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market. All went well till on his way down the Wisconsin, afloat
with his entire stock of goods, the clumsy raft went to pieces in
the Baraboo rapids and was at once converted into worthless
driftwood. This would seem to be enough to cure the western
fever in almost any case, but not so this time. He retraced his
steps to his native state, married a wife of equal pluck, and with a
few borrowed dollars again set out for Wisconsin and the claim
he had located, found it awaiting him, and he is still the owner
of it together with many contiguous acres. At the risk of wan-
dering a little from the subject we must follow this man a stage
or two farther. He served three years in a Wisconsin regiment
in the Civil War, homesteaded and preémpted half or three quar-
ters of a section in Dakota when the first general rush to that
territory occured, and in 1900, forty-nine years after his first visit
to Wisconsin, spent a summer in Cuba grubbing out brush and
planting fruit, and already has bearing bananas in the island.
This is a sample of the stuff that the genuine American pioneer
was made of.

The importance of the little markets at the mines and pineries
was greatly overestimated. “For many years to come the sur-
plus produce of the settlers will find a ready and profitable market
at the Wisconsin pineries, Ft. Winnebago, and other points on the
river.” %

By the time the first farmers were fairly settled and had suc-
ceeded in producing a little more plain food-stuff than was needed
for family use, the much-vaunted “home market” bubble had
burst. In the early ’40’s butter sold at the country stores as low
as five, or even three cents a pound. Wheat was worth from
thirty to fifty cents in Milwaukee and the cost of hauling it there
was equal to half or two-thirds of its value. Hogs although few,
as we now view it, were a drug on the market, and after being
dressed were often hauled forty or sixty miles to the pineries to be
hartered for shingles, and in many cases the load of meat would no
more than pay for a load of shingles.®® Pork was quoted at two
and three cents, beef about the same, and even at these figures the
payment was seldom made in cash, there being almost no cash in
the country, and that little going for taxes and postage stamps.

% Wisconsin Enquirer, November 14, 1840.
®] gtayed one ralny day the summer of 1901 in a house In Dane county
which still had shingles on the roof obtained in this way—It leaked.
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Barter was the only alternative to a complete stoppage of trade,
and in consequence it was used as thoroughly as though money
had no place in the economy of that time. Butter, eggs, tur-
nips, and what not, were peddled around Madison by farmers who
had brought them a distance of twenty miles only to find that the
discouraged storekeeper would take no more produce at any price.
And the townspeople who did take it often paid with an order on
the storekeeper, and this paper usually had to be approved by the
storekeeper before it was accepted by the truck vender. These
were indeed the days of small things.

Few of the early settlers had any draught animal besides the
ox, and not infrequently even this was wanting. The first man
to till the soil in the town of Vermont had no equipment other
than a spade and a hoe.”” Occasionally cows were yoked to the
wagon or the plow, and only once in a long while was a farmer
found who owned a horse. All things considered the ox was the
most suitable for pioneer motive power. He was slow, but not
so helpless in a swamp, not so dainty in the matter of food and
drink, not so sensitive to cold or wet, or so dependent upon three
regular meals a day as the horse. Until experience taught them
better the pioneers used a breaking plow twenty, thirty, even
thirty-six inches wide, and for moving these ponderous ditching
machines, which must be run at a great depth in order to keep
them steadv, much power was required and the movement was
necessarily slow. For this work some six or eight yoke of
cattle with two or three drivers were required. Often the oxen
were fed only grass which they must gather for themselves at
night. At noon but a short pause was made to allow the men to
eat their lunch, it being too great a task to yoke up a herd of un-
willing half-broken oxen more than once a day. In case the ox
and his owner were both new at the business progress was slow
indeed, and it is a wonder that any headway at all was made. A
concrete example of this will illustrate the seriousness of the
problem. An Englishman, two years in this country, and wholly
without experience in working cattle, entered a piece of land in
the northwest part of the county, and bought at the same time a
pair of young untrained oxen. At the end of the first season he
had plowed five acres of oak openings—“if you could call it
plowin’ ” as he remarked with a grim smile.

o7 History of Dane County, 933.
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In case the new arrival had no means of doing breaking the
first year, he could hire a few furrows turned by paying at the
rate of five dollars per acre.®® Later the price of breaking fell to
two dollars, and two and a half dollars per acre, the former price
for prairie, the latter for oak openings or such woodland as could
be plowed without the use of the ax and grub-hoe, yet it is agreed
that in the manner the work was done, more “openings” than
prairie could be plowed in a day.

A lack of suitable implements was a serious inconvenience quite
as often as lack of teams. Grain was cut with a sickle, a scythe,
a cradle; was bound by hand, threshed with a flail, winnowed by
being tossed into the air with a shovel, pounded to flour in a
wooden mortar, baked in a rude oven, and the bread eaten
without butter.®* Men who had never shown a tendency to any
description of skilled workmanship turned their hands to a multi-
tude of home manufactures—ax-helves, flour-chests, tables, chairs,
beds, baskets, rakes, harrows, rollers; in short those who had
once depended on the various members of the community for
everything, again became in a great degree independent, but lost
their one art, which perhaps was overdeveloped, to gain a primi-
tive knowledge of blacksmithing, carpentry, masonry, healing,
hunting, fishing—little wonder that there was not energy and
skill left over to make anything more than mediocre farmers.
Blacksmithing was perhaps the greatest bug-bear in this cate-
gory. Until there was promise of sufficient work to enable a man
to earn a living at the forge, few cared to set one up, and the
stories told of trials in getting blacksmith work done are many and
picturesque. As much as they would stand plow-shares were
beaten out cold : sometimes they were heated in a fire of chips on
the open ground and hammered out on an iron wedge driven into
a stump in lieu of an anvil. One man, wishing to give his tired
oxen a rest, carried the share of his breaking plow to Madison,
had it sharpened, and returned the same day, making the entire
round trip of forty miles on foot. Another man after vain at-
tempts to “toggle” his log-chain found that the splices took up
too much of the length, so putting the pieces into a grain sack and

esHistory of Wisconsin, by W. R. Smith, pp. 121 and 122.
®Eyery item of this may be proved by people who were familiar with that
mode of life in Dane county.
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taking it across his shoulder he lugged it ten miles to a blacksmith
shop.

But the entire lack of a plow was one of the worst misfortunes,
though even this was not necessarily fatal to agricultural opera-
tions.™

Thus the tale goes and might easily fill a volume, but a mere
snap shot at these scenes is all that the present work can admit.
Let it be remembered, however, that these very conditions, trivial
though they may seem, had an important réle to play in the pros-
perity and the character-building of the pioneer. It is true that
he solved these perplexing problems because of an inborn
and inimitable tact, but it is equally true that in the solution itself
the frontiersman gained a self-reliance, a mastery of the situation,
a tough body, and a clear head—all of which were needed in good
time—but that is another story.

T™“Mr. F. C. Kirkpatrick, who came to the county im 1827, related his first
effort at plowing, being the first plowing dome In the present limits of Grant
county. He had a horse and harness, but nothing in the similitude of a plow.
The framework he easily manufactured similar to the frame of a single shovel;
through the beam he inserted a pick, commonly called a sinking pick. With
this and his one horse he broke about two acres. The two acres produced a
bountiful harvest of corn. The corn was taken to Armstrong’'s mill, near
where Dickeyville now stands, and ground, or rather cracked, the cracklings
were grated and the gratings made Into bread. In those days we went to
Galena for our supply of necessaries.”—TWis. Local Hist. Coll., 13, from County
Gazette (Grant county).




