 bonus acres of land 
for himself by bringing in large numbers of colonists. Impresarios like Austin, Haden 
Edwards and Green Dewitt, driven by their own self interests, fueled the great land grab 
by publishing countless tracts touting the agricultural potential of Texas. Soon land 
hungry immigrants from both the United States and Europe began pouring into Texas. 
Immigrant agents like the Texas Emigration and Land Company contracted for whole 
colonies. By the time of the Texas Revolution in 1836, Anglo-Americans already made 
up sixty percent of the population. The Republic and later the state continued liberal land 
policies to bring in even more settlers.
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From 1836 until the Civil War, the most common occupation in Texas was farming, and 
cotton was the most important cash crop. Production increased rapidly, spreading from 
eastern Texas into the Blackland Prairies of Central Texas. With cotton came the 
institution of slavery and an ever increasing demand for more and more slaves. 
Prominent citizens of the state demanded that the slave trade be reopened. In 1860 there 
were 182, 566 slaves in Texas valued at $108,688,920. The value of slaves was greater 
than the value of all the farms in Texas. By 1861 the cotton culture of the eastern and 
central part of the state tied most of settled Texas to the Old South. However, unlike the 
rest of the old South, Texas still had a large and active frontier making it also a part of the 
New West. These factors, along with a diverse immigrant population, helped to create a 
pluralistic society with distinct regional differences.

While the cotton and slave culture imported into Texas had an enormous impact on rural 
life, in the pre-Civil War period the plantation lifestyle and economy was something to 
which most farmers only aspired. There was a lot of land but very little else. Farmers 
were largely self-sufficient, depending on the fruits of their own labor for nearly all of 
their needs. The most common dwelling was not the big house of the plantation. Instead 
it was the small double log cabin known as a "Dog Run," for its open central porch that 
connected the two structures. Seasonal calamities, poor transportation, isolation and 
Indian attacks along the frontier made life on the early Texas farm hard and uncertain--as 
vividly described in Rupert Richardson's The Frontier o f Northwest Texas, 1846-1876: 
Advance and Defense by the Pioneer Settlers o f the Cross Timbers and Prairies.

Even though cotton was the major cash crop, corn was a basic necessity to both humans 
and animals. It was easy to grow and it thrived in an area from the Gulf of Mexico to the 
Red River. In regions where the climate and soil would support production, farmers grew 
wheat, sugarcane and sweet potatoes. There were even early attempts at improving the 
quality and quantity of these crops. To this end, the first agricultural exhibition was held 
at Corpus Christi in 1852 with prizes totaling three thousand dollars. In 1858 the first 
state fair was held in Dallas, beginning a long tradition of exhibiting the quality of Texas 
agricultural products. By 1843, Texas had formed the first of a long succession of 
agricultural societies dedicated to improving the lot of farmers and sharing information.

The aftermath of the Civil War and Reconstruction left Texans impoverished, with little 
remaining but the land. There was, however one resource that had never been exploited-- 
millions of cattle on the open range almost free for the taking. From almost the first 
Spanish exploration, cattle had been left to run wild on the open range and multiply on an 
endless sea of grass. By the end of the Civil War there were nearly four million head. 
With no way to move them to markets in the north they were of little value. The coming 
of the railroads to Colorado and Kansas quickly made these herds a vast resource. The 
cattle kingdom and cowboy culture began with the opening of such famous trails as the 
Sedalia, Chisholm, Dodge City or Great Western and the Goodnight-Loving or Pecos. 
Between 1866 and 1884 over five million cattle were driven to the railhead for shipment 
to northern market and inspired a uniquely American literature.
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The day of the great cattle drives ended almost as quickly as it began. Barbed wire 
fences and the extension of the railroad into West Texas ended the big cattle drive and 
ushered in the era of the great ranches. With railroad transportation now available, 
entrepreneurs and syndicates from the East and Europe purchased large tracts of land, 
fenced it, and began the business of raising cattle on a grand scale. The King , the J A, 
the Shoe Bar, the Matador and the X I T were all enormous ranches of a truly Texas 
scale. Fence cutting, cattle rustling and powerful land barons were grist for the history 
and legend of a period that still looms larger than life. While many of the ranches would 
eventually be broken up, cattle raising remains one of the state's most important 
agricultural industries to this day.

During the last decades of the 19th century a revolution took place in Texas agriculture. 
Farmers gradually moved from self-sufficiency and subsistence farming toward 
commercial agriculture. Cotton came to dominate all other crops, outstripping even the 
cattle industry. By 1910, almost half of the state's cultivated acreage was planted in 
cotton. Unlike the experience of the southern states, boll worms and weevils, root rot 
and bad weather decreased production but it hardly slowed the expansion of the crop 
acreage. It did not matter that farm organizations and the Agricultural and Mechanical 
College of Texas all preached diversification and crop rotation. Bulletins, leaflets and 
pamphlets of the Texas Agricultural Experiment Station and the Texas Agricultural 
Extension Service for the period are full of subtle and not so subtle hints to plant other 
crops. It fell on deaf ears as farmers persisted in planting nearly every inch of their land 
in cotton. In the farmers defense, cotton was the only cash crop that yielded at least the 
promise of a return on investment. However, cotton was more than a cash crop. It was a 
culture and a lifestyle. Everything was subordinated to the rhythm of the cotton plant. It 
dictated land holding systems, bank credit and divisions of labor. It bound many poor 
whites and minorities to share cropping and stoop labor in the fields.

The Great Depression of the 1930's took a serious toll on Texas farmers and ranchers. 
The price of cotton dropped from eighteen cents a pound to less than six in another 
downturn of the agricultural depression that began in 1920. Most Texans hardly noticed 
the Wall Street crash of 1929, but thousands of small farmers and ranchers lost their lands 
as the depression of the 1930's deepened. In Texas as elsewhere, the Depression would 
change the face of agriculture and begin the slow demise of the family farm. Not until 
World War II would agriculture make an economic comeback. The literature of the day 
documents the impact of this pivotal event on the rural community and economy.

Texas is known as the land of the cowboy and the oil well. However, the impact of the 
discovery in 1928 of the giant East Texas oil field by Columbus ("Dad") Joiner on 
agriculture has not been well documented. It did help to provide work and ease the plight 
of displaced agricultural workers during the 1930's. The oil and petrochemical industry 
would make its major economic impact on the diversification of the states economic base 
in the period after 1945.
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It is not surprising that there is no comprehensive history of agriculture in Texas. Indeed, 
there is no overall analysis of the role of agriculture in the development of the state. 
While there are many good studies on individual crops, livestock production, the cotton 
culture and the cowboy, it is not at all surprising that there have been few attempts to 
gather all of the many disparate sources it would take to produce synthesis. Indeed, no 
one has even attempted to compile a complete bibliography on so important a subject. 
For example, there is much valuable material buried in early unpublished theses and 
dissertations. Here one can find information on almost every aspect of the history of 
agriculture and rural life. Public opinion, rural life, farm mechanization, immigrant 
communities, and crop improvement are just a few of the topics preserved in the records 
of long forgotten scholarship.
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