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Farming in the 1920’s 

  
In the late 19th and early 20th century, 

farmers used horses for everything 

from clearing land to plowing fields 

to pulling rakes, reapers, and mowers. 

Mechanization changed all that. 

Fossil-fuel-powered tractors, which 

became increasingly commonplace by 

the 1920’s made it possible to 

complete the same amount of work in 

far less time. Having fewer horses 

also freed up valuable acreage once 

dedicated to growing oats and hay for 

the animals.  

Before gas engine tractors, farmers 

used steam powered tractors. Steam 

tractors could accomplish well any 

task, but they were big and clumsy. 

They need a big space to turn around 

and, in the 1920’s, fields weren’t 
that big. Farmers would park the steam 

engines with the threshing machine at 

one spot in the field and farm hands 

would take the horse and carriage 

around the field to gather crop. Four 

of five teams with a man to each team 

were needed to gather crop, two men to 

operate the steam tractor, two to 

operate the thresher. At least one 

field pitcher, who would go around the 

field to top up the loads. The women 

made three meals a day with morning 

and afternoon lunch. It took a village 

just to thresh the crop. 

Steam traction engines, while 

remaining huge and slow moving, 

continued to improve in usable 

horsepower, reliability, and 

handling. A 32-horsepower steam 

engine and 12-furrow 

 

gangplow would cost respectively 

around $3,000 and $900. Nine horses 

at $175 each and two furrow plows at 

$90 each would cost a total of $1755.  

A team cost about $2.50 per acre and 

took a day to work four acres, while 

the steam outfit cost $0.82 per acre 

and could work 25 acres in a day. 

Steam engines were more popular in 

Western Canada than anywhere else in 

North America. Even after the advent 

of gas tractors, steam outfits 

remained popular only tapering off in 

the twenties and disappearing in the 

thirties.   

Fordson was one of the first 

companies to make a small compact 

tractor in 1917 with the model F. It 

captured the public’s imagination 

and widely popularized the machine, 

with a reliable design, low price 

affordable for workers and farmers.  

After John Deere purchased Waterloo 

Boy, a severe downtown in the 

economy, World War I, caused the 

Waterloo Boy price to drop from 

$1,200 to $890. Fordson reduced their 

Model F price to $395. This forced 

John Deere to produce smaller, 

lighter tractors. Resulting in the 

famous Model D.  

When 1921 rolled around, there was 

166 tractor companies in existence in 

the United States. Tractor sales 

leaped from 29,670 in 1916 to 203,207 

in 1920. In the short span of three 

years, tractors were used to replace 
farm horses conscripted to World War I 

battlefields, where the animal's 

lifespan averaged two weeks. 

Tractors were also being used to 

replace men who were away fighting 

“the war to end all wars” 

Greater production came with a 

price. It took big bucks to 

purchase and maintain the 

equipment, while fuel had to be 

purchased instead of grown. Tractor 

prices had been especially steep in 

the pre dealership days, as door-

to-door salesmen hiked up already 

high prices to cover their own 

expenses. As a result, dept levels 

rose and farms became increasingly 

dependent on the banks.  

Cool tractors found in the 1920’s 
 

 
 

Waterloo Boy Model N 12-25 
 

 
 

Farquhar 15-25 manufactured by the A. B. 
Farquhar Company of York, Pennsylvania. 
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Classified Ads 

 
Herb Ziemmer is looking for parts 

for his 1955 Allis Chalmers WD45  

780.305.8522 

Call 780-349-3353 or email 

canadiantractormuseum@telus.net 

to get your ad on the newsletter 

Go Paperless 

Get your copy of the Steel Seat 

Advocate by email. Give the  

Canadian Tractor Museum a call 

at 780.349.3353 or email 

canadiantractormuseum@telus.net 

to let us know you would like to 

make the switch. 

 

The Big Bull 12-24 

 

Canadian Tractor 1920, a low speed, 2-cylinder 
tractor. Forty machines were built in the years 

1919-1920 in Medicine Hat, AB 

A few words (or three) from 
the editor  

Where did the summer go? I was glad 

that summer landed on a Saturday 

this year.  

I learnt so much from writing this 

edition of the Steel Seat Advocate! 

I get all my information from 

reading books, articles and the 

interpretation signs in the museum. 

Without a word of lie, I wrote 4 

pages of notes from what I read and 

could only fit a third of my notes 

on the newsletter. (Am I a nerd? 

Yes. Agricultural history interests 

me.) Now, with all the information 

I learn, I hope to give better tours 

to the museum guests.  

So, if this also interests you and 

you would like to pick my brain 

about farming in the 1920’s, come 
visit me at the museum.  

And now I will leave you with a joke. 

A farmer is sent to jail, with the 

wife left responsible for the farm 

until he returns. She though is not 

the best farmer and writes him a 

letter in jail. “To my sweet 

husband, I want to plant the 

potatoes, but when is the best time 

to do it?”, it read. He responds, 
“Don’t go near that field babe, that 
is where I buried all of my guns”. 
 

An officer intercept the letter 

before it makes it to the farmer’s 
wife and they then dig up the entire 

field in search of the illegal 

weapons. After two days digging, 

they give up having found nothing. 

The farmer then writes to his wife 

again, “Now honey, you can plant the 
potatoes”. 

What’s New at the  
Canadian Tractor Museum 

 

The stationary Engine Display Building 

construction has been going smoothly. 

The inside walls are up, doors and 

lighting are about to go in, and we have 

started to prepare for the transfer of 

stationary engines.  

As we say farewell to summer, I want to 

let you know our winter hours. Every 

Tuesday and Wednesday from 10:00 – 4:00 
or by appointment.  

Walk and Talk with Jeff is every 

Wednesday at 10:30 am.  

We are starting to talk about bring 

Tractor Talk back. Of course, we must 

find a way we can provide this program 

while still following Covid protocols. 

We will keep you updated.  

I have been promoted to Collections 

Manager; I will be at the museum until 

the end of the year working on 

paperwork! Please, if you are looking 

for a place to have a coffee, come visit 

me!  

 

 

Vintage Tractor Club 

A club for vintage tractor and 

machinery enthusiasts to get 

together. Learn new things about 

restoring tractors, see a large 

collection and make new friends 

with similar interest! 

Annual Memberships Fee:  

$50 family $40 Single 

Contact Brent Sterling  

780-349-2250 for more information 

How we are protecting against 
COVID-19 

Many precautions are being taken 

at the Canadian Tractor Museum to 

prevent the spread of COVID-19. 

Extra cleaning daily, maximum of 

15 guests in the building at a time 

and physical distancing are just a 

few of the measures we are taking 

to ensure guests are safe. We want 

to keep you safe but also happy. 

Stop by the museum anytime, no 

appointment necessary! 

  


