Taking Care of the Plants on the Farm
Farming families in Iowa’s past, right up to today, want
to help their plants grow better. What does it take for
plants to grow well? Plants need the right amount of
sunshine, the right amount of wind and rain, good dirt
for roots to grow in, and just the right amount of room
to grow. Plants need to be safe from pests like
weeds. Nature has to bring many of these things, but
sometimes farmers can use special tools to help nature
do its job. These tools have changed since the Ioway
were farmers in the year 1700.
In the 1700s and 1800s, tall grass grew across Iowa. Farmers had to clear away this
prairie grass and then break up the dirt, before they could plant other things. Native
American farmers like the Ioway broke up the dirt and grasses with digging sticks and
their hands. In the 1850s, pioneer farmers used a tool called a plow to break up the
grasses. A plow has a sharp blade that digs into the dirt, cutting up the grass roots and
turning the dirt over. Oxen, big powerful cattle, pulled the plow through the ground while
the farmer walked behind the plow.
By the 1870s, farmers had plows they could ride on and
horses pulled the machine over the fields. Plowing turns
up chunks of dirt. It was hard to plant seeds in these
chunky fields. Farmers went back over the fields with a
pointy, toothed tool called a harrow to break the dirt into
small pieces.

Later, in the 1950s, tractors pulled machines through
the fields to break up the dirt—these machines had
many rows of shovels, metal spikes or even sharp
wheels called discs to do these jobs!
In 2019, many farmers have new machines that will
drill through the dirt without needing to plow.

Iowa has some great dirt for growing plants. Dirt that
has lots of good things in it is called fertile soil. Those
good things that plants like are called soil
nutrients. Ioway farmers planted corn and beans
together to help the soil have even more
nutrients. Beans make a nutrient called nitrogen as
they grow. Corn plants need nitrogen, so planting corn
and beans together makes corn grow better! Later in

the 1800s, farmers spread manure from the barn or
animal pens out onto their fields and gardens. Manure
has lots of nutrients that plants need. By the year
1900, farmers were using a special wagon to move the
manure called a manure spreader.

In 2019, manure spreaders are pulled by tractors!
Most plants need space to grow well. Farmers clear away
weeds to let their own plants have more space. A weed is
really any plant growing in a space it isn’t wanted. Ioway
farmers in 1700 used their hands and buffalo shoulder bone
hoes to scrape weeds out of their garden.
They also planted squash plants in between their beans and corn—these wide squash
leaves kept sunlight from reaching weeds underneath. The weeds died! The squash
leaves are also sticky and prickly. Animals didn’t like rubbing against the leaves and
would stay out of the garden.
Pioneer farmers also used hoes to keep the weeds
out of their fields and gardens. In 1850, these hoes
were made out of metal, instead of buffalo shoulders.
In the 1870s, farmers used riding cultivators to get rid
of weeds. Horses pulled these cultivators, and the
pointy shovels, through the rows between plants
scraping the weeds and turning up the dirt around
them.
Modern farmers can pull cultivators through their fields with tractors.
In May and June, farmers at the 1700, 1850, and
1900 farms will be plowing, planting, and hoeing out
weeds. See if you can catch them at work and look for
the tools they are using to care for their plants! You
can also check out the 20th century tractors farmers
used along the LHF tractor walk.
In May, Living History Farms is also proud to have a
special guest who is bringing some modern tools for
everyone to see! On May 18, Van Wall Equipment will
show off modern John Deere tractors and equipment on the front lawn at Living History
Farms on Tractor Day. It will be a great day to see how modern farmers get the power to
care for their fields!

Upcoming Activities
Don't miss our upcoming LHF Kids' Club Activities!
Bring your LHF Kids Club Passport and get a stamp
for joining in on the activity! At the end of the season
in October, kids with a completed passport can
exchange their passports for a special prize in the
MarketPlace Museum Store!
M ay 18: Plant soybeans at the 1900 Farm from

10am-noon, Then play lawn games at the Flynn
Mansion in the afternoon from 1-3pm.
June 22: Help put hay in the barn at the 1900 Farm
from 1-3pm.

History Detectives

Clue 1

Clue 2

Clue 3

Good detectives pay attention. They look around and use their eyes to explore every
detail. In this newsletter, we’ve talked about ways a farmer needs to care for the plants in
the farm fields. A responsible farmer pays attention to small things. They look around
and use their eyes to be aware of every detail. Here are some photos of small parts of
bigger things used to dig up dirt, plow, and weed the fields. Can you guess which farm
these tools came from? Would the tool be used by the Ioway? Or a pioneer farmer? Or a
1900s or 20th century farmer?

Try This: Invent a Tool
Farmers have changed the tools they use to
plow, plant, and harvest their fields. Tools
change because someone finds new ideas, new
materials, and new jobs. John Deere was a
blacksmith in Illinois in the 1840s. He invented a
plow with a steel blade. Before his invention,
everyone used wooden plows. In Iowa and
Illinois the ground was too full of prairie grass
and wooden plows would break. He used an old
saw blade and experimented until he had a new
invention! Think of a difficult job or chore. What
kind of invention would make that job easier? Use your imagination! Draw your machine
and how that machine would work! What color would it be? What makes your machine
move—hand power, electricity, or an engine?

Recipe to Try: Haymaker's Punch

Using all these tools out in the field can make a farmer pretty
thirsty! Many farm families made a special drink for farm
hands when they were making hay, or cutting wheat, or
threshing in the hot sun. It’s kind of like a farmers’ sports
drink! It’s sometimes called Haymakers’ Punch or Threshers’
drink or Switchel. The historic recipe looks like this:
In a pitcher or jug mix the following: “One quart of water, 1
table-spoon sifted ginger, three heaping table-spoons sugar,
half pint vinegar.” Buckeye Cookery, 1877. p 118
Farmhands would likely have sipped this at lukewarm
temperatures. But now, we suggest you pour over ice or chill
for a summer drink. This historic recipe can also be diluted
with the addition of tonic water or lemon-lime soda. There
are many modern versions as well. We like the recipe found
here.

Word Search

Coloring Sheet
Check out this month's printable coloring sheet.
Download the PDF with the link below, print the page,
and start coloring!
Download your coloring sheet
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