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The Commissionership 1862-89

THE MAIN POINT which boosters of a national department of

a [ture stressed during the 1850’s was the great value of plant
i1 uction work to the nation’s agriculture. Farmers, agricul-
t1 ocieties, and peric cals all joined in advocating a separate

government organization devoted to agriculture, and equal in im-

ortance to any other :partment. The Board of Agriculture in
rngland and similar organizations in France and Prussia were
cited as | :ce nts. Commissioner Holloway of the Patent Office
urged that agriculture be separated from the Patent Office so that
it 1 ght become more than an appendage designed “to furnish
members of Congress cuttings and garden seeds to distribute
among favored constituents.”

After more than a decade of agitation for such a measure, Con-
gress establishe the Department of Agriculture, May 15, 1862.
The Department, as organized, was headed by a Commissioner of
Agriculture. Not until 389 did Congress give the Departmer a
Secretary enjoying a seat in the President’s Cabinet.

The act establishing the Department of Agriculture followed
hard on the he  of the secession by the southern states. The new
western states now reaped their reward for siding wi  the North,
for the Department quickly turned its attention to the agricultural
needs of the West. The Homestead Act and Morrill Land Grant
College Act also became laws shortly after the founding of the
Department of Agriculture.

AIMS AND METHODS OF THE COMMISSIONERS

Isaac Newton, a dairy farmer from Penns -ania, was the first
man to head the new Department of Agriculture. Before his
appointment as Commissioner, Newton had become acquainted
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with Lincoln. He was detailed to watch the President’s food supply
when Lincoln was reatened with poisoning. He also became a
con lant of Mrs. Lincoln, who sometimes abused her charge ac-
counts at the stores, and he carried out the ticklish business of
interceding in her behalf with the President.

Criticism of Newton—As Commissioner, Newton became the
center of a storm of controversy; some considered him a person
of wisdom, others thought him unlearned and incompetent. The
farm journals of the time criticized him viciously. Earlier, they
had been highly critical of the agricultural activities of the Patent
Office. Now they looked upon the increased dissemination of agri-
cultur: iformation an free seed as competition from the
government, in what they considered their own special province.
Probably only Newton’s death, due to sunstroke while super-
vising work at the experimental farm, prevented his disn sal by
President Johnson. The substantial objections to Newton were
based ¢ his political scheming and on his failure to appreciate
the needs of scientific specialists under him.

During his term as Commissioner from 1862 unt his death
in 1867, Newton worked hard to carry out the provisions of e
act establishing the Department of Agriculture. These aims were:
first, to educate the public by collecting and presenting agri-
cultural information. and second, to collect valu: le plant
materials at home an abroad for distribution under the post:
franking privilege. Foreign ministers, consuls, merchants, mis-
sionaries, travelers, and naval officers were urged to collect
materials from foreign countries.

Plans for the South—The war with the South, and “postwar”
plans for the reconstruction of its agriculture after the North
should conquer, gave Newton the opportunity to lan a modifica-
tion of the South’s dependence on its staple agricultural crops.
Newton realized that the agricultural possibilities of the South
were yet to be ex] Hited. Tropical and sub-tropical plants as we
as the cereals, grasses, fruits, and vegetables of the temperate zone
¢ cred a wide variety of potential crops for the South. Solving
the food problems of this area might help to create entire new
crop industries. The great st: les would continue to be grown,
Newton thought, but the notoriously limited diet of the South
could be varied by the production there of : : undance of every
kind of foc Newton believed that smaller farms, managed by
intelligent and interested labor, would make it feasible to produce
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imported crops, some of which required intensive cultivation.

Many of the plants Newton investigated were later subjected
to extensive experimentation.! Some of them were found to be
economically impractical while others became the bases of new
crop industries. Newton worked closely with diplomatic representa-
tives abroad to obtain new seed stocks for America, for millions
of dollars were leaving the country each year—spent on foreign
agricultural products.

An important auxiliary to plant introduction work was the
Division of Gardens and Grounds for purposes of experiment and
propagation of untried plants. William Saunders became superin-
tendent in September, 1862, and remained in that office for
thirty-seven years. He helped to promote many new introduc-
tions, and in contrast to some other enthusiasts, used guarded
judgment in the evaluation of new plants. He furnished plans
for conservatories, and other structures were erected under his
direction. Saunders, born in Scotland in 1822, was well prepared
for his fruitful career in America by studies in the plant sciences
at Edinburgh and by his services to the Royal Gardens at Kew. He
came to America in 1844 and became horticulturist for the Depart-
ment in 1862. As a landscape architect, he designed the park and
garden system of Washington and landscaped many cemeteries in
the eastern United States, including Gettysburg.

Plea for More Land—During the 1850’s, while agricultur: work
was still under the control of the Patent Office, officials in charge
of the Agricultural Division had frequently urged that the area
devoted to experimental work be increased. But the country at
that time was not prepared for any such extension of Federal
paternalism. When Newton took office he repeated the request
for more land, and suggested that the Department set up a model
farm to test the adaptability of seeds and plants before sending
them to farmers. It was becoming more apparent each year that
superior varieties and other means of increasing agricultural pro-
duction must be found. Tests of 576 varieties of garden seeds were
conducted in 1867, but the area available was still too mited for

* Tea, coffee, opium poppy, vanilla, ginger, castor bean, assafoetida, quassia,
silk, gum arabic, mastic, camphor, the Chinese yam, sweet chestnuts, chufa (or
earth almond), the almonds of southern Europe, the Persian walnut, the cork and
gall-nut oaks, arrowroot, licorice and orris roots, and various hemps and grasses;
fruits included were the prune, fig, date, pomegranate, olive, tamarind, guava,
nectarine, sh: >ck, and pineapple; other productions were the pistache nut,
Iceland moss, hineal, indigo, dyer’s madder, frankincense, balsam, and Egyptian
senna.
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ARGUMENTS FOR DIVERSIFICATION

The House of Repres tatives passed a resolution in 1870
requesting Capron to submit a report on the extent and value
of foreign imports which might conceivably be produced in this
country. From this report the House hoped to find foreign crops
which would give diversity to American agriculture and lead to a

er employment of labor and land. Diversification of agriculture
was sorely needed, and it was clos ' identified in Capron’s mind

TABLE 2
ISTRIBUTION OF Mayor CRrOP SEEDS BY THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT 1868-89
Miscellan-
Year Vegetables Flowers Tobacco Turnips | eous™®
No. of No. of No. of No. of No. of
packages packages packages packages packages
1868........ .. 430,511 90,871 23,680 4,876 9,733
1869.......... 196,024 37,352 20,607 6,478 4,447
1870. . ........ 233,577 41,725 30,258 7,808 5,578
1871.......... 365,933 183,259 18,560 |.......... 16,691
1872, ......... 477,662 196,809 31,604 1 oL 21,283
1873. ... ... 617,564 227,296 24,595 ... 29,173
1874, .. ... .. 778,319 332,881 25,696 ... 34,510
1875. . ... ... 1,654,058 337,960 56,053 ........... 30,442
1876....... ..., 983,974 372,088 64,107 |......... .. 32,188
1877. ..., 1,811,100 302,395 45,398 ... .. 36,282
1878. . ...... ... 669,334 201,597 57,155 |........... 74,958
1879. ... .. ... 1,270,372 71,280 36,673 | ... 64,830
1880. .. ... o b t
1881. ... ..... 1,325,922 135,269 115,199 |........... 54,715
1882........... 1,651,704 179,452 83,215 70,700 89,399
1883......... .. 1,884,514 233,440 76,232 86,148 60,801
1884. . ... . ..., 2,351,535 563,638 114,671 425,858 65,993
1885.......... 2,989,655 764,950 168,295 554,732 94,506
1886.......... 3,268,434 337,436 132,057 419,431 63,323
1887.......... 3,609,748 394,137 100,191 375,473 57,230
1888.......... 3,642,018 383,446 123,477 431,497 50,992

* Includes such crops as herbs, opium poppy, tree sceds, grasses and sorghums.

t No figures are available for 1880.

Complete figures for seed distributions prior to 1868 are not given in the USDA
Reports.  Figures for cereals and textiles for this period are given in TABLE 3.

with plant introduction as the means of achievement. Large sur-
pluses of staple crops, caused by overproduction, brought sharp
reductions in the prices producers received. The continued plant-
ing of a single staple crop robbed soils of their fertility. Diversity
would permit planning for rotation and more continuous employ-
ment of agricultural labor. “The oreat extent of our territory,”
Capron argued, “its variety of so  climate, and capability, all
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American ministers and consuls in H>reign countries. The Depart-
ment exchanged 3,450 packages of seed with foreign governments
in 1871, and fre 1ently receive ple s that could not be bought
from commerciat establishments.

Reports by the Department stressed the fact that this work had
paid high dividends in establishing amicable relations with other
countries, and that much vi 1al : agricultural information was
exchanged. This i1 1 al exchange « seeds and lants continues
to the present time, and is a natural outcome or t : association
between lant explorers and agriculturists.
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