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Agriculture During the American Civil War 

Memorial Day, originally known as “Decoration Day,” was established in 1868 to honor 
the men and women who died while serving in the U.S. military. As we reflect on their 
sacrifices, it is also important to consider the broader context of their lives and times. 
One often overlooked aspect of the Civil War era is the critical role agriculture played in 
shaping the war’s outcome and the daily lives of Americans. 

On the eve of the Civil War, agriculture was the backbone of the American economy. 
Over half of the U.S. population lived on farms, and approximately 75% of the nation’s 
exports came from agricultural products. The United States supplied cotton to British 
and European textile mills and exported wheat, corn, pork, butter, cheese, and sugar to 
both domestic and international markets. 

The economies of the North and South were deeply intertwined. The North relied on 
Southern cotton, while the South depended on Northern food and manufactured goods. 
This mutual dependence would be tested and reshaped by the war. 

When the war began, Northern farmers adapted quickly. They shifted toward producing 
wheat, corn, oats, cattle, hogs, sheep, and hay—both for home consumption and for the 
market. Embracing innovation, they adopted innovative technologies such as improved 
plows, seeders, cultivators, and mechanical reapers. These advancements increased 
productivity and helped meet the growing demand to feed both civilians and Union 
troops. 

Initially, Northern farmers faced uncertainty. Farm prices dropped, and trade routes 
along the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers were disrupted. However, the rapid expansion of 
railroads and the rise of cities like Chicago as a major meatpacking location and grain-
shipping hubs revitalized the agricultural economy. Prices rebounded, and the North’s 
agricultural strength became a strategic advantage. 



In contrast, the South remained heavily reliant on slave labor and invested little in 
agricultural innovation. Southern farmers believed their cotton exports would compel 
Great Britain to support the Confederacy. However, this strategy failed when Britain 
found alternative sources of cotton. 

As the war dragged on, Southern farmers were urged to reduce cotton production and 
grow more food crops like corn. Yet, the region faced severe challenges: Union 
invasions destroyed crops, seized livestock, and burned barns. Confederate currency 
depreciated rapidly, and government-set prices for food and forage were often too low 
to sustain farmers. 

The South’s resistance to centralized agricultural policy, which they viewed as an 
infringement on states’ rights, further hindered their ability to adapt. Unlike the North, 
which benefited from federal initiatives like the creation of the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture and the Homestead Act, the South lacked coordinated support. 

Amid the turmoil of the Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln recognized the vital role 
of agriculture in sustaining the Union. In 1862, he signed legislation establishing 
the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). Lincoln referred to it as the 
“people’s department,” acknowledging that most Americans were farmers at the time.  

The USDA was created to support agricultural innovation, improve farming practices, 
and ensure a stable food supply for both civilians and soldiers. This move laid the 
foundation for modern agricultural policy and demonstrated the federal government’s 
commitment to empowering farmers during one of the nation’s most challenging 
periods. 

The war brought profound changes to rural life. With men away fighting, women in 
both the North and South took on new roles in the fields—binding grain, tending 
livestock, and managing farms. Enslaved Black workers in the South anticipated the 
arrival of Union troops, hoping for freedom. The war led to the abolition of slavery, and 
many formerly enslaved people remained on the land as waged laborers or 
sharecroppers. 

Despite widespread hardship, neither side experienced mass starvation outside of 
prisoner-of-war camps. However, food shortages and unaffordable prices plagued 
Southern cities, especially those near battle zones. Confederate farmers blamed 
government agents and poor infrastructure for the failure to get food to market. 



By the end of the war in 1865, the South’s agricultural system was in ruins. Marching 
armies had devastated farmland, transportation networks were broken, and the labor 
system had been upended. In states like Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, it was 
estimated that corn yield dropped from 15 bushels per acre in 1861 to just 6 in 1865. 

Rebuilding the South’s agricultural foundation was a slow and tiring process. Railroads 
had to be rebuilt, herds of livestock restored, and entirely new labor systems 
developed. The abolition of slavery brought a profound transformation to Southern 
agriculture. All these factors initiated a period of prolonged adjustment and recovery as 
the region adapted to a free labor economy. 

Agriculture played a pivotal role in the Civil War, influencing military strategy, 
economic stability, and the daily lives of millions. On Memorial Day, as we honor those 
who gave their lives in service, it is worth remembering the broader context of their 
sacrifice, including the fields they left behind and the families who kept them going. 

The factual content in this article is from R. Douglas Hurt, Food and Agriculture during 
the Civil War (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 1992). Dr. Hurt, an American historian and 
head of the Department of History at Purdue University provides a comprehensive 
analysis of agricultural practices during the Civil War. 

 

 


