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CHAPrER I
INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE

Cumberland County has been my home for over fifty
years.

I have known it through periods of prosperity and

depression.

I have watched its growth in some areas and

its decline in others.
It was the purpose of this study to explore the
physical characteristics of Cumberland County, to discover
its early settlement, and to review the changed way of life
of the people who have called it home over the past fifty
years.

The paper is an outgrowth of a course ••North .America-

Midwest t• taken at Eastern in 1956 under Dr. Mcintosh.
Geography is a neglected subject in our schools.

It

is my contention that if people knew more and understood
better the world in which they live and became especially
interested in their own immediate environment, the knowledge would contribute greatly to their general growth.
With that idea in mind I have tackled the problem of understanding Cumberland County better.

CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF LITERA'I'URE AND OTHER SOURCE MATERIAL
Since Cumberland County is such a small part of the
world, little material has been written on the subject.
Historical information was gained from Counties of Cumberland,

Jaspe~,

~

Richland, Illinois published in 1884

and from an Inventory of the County Archives of Illinois The Historical Records Survei, 1938.

Geographical infor-

mation was gained from University of Illinois Agricultural
Bulletins, Farming in Cumberland County - In
Region of Illinois, 1940,

~

~

Claypan

Cumberland qounty Soils, 1944,

and from Illinois State Geographical bulletins:

Groundwater

Geology in South Central Illinois, 1957; Limestone Resources
of Illinois, 1950; and Minable Coal Reserves of Illinois
as of 1950.
Weather data for Cumberland County was obtained
through correspondence with the United States Official
Weather Station at Eff 1ngham just west of Cumberland County
and from the United States Weather Bureau Climatological
Data National Summary Vol. 6, 1955.

Data concerning popu-

lation, livestock, crops, and income was gotten from County
and City Date

~ ~

1956, the local Farm Bureau records,

and certain manufacturing establishments mentioned later in
the paper.

3

I am also indebted to farmers and older residents
with whom I have discussed the problems of agriculture in
Cumberland County.

Much of what I have written I have lived.

It is first-hand knowledge.

CHJ.PTER III
PHYSICAL ASPECTS
LOCATION

Cumberland County lies in the eastern part of southcentral Illinois a short distance north of the thirty-ninth
parallel and about twenty-five miles west of the Indiana
border.

It is located at the northern edge of "Egypt" as

that part of Illinois lying to the south is popularly called.
The origin of the application of the term "Egypt" or •Little
Egypt" to Southern Illinois has been variously explained.
The most widely accepted explanation has Biblical connotations.
It seems that Central Illinois farmers once experienced a
severe drought and crop failure and were obliged to go to
Southern Illinois for seed, thus parall.6-ling the story of
the Israelites going down into Egypt for corn.
Cumberland County is bounded on the north by Coles,
on the east by Clark1 on the south by Jasper and Effingham,
and on the west by Effingham and Shelby counties.

It is

one of the smaller counties of the state, rectangular in
shape, extending about twenty-five miles east and west and
about fourteen miles north and south, thus having about
three-hundred fifty square miles.
and four fractional townships.

It contains eight full

5

TOPOGRAPHY
Cumberland County is a part of the Interior Plain of
North America.

The bed rock of this plain was formed in

ancient seas.

Since being laid down, the rocks have been

little disturbed so the relief features are in part due to
this origin.
The territory that is now Cumberland County was
probably covered by at least three of the four major
advances· of ice from the north, but only two of the
glaciers, the Ill1no1an and the Wisconsin, have had
much influence on the present topography • • • The
Illinoian, the earlier of the two ice sheets, covered
the entire county and on melting back left a broad
gently und1Ulating plain, large portions of which
still persist over much of the county• The Wisconsin,
the last glacier to enter this region, advanced from
the northeast and covered approximately thirteen
square miles north of Bradbury. The general level
of the Wisconsin till plain varies from 25 to 75
feet above that of the Ill1noian and its terminus
is marked by the broad ridge of roiling topography
known as the Shelbyville Moraine.
This moraine enters the county near the northeastern
corner, swings south westward to the north central part of
the county, and then northwest to leave near the northwestern
corner.

One can stand a mile or so to the southward and see

the rise to the moraine area.
As the ice of the Wisconsin glacier melted, the
waters spread over the old Illinoian glacial plain
and formed outwash plains in a number of places. In
other places the glacial waters poured directly into
channels of the Embarrass River and some of its tri-

lR. S. and L. H. _smith, Cumberland County Soils,
University of Illinois Ag.1:.Luu.lt\l?'al Experiment st~, Soil
Report 69, 1940.. p. 7.

I
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butaries and in certain locations deposited thick
beds of sand and gravel. Remnants of these beds of
sand and gravel form our presont day terraces. 2
The entire area south of the moraine area in Cumberland County is a glacial drift plain left by the Ill1noian
glacier and later covered by a thin blanket of loess.

The

divides between the streams which have cut back into the
plain are nearly level, with poor drainage and underdrainage.
Shallow lakes or ponds occurred on the upland throughout the
area prior to the installation of drainage ditches. 3
Near the streams and particularly in the headwaters
of streams, the relief is largely due to stream erosion.
These are the areas of most pronounced relief.

DRAINAGE
Cumberland County is traversed from north to south
by the Embarrass River, ''the local name Ambraw - a degeneration
")

from the French pronunciation of the name~" 4

This stream

rises in Champaign County to the north and enters Cumberland
County about nine miles from the eastern border.

With the

exception of one or two abrupt and extensive bends, the
stream flows almost directly south for about two-thirds of
the distance across the county and then bears southwestward

4count1es of Cumberland, Jasper, and Richland, Illinois
(Chicago: F. A. ljittey & Co., 1884), p.~.~
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to leave the county about twelve miles from the eastern
border.

Most of the county is drained by this river and

its tributaries.

Crooked Creek, Range Creek, Hurricane

Creek, and Lost Creek flow southwestward to the Embarrass
and drain the eastern part of the county.
its tributaries:

Muddy Creek and

Cottonwood Creek, Mule Creek, and Spring-

point Creek flow southeastward to join the Embarrass River
about a mile from its southern boundary.

The extreme north-

western corner of the county is drained by the Little Wabash
River.

All of these creeks and the Embarrass River flood

badly.

The bottom lands along the river are usually from

half a mile to more than a mile in width.

VEGETATION
Early immigrants to the area now comprising Cumberland County found it to be a region of forests, prairies,
and swamp lands.

In the early settlement days the river and

creek bottoms, their slopes, and portions of the flat uplands were covered with deciduous trees such as the oaks,
hickory, walnut, maple, elm, cherry, locust, cottonwood,
hackberry, etc.

Most of these areas are now cleared, some

timber remaining on the river banks and upland slopes.

The

most extensive prairies with their tall grasses were found
in the eastern and western parts of the county with
scattered areas over the rest.

10

SOILS
Cumberland County lies at the northern edge of the
area designated as the claypan region of southern Illinois
which is largely occupied by soils of low to moderate
productivity.

However, the soils of Cwaberland County, at

least those of the northern part, have been favorably influenced by outwash materials from the Wisconsin ice sheet.
These sediments had a very favorable effect oh the soils
that were later developed.
The Smiths say that this influence may be noted in
the yields on the soil experiment field at Toledo, compared
with those on the Newton field 1n Jasper County to the south.
The higher yields at Toledo are thought to be due, at least
in part, to the favorable influence of outwash materials
from the Wisconsin moranic area to the north.

When first

deposited, the parent loess, till, or outwashed were high in
lime content and amply supplied with the mineral elements
of plant food, but prolonged weathering resulted in extensive
decomposition of the primary soil minerals and the movement
of a lar.ge amount of clay from the surface soil into the
subsoil.

The soils developed on the YUsconsin till plain

in the northern part of Cumberland County under a grass
vegetation have been leached of their free lime to a depth of

11

50 to 60 inches, and vary in their stage of development from
youthful to mature.

In contrast, the soils developed on

similar topography on the Illinoian till plain to the south
and under similar vegetation vary in stage of development
from mature to old and are usually leached of free lime to
a depth of 10 feet or more. 5

Cumberland County has the various kinds of soil
which are found in the claypan region. These include
prairie and timber soils that are low in productivity
and nearly level; rough, hilly lands adjacent to
streams; and large areas of river-bottom lands • • •
Except in the bottomland, the soils of the region are
old, mature, silt loams, badly leached and strongly
acid. They are usually gray and have developed a
claypan within two feet or less of the surface on the
nearly level areas. This claypan not only impedes
the downward movement of water but also cuts off its
upward movement at times when there is a rapid
evaporation from the surface; this causes the soil
to dry out. 6
Cumberland County has.been divided into five areas
by Ross, Fielder, and Walter7on the basis of topography and
soil.

These areas are described as hilly totalling 120

square miles, light-gray prairie totalling 116 square miles,
dark-gray prairie lying in three localities and totalling
55 square miles, river bottom which totals 31 square miles,

and the morainal area totalling 27 square miles.

5smith, 2.E.•

.2.!!•, PP• s-o.

6R. c. Ross, et. al. Farming in Cumberland County,
University of Illinois Agricultural Experiment Station, Bulletin 506, 1944, P• 2.

7.IQ1,Q.. , PP• 285-290.
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CLIMATE

Cumberland County has a humid, continental climate

(Daf) which is characterized by a wide range of temperature
between the extremes of winter and summer and somewhat irregularly distributed rainfall.

The mean summer temperature

during the twenty-one year period from 1919-1939, inclusive,
was 74.4 degrees F., while that of winter was 35.l F.

The

highest temperature recorded during this period was 111 degrees F., in July 1936, and the lowest was -24 degrees F. in
January 1930.
this period.

This gave a maximum spread of 135 degrees for
The average date of the last killing frost

in the spring was April 23 during this same twenty-one year
period, and the earliest in the fall was October 18, giving
an average frost-free season of 180 days.

The shortest grow-

ing season was 138 days in 1925, and the longest growing
season was 207 days in 1929.
The average annual rainfall recorded at the Effingham
Weather Station during the period from 1919 to 1939 was 41.06
inches.

The yearly rainfall varied from 30.4 inches in 1925

to 65 .2 inches in 1927.

The rain.fall during the growing

season, April through September varied between 15.l and 37.l
inches.

The records also show that during this twenty-one

year period there were 49 periods 21 days or more in the
length when no rain totalling as much as half an inch fell

14

within any 24 hours.

Of

these rainless periods, 22 exceeded

30 days, and one in 1925 and one in 1936 lasted 72 days. 8
The continental. location of Cumberland County, together with the latitude, makes for hot summers and cold winters.
Cumberland County lies on the boundary line between the
variations of a longer warmer winter to the south and a
shorter cooler winter to the north in Illinois.
temperatures vary less between the two ar·eas.

Summer
To the north

of the county the Weather Bureau estimates the frost-free
period to be from one-hundred sixty-eight to one-hundred
ninety days long while to the south of the county the
estimated frost-free period is from one-hundred eighty-five
to two-hundred thirteen days long. 9
Since Effingham lies approximately six miles southwest of Cumberland County the weather is usually the same in
both places.

The following graphs show the average monthly

temperatures and yearly rainfall recorded at the Effingham
station o:f the United States Weather Bureau.

Bsmith, ~· ~·, P• 5.
9page, John L. Climate of Illinois (University of
Illinois Agricultural EXper!meiit station, Bulle~1n 532, 1949)
PP• 100-126.
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CHAPI'ER IV

MINERAL RESOURCES
Cumberland County is quite deficient in minerals.
In earlier days sandstone was quarried.

The foundations of

many of the older buildings are constructed of local sandstone.

Older residents tell of tile and brick making and of

1-ocal· creek and river sand being used for mortar and cement.
TodaY, bricks, tile, and sand are imported from areas outside
the county.
Gravelly areas are found along the creeks and rivers
where erosion has removed the silty surf ace material and
exposed the underlying glacial till.

The largest concentra-

tions of gravel appears to be along the Embarrass River in
the morainal area just south of the Coles County line as it
·is there that two gravel pits are being worked.

The gravel

is used for concrete construction and road building.
There is a nine foot limestone outcrop along the
Embarrass River a short distance south of the Coles County

line, but the rock is thin-bedded, blu.t'f limestone, rather
bard and brittle, and weathers to thin slabs.

The overburden

is too thick over most of the area to admit profitable working,
but on the flood plain in an area about 20 to 30 feet wide
and 300 feet long, the overburden is less than 10 feet.

The

quantity of the stone available is probably less than 1000

18

tons.

There are few other exposures of limestone in the

county but they are only about three feet thick and have
such a depth of overburden that quarrying is not feasible. 1
The only proven coal reserves in Cumberland County
is a small area just west of .Neoga where there are some
deposits of a poor grade of coal.

This is just across the

line from Shelby County and is an area with 497,000 tons
proved and 3,348,000 tons probable according to the State
Geological Survey. 2
Although there has been drilling for oil in Cumberland County over many years there are only three small
areas where oil has been found in quantities profitable to
pump.

The largest area is a part of the field on the Clark-

Cumberland line which was opened in 1904-1907.

Most of

the wells were abandoned in 1945 but revived in 1950 by
water-flooding projects.

Production in the old pools of

the two counties approximately

~oubled.

In the south-

central part of the county on the Jasper County line, a
ver·y small pool known as Hidalgo North was discovered in

1940 which had produced 10,000 barrels to the end of 1954.

lFrank Krey and J. E. Lamar. Limestone Resources of
Illinois. (State Geological Survey Bulletin No. 46, 1925'}""
pp. 294-5.
2G. H. Cody. Minable Coal Reserves of Illinois As of
1950 (Dept. of Registration aiid'Education -Division of- State Geological Survey Bulletin 78, 1952) p. 102.

19
At the southwestern corner of the count; Cumberland shares
with Effingham County another small pool known as the
Lillyville Pool which was discovered in 1946 and bad produced 308,000 barrels to the end of 1954.

Eighteen wells

were reported drilled in 1954, three of which were successful. 3
Groundwater supplies for domestic, farm, municipal,
and industrial uses varies from poor to good in Cumberland.
County.

The bed rock of south-central Illinois consists

of beds of shale, sandstone, limestone and dolomite arranged
one upon the other.

The most important aquifers are deposits

of sand and gravel above the bedrock.

The water-yielding

capacity of sand, gravel, and sandstones depends upon the
size and sorting of the grains.

Limestone and dolomite

are generally tight and compact and transmit water only
through cracks and crevices.
In the bottom lands of the Embarrass River,
particularly in the partially burried bedrock valley,
thick deposits of sand and gravel are potential
sources of groundwater for municipal and industrial
purposes. Thin, discontinuous deposits of sand and
gravel are present locally in the north-central and
western parts of Cumberland County, in the bottom
lands adjacent to Hurricane Creek and other small
streams tributary to the Embarrass River.
Water-yielding Pennsylvanian sandstones occur
throughout most of the county with the exception of

3A· R. Bell and Virginia Cline. Oil and Gas Development in Illinois in 1954. (Illinois Srite'"""Geological
~iirvey Bulletin No.'7'9~56), pp. 43-44.

20

small areas in the northwestern and southwestern
parts of the county. The sandstones generally occur
at depths of less than 150 feet. 4

T 'T"t>Wb)' i J ~L
C 10• I JI Y &.1.

~

--·
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/Je..
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4Lydia F. Selkreg, Wayne A. Pryor, and John P.
Kempton. Groundwater Geolo~y in South-Central Illinois
(!llinois State Geological Jurvey circular No. 225, 1957)
p. 23.

CHAPTER V

EARLY SEI'TLEMENT
Although a treaty had been concluded with Black Hawk,
chief of the Sac and Fox nations, in 1816 whereby the Indian
title to the territory including Cumberland County had been
ceded to the whites, the real settlement of the county did
not begin until some years later.

The Indians did not at

once abandon the territory but lived and hunted here.

"Until

1825, the natives were in full possession of the territory
of Cumberland County, although their numbers grew less, until
the Black Hawk War, in 1832, took them all

away.~

From 1820

to 1830 this region was a common hunting grolind for both red
and white men. l
The early immigration into Cumberland County came
mostly from Kentucky and the states to the south and east.
They came by way of the rivers and streams.

11

The early

settlements were all made at some point of timber • • • encircling the central part of the county, which for• years
remained almost a marsh, water standing all over the prairie
up to a horse's belly until August." 2 The prairie was covered
by joint grass often growing to ten or twelve feet in height.

lcou!lties of Cumberland, Jasper, and Richland, Illinois
P• 111.-

op.~.,

2

Ibid., P• 114

22

Accustomed as they were to the rolling lands and timbered
country, the first settlers could not believe that the open
lands could ever be tilled.
In 1832, work began on the National Road (Cumberland
Road) through Cumberland County and attracted settlements
along the highway.

Its completion sufficient for general

travel had great influence, bringing settlers from Indiana,
Ohio, and older settled portions of the east.

From this

road, at different points, wagon roads let back on either
side to remoter settlements.
Cumberland County is named after the famed Cumberland Road, construction of which by the United States
Government proved to be one of the chief factors in
the development and growth of the west • • • By the
time· building operations began in Illinois, around
1830, emigration, given tremendous impetus by the
extension of the road to what was then the far west,
was in full swing. The Cumberland Road reached what
is now Cumberland County about 1835, and ended at
Vandalia, fifty-five miles away, about three years
later. 3
With the building of railroads the great advantage
of the National Road waned.

Having no large navigable streams

and being so far away from populous centers, Cumberland County
seriously felt the need of railroad facilities "and as one
part after another of the State felt the invigorating influence of this new agent of civilization, it (Cumberland
County) receded by contrast until what was a leading, enter-

3Inventory of the Countt .Archives of Illinois.
Historical Records-Surveys Ch cago, 193a-:- p. 3.

The

23

prising section, became an isolated, non-progressive
community. tt 4
The idea c)f an Illinois Central Railroad originated
as a part of the State internal improvement system of 1837,
but little work was done on it until after 1850.

In that

year Congress granted to Illinois over three million acres
of land through the central part of the state from the southern terminus of t;he Illinois and Michigan Canal to a point
near the junction of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers to aid
in the construction of the railroad.

The road was begun in

1852 and crossed the northwest corner of Cumberland County in
1854.

•The effect of this road upon the development of the

county was marked principally in the quickening of immigration
to this point.tt 5
A large proportion of the lands in Cumberland County
still belonged to the federal government up until 1850.

By

the time the railroad was actually built, there was scarcely
a piece of public: land in the county.

'7

In 1843 when the county of Cumberland was formed,
there were1 about 2000 inhabitants, but from this time
to 1850 inL~igration almost ceased, and emigration was
sufficient to keep the population at a standstill. In
1845, the cholera proved fatal to many, and in lEM8
and 1849, a considerable number joined the current
/.setting toward California. About 1850, however, the

4counties of Cumberland, etc.
5~.

~· ~., P• 154.

24

land warrants issued to the soldiers of the Mexican
War began to bring a change. These warrants got into
the hands of persons about to seek new homes, and from
1850 to 1853 almost every acre of public land was
entered and largely by actual settlers. 6
The History of Cumberland Countyg tells of some who
came to leave after a year or two and of many who came to
stay; their decendents still occupying the county.

The site

chosen for a home was usually in the timber, and a simple
log cabin, usually built without a nail, wooden pegs supplying
their place, wa-s---built.

A space of timber was cleared and the

ground plowed with rude implements and planted to corn.

Grist

mills, a necessity, were located on streams and usually a
"still" was operated in connection with them.

Game of all

kinds was plentiful including deer, wolves, and coyotes.

An agent from the American Fur Company bought pelts from the
settlers.

Some sheep were kept, the women carding, spinning,

and weaving the fleece into clothing for the family.
was of the primitive kind:

coon-skin caps; buckskins; linsey-

woolsey, and perhaps calico for special occasions.
tainments were

quilt~ngs,

Clothing

Enter-

log rollings, husking bees, horse

racing, shooting-matches, and an occasional camp meeting.
There were regular attacks of the ague and each family kept
their own supply of herbs and home-made medicines.

The first

church was built in 1840 and by 1850 there were seventeen
schools in the county.

-

6Ib1d. 1 P• 114.
7Ibid., PP•

115-123.

CHAPTER VI
POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY
The territory comprising the present Cumberland County
was formerly a part of Coles County to the north.

Formation

of the county arose from the dissatisfaction of the residents
over the long distance to be traveled to Darwin, the county
seat and center of trade of Coles County.

This feeling of

dissatisfaction finally culminated in the demand for the
creation of a new county.

Cumberland County was created by

an act of legislature, March 2, 1843 with the village of
Greenup designated as the county seat until a permanent
county seat should be selected by election. l
A contest for the county seat was thus begun, reverber-

ations of which may still be heard.

After two elections and

twelve years, Prairie City {now Toledo) in the center of the
county was chosen, but it was two years more (1857) before
the records were successfully moved from Greenup by oxcart.
An

early writer states that it was necessary to wade through

the marsh in hip boots in order to place the stake where the
court house was to stand.
In 1859 Cumberland elected to adopt the township form
of government and three men were appointed to divide the county

!counties of Cumberland, Jasyer, and Richland, Illinois
(Chicago: F. A. Jra"ttey &co., 1884 , pp:-Vl-92.
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into townships.

The divisions thus made in 1861 was very ir-

regular and vary in area from thirty-five square miles to
fifty-six square miles.

The townships are:

Cottonwood,

Crooked Creek, Greenup, Neoga, Spring Point, Sumpter, Union,.
and Woodbury. 2
There was a great rage of platting "cities• in the
west during the early 1830's and Cumberland had her share,
but some of these

~cities~

are now only a remembered name by

the older people of the county.

Only eleven villages or

hamlets can be found on a modern map of Cumberland County.
Of these, the village of Greenup (l,360) is the largest
and oldest.

It was platted in 1834 near a point where the

National Road crossed the Emparrass River and east of the
actual crossing where the town of Embarrass (now extinct) had
been laid out in 1833.

The area where Embarrass stood was

probably too low and mosquito infested.

Neoga (l,125) in the

northwestern part of the county was platted in 1856 around
a depot of the Illinois Central Railroad which was constructed
through the county in 1854.

Toledo (958), third largest,

was platted in 1854 as a center of government for the county.
At the time of platting it was known as Prairie City, later
called Majority Point, and then in 1874 was voted

2Ibid., P• 133.

-

~he

name
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Toledo.

These three have all properly celebrated their

centennials.
Jewett (253) d·ates from the old town of· Pleasantville,
a stage stand on the stage route between Terre Haute and St.
Louis.

The building of the railroad destroyed the stage

business, but made it possible to ship millions of feet of
lumber from its heavily wooded environs.
platted in 1870.

The village was

It became the railroad shipping point for

Toledo, four miles to the north, until the building of the
Peoria, Decatur, and Evansville Railroad in 1877 through that
village.
Seven other small hamlets remain in the county.
ville, Trilla, and Diona are on the

Coles~Cwnberland

Janes-

line.

Vevay Park, Hazel Dell, and Union Center are in the eastern
part of the county.

Johnstown is in Cottonwood Township.

Cumberland County had a population of about 2,000
when the county was formed in 1843.

There was a rapid

population growth to around 16,000 in 1900 ai'ter which there
was a steady decline until 1930 when the population stood at
a little over 10,000.

After a twelve per cent rise to over

11,000 in 1940 it again decreased ten per cent until in 1950
the census report was 10,496.

CHAPTER VII
CHANGING ECONOMY
Cumberland County has always been and probably always
will be, essentially, an agricultural county.

Although manu-

facturing has substantially helped the county's economy in
recent years, the chief resource is still the soil.
Since Cumbarland County lies in the "Claypan Region" 1
of southern Illinois, it is characterized by small farms,
comparative low.farm income, and soils of low productivity.
This has lead to a low standard of living for a large number
of farm families and to near disaster, especially in times
of poor crop years, such as in the 1920's when five successively poor crop years brought ruin not only to many farmers
but to the village merchants as well.

The farmers went into

debt throughout the year intending to pay with their fall
corn crop which didn't materialize.
Those were the days when the local village store carried
everything ttfrom a needle to a threshing machine."

Farmers

drove to town with horse and buggy, bringing their butter,
chickens, and eggs, the butter being dumped into tubs, and all
shipped out on the evening train to the cities.

In the winter

the farmers also brought frozen undressed rabbits to ship to the

lArea of Illinoi'Ul till where there is an impervious
clay subsoil making drainage and cultivation a problem.
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cities.
Working days were long, the farmer arising before dawn
to feed the animals by the light of kerosene lanterns in order
to be in the fields by. daylight.

The merchant was at the store

by five A. M. and stayed open every evening until nine, or
later on summer Saturday nights to accommodate the farmer
on his one evening out.
FARMING IN THE EARLY 1900 1 s

In the early l900's the farms of Cumberland County
averaged about 40 to 60 acres in size.

Each farmer 11 ved

on the farm, operating the farm with horse-drawn implements.
On

each farm, horses, cattle, hogs, and poultry were raised.

The usual field crops were hay, corn, and broom corn.
The harvesting of the corn began in the fall.

It was

usually an all-winter job by handshucking with a peg knife
and throwing the ears into a wagon drawn down the rows by a
team of horses.

A man with a horse-drawn plow could break

only two to three acres o:f ground in a day.

Hay and grains

were cut, raked and stacked, the grains to wait for the steal!lenglne thresher and the hay to wait for the baler.
In those days of horse-drawn vehicles, hay was an
1mport~nt

cron

qnd

livery stableR and large hay barns were
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a part of every village.

The night sky was often lighted by

fires started by internal combustion in the green hay that
was stored in large hay barns before being shipped away to
the cities.

This constant shipping away of hay further re-

duced the nutrients of the already infertile soil of Cumberland County.
The trip with horse drawn vehicle from the farm to
the village trading center to sell the produce consumed much
time.

Usually the groceries were bought by trading eggs,

butter and poultry for them, metal and paper tokens called
due bills often being used instead of cash if the produce
amounted to more than the purchases.

The merchant usually

paid more for the produce in trade than for cash.
Shoes, men's and boys' clothing, dishes, pots and pans,
and hosiery were purchased, but most clothing for the women
and girls was made in the home from store-bought materials.
A bag of .candy was bought as a special treat for the boys
and girls when the trip to town was made.
In the early 1900's, the farm homes, as well as the
village homes, were heated by means of coal or wood-burning
stoves.

Some village homes had electricity but all farm

homes were lighted by means of kerosene or gasoline lamps.
Some few homes had the water from the well piped into the
house with a kitchen pump and sink.

Running water as we know

I . r. .

it 'did not exist in Cumberland County.in the early 1900 1 s.
Boys and girls went to school for eight months each
year in the villages, but often the rural schools were divided
into two terms in order that the older children could help
with the farm work during the busy seasons.

Few farm boys

and girls went to high school.
FARMING TODAY
According to the

u. s.

Government Census of 1956, there

were l,455 farms covering 200,000 acres in the county.
was 90 per cent of the county area.

This

The average size farm

was 137 acres, 115 farms were under 10 acres in size, and there
was one farm of over l, 000, acres.

Yet there were 300 farms

which sold less than $2,500 worth of farm products.

Some

Cumberland County farmers are not yet away entirely from the
subsistence level.
Records show that the percentage of farms operated by
full owners, part owners, and tenants remained relatively
constant from 1900 to 1940 at about 30.4 per cent, but the
1956 census showed that only 18.8 per cent of the farms were
operated by tenants.

This change is probably due to the in-

creased value of farm products to landlords and change in
methods of f arm1ng which caused farmers to expand their own
operations.

The small tenant has found it increasingly harder
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to find a farm to operate and has had to move to the villages
and be pensioned or accept other work. 1
Corn had always been the major cash grain crop.
Oats or wheat was second until about 1930 when soybeans became the second most important crop.

Soybeans have the ad-

vantage of requiring a shorter growing season so that if
prolonged rains in May or June prevent planting corn, soybeans can be raised, thus preventing a total crop loss.

A

recent period of heavy precipitation occurred in June of
1957 which prevented the planting of corn, but there was

still time to plant soybeans.

The soybean crop for that

year was worth much more than the corn.
The following statistics were obtained from the County
Farm Bureau Office:
1956
Corn----- $4,517,300
Soybeans- 3,041,800
137,300
Oats----, 41, 100
Barley--Wheat----. l,260,200
Rye------13,700
. 3381500
Hay-..... --Total
$9,349,900

1957
$1,831,900
2,359,900
25,100

22,soo

714;100
7;900
... 293,000

$5,254,900

In 1956, the total acreage in crops was 136,500, the
value $68.50 per acre.

In 1957, the total acreage in crops

was 124,000 and the value per acre was $42.38.

These figures

show what excessive precipitation, such .as was haq in 1957
\

,,-~-.·\;:""

'"'·'·

'•;-

lcounty and g1ty Data Book for 1956.. Bureau of Census.
Washington, D.
overnment-prfnrfng""1JIT1ce, 1957. pp. 72-73.

c:;
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can do to the farming economy of Cumberland County with its
claypan soils.
Because of increased cash income and the comparative
ease of living and working, farming is more attractive now
than during the earlier part of the 1900's.

The government

and other organizations are helping to improve and increase
the value of the land and its products.

The University of

Illinois, which has an experiment station near Toledo, conducted a soil survey and has published bulletins for the
farmer.

One-half the farmers are following recommendation

as given by the department of conservation for conserving
the soil.

Most of the farmers belong to the Farm Bureau

and their wives to the Home Bureau.

Commercial fertilizers

have to a large extent replaced animal manures, for very
few farmers have horses and many farmers do not even keep
a milk cow.

Hybrid seeds, new varieties of grains;..and

soybeans have helped immeasurably.

Government subsidies

have pl&yed a part in giving aid to the farmers.
Mechanization has permitted the man on the farm
perhaps as much leisure as the man who works in town.

Be-

cause of R. E. A., 94.5 per cent of the farms have
electricity.

Most of them have television and telephones,

and one-half have running water in the home.

Everj" farm

family has at least one car for pleasure or a quick trip to
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town tor bakery bread, oleomargarin•, and store-bought fruits
and vegetables.

Most farmers have also a truck to carry

surplus corn and wheat to the six elevators in the county.
Seventy-two per cent of the farmers operate their farms by
means of tractors. 2
In 1940 there were ninety rural schools, four elementary, and three struggling high schools in the county.
Many rural children stopped at the eighth grade.

Consolidation

since that time has reduced the number of districts in the
county to two.

There are four elementary schools and two

high schools, to which rural children are brought daily by
busses.

Both of the high schools have active agriculture

departments with Future Farmers of America chapters tor the
boys.

Most of the rural and many of the village youths

are active in 4 H. Clubs.
TRANSPORT AT ION
Better methods of transportation have helped greatly
to improve the economy of Cumberland County.

Forty years

ago there was not a mile of all-weather road within the
county, even the streets of the villages were deep mud in
rainy weather and deep dust in dry.

Today there are over

sixty miles of highway pavement and the secondary roads are
black-topped or graveled and are mostly well drained and

2~., P•
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well kept.

u•. s.

Highway 40, the first concrete highway through

the county, was constructed about 1920 i'ollowing the National
Road.

Traffic on this road is particularly heavy as it is

one of the principal routes from the East to the West Coast.
Route 45, from Chicago to the Gulf of Mexico, crosses the
northwestern part of the county through Neoga.

State Route

130 bisects the county north to south and 121 crosses from

Greenup to eight miles west of Toledo and then north to
join Route 45.
Four railroads:

Nickel Plate, Pennsylvania, and the

main and a branch line of the Illinois Central traverse the
county.

Oil and gas pipe lines also cross north to south

and east to west.
MANUFACTURING
Improved transportation not only has facilitated the
marketing of the agricultural products of the county, but it
has made it possible for manufacturing to be an important
part of Cumberland County's economy in recent years.

Over

20 per cent are employed either in factories outside the
county, commuting daily to Mattoon, Charleston and Effingham,
or in one of the three larger or three smaller factories in
the county.

The payroll of .factories in the county in 1954
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was over $1,000,000.

This may seem a small sum, but when a

county has only about 10,000 population and its chief economy,
agricultural products, proquced only a little over five and
one-half million dollars that same year, manufacturing should
be recognized as a very important part of the economy of the
county.
Quinn Broom Works in Toledo has had a steady increase
in volume and number employed since its beginning several
years ago.

In 1957, it marketed 39,394 dozen brooms with a

gross income of $441,000 and had 37 employees.

Shipping of

brooms through the local post office caused the Toledo post
off ice to be raised to first class.

About one-half of the

broom corn used is produced locally.
The Ettelbrick Shoe Company, largest and moat important
in the manufacturing economy of Cumberland County, established
operations in Greenup in 1926.

It is now fourteenth in size

among shoe companies in the United States and has approximately 300 on the payroll.

The collected gross receipts

in 1957 were $3,500,000.
Neoga has three small factories that are operating
H.

at" present time.

The Frank Kern Manufacturing Company was

established in Neoga in 1934, went through bankruptcy proceedings in 1942, was re-instated, and now employs approximately one-hundred fifty people making ladiesPdresses.

As

the factory operates on cost plus basis, I was unable to get

gross receipts.

The Neoga Manufacturing Company, which makes

Perma Lift girdles under contract, started operations in 1945
and employs thirty-f 1ve persons.

The Mahall Manufacturing

Company, which started operations in 1943, cuts leather parts
for suspenders on a contract basis.
employed there.

Less than ten people are

One other small factory which makes plastic

bags has recently been started in Toledo •.
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CONCLUSION
It has been less than a century and a half since
the first white settlers came to Cumberland County, Illinois.
For most of those years it has been a hard subsistence
economy for those who have chosen to call it home.

It is a

small county of rather unproductive clay soils drained by
a river and its tributaries which often flood over its most
productive areas.

over the years the rainfall, with a yearly

average of 39 inches, varies greatly from the

norm~affecting

the production in a county that depends on agricultural as
its main economy.

Temperatures vary from sometimes over

100 degrees in the summer to below zero degrees in winter.
The growing season may vary from less than four to over
five months in length.

The county is deficient in

mineral~

producing only a small amount of oil and gas and having a
small area of rather poor-grade coal.

Its chief resource

is still the soil.
The population of Cumberland County now remains rather
static since 1930 at about 10,000 persons.

About one-third

of that number reside in the three larger villages of the
county, the rest in the smaller villages and on the farms.
Changes have come rapidly to Cumberland County in the
last thirty years.

Much bas been done to improve the economy

and raise it from subsistence level to a reasonable standard
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of living.

Changes in methods of farming have caused the

size of the farms to be enlarged and greatly improved the
farmers' way of life.

Good roads and the gasoline engine

have improved transportation of people and materials and made
it possible for many to work in factories located within the
county and its environs.
to live.

Cumberland County is a good place
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