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How Profits and Markets Shaped Small Farms Like Pennypacker Mills
Left: Two men riding on farm equipment pulled by horses in a
field. One is driving on a horse-drawn sickle bar mower.
On back is written, “Wm. and John Meyers cutting hay on Pennypacker estate, Sam P.” “Aug. 1931.” John S. Meyers was the tenant farmer for Bevan A. Pennypacker (Gov. Pennypacker’s son)
after April 1925, and lived in the tenant house.
Source: Archives at Pennypacker Mills.

Pennypacker Mills has been a farm for over 200 years.
When Pennsylvania Governor Pennypacker owned the
farm, hay and grains were grown to feed the dairy cows.
The farm also produced milk and butter that were then
brought to the train station to be delivered into Philadelphia for sale. Eggs and oats were also sold.
How has grain been harvested over time? Some answers
can be seen in historical photographs while notes from
the farm manager, inventories of farm equipment, ledgers of expenses & profits, and receipts tell us what was
grown, sold, or used on this farm. This information is the
main indicator of what farming was like here in the early
1900’s.
The receipts and inventories indicate that the Governor
had dairy cows, pigs, chickens, and occasionally roosters
and turkeys on this property. One note from William
Hunsicker, the farm overseer, on January 10, 1905, said
that he had two turkey gobblers and wanted to know if
the Governor wanted him to kill one for him? He mentioned that they had too many roosters and needed to
get rid of them as they were too noisy! Such was life on
this farm.
A standard rotation of corn, oats, wheat and grass was
used on many farms in Pennsylvania Continued on Page 2

Upcoming Events
Friends of Pennypacker Mills’

Craft Marketplace

Sat. Sept. 15th

9 am to 3 pm Free

All Hallow’s Eve Fall Festival
Sat., Oct. 20th

1 to 4 pm Free

Exhibit:
“The Art of Josephine W. Pennypacker”
Ends October 31st
Included on all tours - Free

What’s Happening in November
Holiday Tours
Tues., Nov. 20th to Sun., Jan. 6th Free
New Exhibit:

“The Gilded Age of Christmas”
Tues., Nov. 20th to Sun., Jan. 6th
Included on all tours - Free

Friend us on FACEBOOK/PennypackerMills
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and records indicate that this was also done here.
Information on these major crops is described below.
Hay: As long as farmers have been working the
land and raising livestock, making hay has been
one of agriculture’s standard chores. It’s easy to
understand why making hay was one of the most
dreaded chores on the farm in the early 1700s. It
had to be hand-cut with a sickle or scythe and hand
-raked with a wooden rake or fork.
By 1840, clover and timothy hay had claimed the
top spot as one of Pennsylvania’s most profitable
crops. These crops are evident in Pennypacker
Mills ledgers and notes from the overseer.
Seeding was generally done by hand and the grass
was usually cut with a scythe. The 1917 inventory Above: Ledger book owned by Samuel W. Pennypacker with
indicates that they had a hay wagon, hauling wagon notations of expenses and profits.
and a hay rake.
ments in corn production was the improvement in
Timothy: Farmers cultivated timothy as a good hay
both yield and quality through breeding. Disease resource – the stem was strong, it grew long with good
sistant varieties replaced most of the older varieties.
leaves and a tall seed head, and probably stacked
Over time, it became harvest for silage. Silage is paswell in the hay mows
ture crop that has been preserved for cows and sheep
Hay or Straw?
which were the storage
to eat later when natural pasture isn’t available, such
Hay is a grass that has been
method of the time. To
as in the dry season. The plant is cut and then fercut, dried, and stored for
this day, timothy is an
mented to keep as much of the nutrients [such as suganimal feed. Many different
excellent forage for
ars and proteins] as possible.
kinds of plants can be used
horses, but it is slow to
as hay.
recover after having
Wheat: While wheat was grown here for use on the
been harvested the first
farm, Hunsicker indicated in October 1901 that 8
Hay versus straw: Hay
time in the spring, so it
acres was sold. Between insects and diseases, over
and straw are commonly
is often passed over as a
time wheat was phased out of production. Cheaper
confused. Hay is made from
commercial hay beand more varieties of wheat were being shipped east
the stems, leaves, and seed
cause you can only get
from the Midwest. Thomas Edge of the PA State
heads of plants that are
one or two cuttings.
Board of Agriculture wrote in 1893, “Pennsylvania
fresh. It is cut and baled
Samuel Pennypacker’s
wheat growers realize that if grown for the grain
when it has the most nutriledger indicates that in
alone, they are losing money on every bushel of wheat
tional value, and is fed to
1908 he purchased timproduced and sold for less than sixty-five cents, and
livestock. Straw is also
othy seed.
that, but for the straw which they must have for bedmade from the stems and
ding...they had better throw the crop out of the rotaleaves of plants, but is cut
Corn: Overseer Huntion.”
after of the plants have
sicker sent a note to the
been allowed to mature
Governor in May 1901
Oats: Oats were commonly used as a feed crop. Oats
and the seed heads have
indicating that he planthad declined in production since 1900 because the
been harvested for someed 10 acres of corn. This
climate was not favorable in southeastern PA and mothing else. Straw has very
crop was mainly grown
torized equipment began to displace horses. Other
little nutritional value, and
to feed the farm animals
crops that grew well here were substituted.
is best used as bedding for
here. One of the most
animals.
important
developIn 1840, most farming was accomplished by man-

Reach the site at 610-287-9349 or PennypackerMills@montcopa.org
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Saturday, September 15 9:30 am to 3 pm
FREE Admission & Parking

Over 70 regional crafters gather at Pennypacker Mills for the annual Craft Marketplace each year, hosted by the
Friends of Pennypacker Mills. Find unique, one-of-a-kind crafts from fall and Christmas decorations, to jewelry,
handmade soaps, knitted throws, scarfs and hats, and much more! Each year, new and talented crafters bring
their “treasures” to sell. Mark your calendars to attend and bring a friend or two! Fees collected are used to support this historic site.
Everyone is welcome to take a guided tour through the Pennypacker mansion during the day. Tours last approximately one hour and are FREE.
There is a food vendor onsite, so plan to have a cup of morning coffee as you browse, stay for lunch and make it
a day!
Continued from Page 2

power. “Most farmers reaped grain with the sickle or cradle, threshed it with
the flail, mowed grass with the scythe and raked hay, planted corn, and sowed
grain and grass seed by hand,” according to author Stevenson Fletcher in his
book entitled, Pennsylvania Agriculture and Country Life 1840-1940. “The
seventy years from 1850 to 1910 may be designated as the animal-power period, in which most of the work on the farm hitherto performed with human labor
was done with the ox and horse.”
Although the tractor began to displace horse-power after 1925, for small
farms such as the 150-acre dairy operation at Pennypacker Mills, it remained
mostly horse-powered. The Pennypacker Mills farm grew the food it fed its
animals. The majority of profit was in dairying. Milk and butter were the main
source of income along with eggs from the chickens. Most fields were sown
for crops that would feed the cows, chickens, horses, and pigs. The thinking
was, “Since a farmer can raise all his horse feed but must purchase fuel and oil
for his tractor, the horse affords greater independence and, under some circumstances, greater economy,” according to the Pennsylvania Agriculture and
Country Life 1840-1940.
Continued on Page 4

Website: www.montcopa.org/pennypackermills

Horsepower
Horses provided the most
power for agricultural technology until the mid-20th century. As agriculture became
more mechanized, stationary
machines such as the Ellis
Keystone Thresher eased the
labor for farmers, however a
different kind of power was
needed. While horses were
still used, steam or gas powered engines offered an alternative.
The unit of measurement of
force of strength became
known as “horsepower,” based
on the average pulling power
of an average draft horse.

Page 4
Continued from Page 3

through his farm
overseer
William
Hunsicker,
would
hire seasonal help in
the spring for planting and in the fall for
harvesting. This kept
costs down and provided the necessary
labor force during a
busy time of year.
Early users of farm
machinery had great
difficulty in determining the most efficient
Receipts and notes
indicate that Samuel, through his farm overseer William Hunsicker, would hire seasonal help in the
spring for planting and in the fall for harvesting. This
kept costs down and provided the necessary labor
force during a busy time of year.

Above: Advertisement for
“married man to work on a
farm…” circa 1912 placed by
Samuel W. Pennypacker.

Early users of farm machinery had great difficulty in
determining the most efficient makes of machines for
the monetary investment. To meet this need, it became common for local, state and national competitive exhibits and trials to be held. The outcomes were
then published in farm journals. The Pennsylvania
State Fair became a popular place for farmers to see
the newest equipment demonstrated. The Centennial
Exposition at Philadelphia in 1876, and the 1905 St.
Louis Worlds Fair were also both good places for
farmers to see equipment demonstrated. Of special
note was that Samuel Pennypacker exhibited corn
and potatoes at the St. Louis Fair.
Documentation for the Pennypacker’s farm indicates
that a variety of equipment was used for harvesting.
Most were used with a horse and manpower.

Above: Hay rake similar to the one used
at Pennypacker Mills.

Scythe:
A
scythe
cuts
crops such as
grass
or
wheat, with a
long curved
blade at the
end of a long
pole
which
has 1 or 2
short handles

attached to it for a laborer to hold.
Hay Rake: This rake was used to collect hay or
straw into windrows - long lines of raked hay or
sheaves of grain laid out to dry in the wind before
baling for later collection. It would fluff up the hay
and turn it over so that it could dry. It also protected the hay from morning dew.
Reaper-Binder: In addition to cutting small grain
crops, a binder also “binds” the stems into bundles
or sheaves. These sheaves are usually then
“shocked” into a A-shaped conical stook, which resembles a small tipi, to allow the grain to dry for

Above: Keystone Ellis Complete Thresher, circa 1911.

several days before being picked up and threshed.
It is unclear whether this equipment was used with
a horse or engine at the Mills.
The Ellis Keystone Thresher Complete: Early
Ellis Keystone Threshers came with a treadmill to
be used with one or two horses. Over time, some
companies developed vibrator threshers which
would separate the seed from the straw.
The company also developed a small thresher and
treadmill that was more affordable for small farms.
Rather than having to share larger, more expensive
equipment to defray costs, this small thresher allowed a small farmer to thresh his grains when he
wanted rather than waiting for other farmers to
finish using the larger equipment.
Gas Engines: The 1917 inventory of farm materials
indicates that two gas engines were purchased.
These could have been used to operate the thresher, grinding stone, operate water pumps to irrigate
crops or possibly shell corn.
Farming in general went through a transformation
between 1840 and 1940. Beginning with a simple
and largely self-sufficing way of life to gradually a
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Above: Image of a tenant house at Pennypacker Mills,
with five beef cattle grazing, circa 1907.

more capitalistic, scientific, and highly commercial enterprise. Early on, crops and livestock were
produced to feed the farmer’s family with a small
surplus to sell. However, with the advent of railroads and the development of town and city markets, Pennsylvania farmers began to produce
crops and
livestock primarily to sell and to buy much of
their food. As farms became more mechanized,
machines performed much of the work that had
formally been done by manual labor. While it

Above: Receipt for farm equipment from N.A. Benjamin, Phoenixville, September 1902.

Above: Inventory of farm articles at Pennypacker
Mills on 8/1/1917.

Above: Receipt from Wm. L. Hedricks, Chester County, for wheat and oats for Pennypacker Mills, August
7, 1910.

Page 6

During the month of September, one thinks of harvest
time and bounty that is produced. One can think back
to a time before mechanized labor when fields were
mowed with scythes and sickles which would become
dull in the field. Scythes had two different blades, the
longer English blade for finer grains, which was kept sharp with a sharpening stone, and the
shorter German blade for heavier grasses that was sharpened by hammering it on a small anvil
known to the Pennsylvania Germans as a Dengelstock.

Above: Dengelstock or scythe anvil owned by
Governor Pennypacker.

In the collection is an assortment of copybooks that
contain tissue paper copies of letters that Samuel W.
Pennypacker wrote. One such letter is to Lee Grumbine of Lebanon, Pennsylvania on April 6, 1904 reads,
“My dear Sir:- I thank you very much for your beautiful
book which I have just received and which I shall carefully treasure. It is my good fortune to have a Dengelstock which was used in the olden time at Pennypacker’s Mills.” Both Grumbine and Pennypacker were
interested in preserving the Pennsylvania German culture. Grumbine was a well-known poet who translated
poems into Pennsylvania German. One of his poems
Der Dengelstock shows the peaceful tranquilly of the
Pennsylvania German rural life. The first two stanzas
are as follows.

Right: Harvest time at Pennypacker Mills, 1931.

Pennsylvania German Wording

English Translation

Der alt Dengelstock,
Dort steckt er im Block,
Unner’m alte Pund-appel Baum;
Am Nascht henkt die Sens Der Reche bei der Fenz Seh alles wie’n schöner Traum.

The old sharpening anvil,
There it sticks in the chopping block,
Under the old pound-apple tree;
On a branch hangs the scytheThe rake at the fenceI see everything as if in a nice dream.

Die Sunn geht ’uf,
Komm, Buwe, steht ’uf,
Schon lang sin die Hahne am krähe;
Dir faule Beng’le,
Macht euch an’s deng’le,
Nach ’m Frühstück geht's an’s Mähe.

The sun rises,
Come, boys, get up (out of bed),
Already long have the cocks been crowing;
You lazy fellows,
Start in to hammer (your scythes).
After breakfast we start in to mow.

Reach the site at 610-287-9349 or PennypackerMills@montcopa.org
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A series comparing life in the early 20th century and today

Above: Atlantic Oil Refining Company's Plant and Point Breeze Gas Works, Schuylkill terminus of Passyunk Avenue. Photo
courtesy of Bryn Mawr College, King’s Views of Philadelphia. Circa 1854.

Industrial Cities: In cities such as Philadelphia,
clouds of black soot and smoke were common in the
early 20th century. At this stage of the industrial
revolution, factories belched poisons into the air and
this was proudly regarded as a sign of prosperity
and progress. Streets were smelly and garbage-filled
before the era of modern sewage systems and
plumbing. Smog levels today have declined by about
40% and carbon monoxide is down nearly one-third
since the 1960’s even though there are nearly twice
as many cars. Airborne lead is down more than 90%
today from 40 years ago.
Automobiles: The automobile was hailed as one of
the greatest pro-environmental inventions in history
because of the improvements over the filth associated with horses, which covered streets.
Drinking Water & Sewage: By 1854, Philadelphia’s
population exploded reaching nearly half a million.
Immigration, industrialization, and ready access to
natural resources spurred the building of roads, railroads and over 100 miles of canals, dams, and locks
along the Schuylkill River. The city became a center
for manufacturing of consumer goods and industrial
machinery. This fueled a booming economy and rapid development. All along the Schuylkill River, smaller cities upstream poured waste into the river. By
the late 19th century, 95% of Philadelphia’s drinking
water came from the Schuylkill River, which was
then becoming an open, polluted sewer. Disease
spread and the death rate from typhoid fever, a waterborne illness, meant something had to be done.
By 1900, Philadelphia’s city council finally voted to
construct a municipal filtration system. This solution
nearly eradicated typhoid, but it would take nearly a

half century
more to implement a federal
environmental
policy to deal
with
water
quality effectively.
Weather: The
weather
is
more tolerable
today
than
100 years ago.
Heat related Above: “Beautiful Snow, Indeed! William
mortality
is Penn, ‘Just think, in a few days that will
going down. In become Schuylkill water and I shall have to
drink it’.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, Feb.
1995,
there
19, 1899.
were several
hundred heat
related deaths in Chicago. In 1901, 10,000 Americans perished in the heat (and the world was 1%
cooler then). The reason for this change is air conditioning.
Forests: One-hundred years ago, twice as many
trees were cut as were planted. Today, the U. S. is
growing about 22 million net new cubic feet of
wood a year and harvesting only 16.5 million cubic
feet, a net increase of 36% a year. Despite a fivefold
increase in population, the percentage of land space
that is covered by forest has remained remarkably
constant at about one-third of the total land area of
the U. S.

Website: www.montcopa.org/pennypackermills

Montgomery Board of Commissioners
Valerie Arkoosh, MD, MPH, Chair
Kenneth E. Lawrence, Jr. Vice Chair
Joseph C. Gale, Commissioner

Pennypacker Mills
5 Haldeman Road
Schwenksville, PA 19473

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Sat., October 20

1 to 4 pm

Free Admission & Parking

Tractor Pulled Hay Rides
Pumpkin Painting
Apple Cider Press
Corn Shucking
Fall Kid Crafts
Bean Bag Toss
Hay Pile Jump
Support this historic site, join the Friends of Pennypacker Mills www.friendsPPM.org

