
Background
in 1791 President George washington, received a letter from an

englishman named Arthur Young requesting information on land values,
crops, yields, livestock prices, and taxes in the uS. By personally conducting
a mail survey and compiling the results, washington was able to gather
enough information to reply fully to his english correspondent. this was, in
effect, the nation's first agricultural survey.

Between September 24 and november 18, 1791, washington sent Young
three letters that provided agricultural statistics on an area extending roughly
250 miles from north to south and 100 miles from east to west. the strip ran
through an area which is today Pennsylvania, west Virginia, Maryland,
Virginia, and the district of columbia, where most of the young country's
population lived at that time.

washington’s reports to Young reflect some of the same concerns farmers
have today. He worried that prices weren’t keeping up with the cost of rais-
ing crops. He worried that some farmers weren’t good stewards of the land.
He worried about the cost of transporting agricultural goods to markets and
improving those routes.

washington asked congress to establish a national Board of Agriculture
in 1776, but congress rejected the idea at that time. 

the issue wasn’t raised again until 1839, when commissioner of Patents
Henry ellsworth persuaded congress to designate $1,000 from the Patent
office Fund for "collecting and distributing seeds, carrying out agricultural
investigations, and procuring agricultural statistics." 

in 1840, the first census of Agriculture collected detailed agricultural
information to provide the first nationwide inventory of agricultural produc-
tion.

the uS department of Agriculture (uSdA) was established by Abraham
lincoln in 1862, and its first crop report appeared in July, 1863. the
national Agricultural Statistics Service (nASS) traces its roots all the way
back to 1863, when uSdA established a division of Statistics. 

during the civil war, uSdA collected and distributed crop and livestock
statistics to help farmers assess the value of the goods they produced. At that
time, commodity buyers usually had more current and detailed market infor-
mation than did farmers, a circumstance that often prevented farmers from
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dear George
using census data to report on agriculture

SociAl StudieS: using maps, evaluate and draw conclusions from maps, locate information /
reAdinG: Vocabulary, Prereading, inference, Analysis/evaluation, Analyze historical content /
writinG: express individual’s insight, develop interpretations, writing for different purposes, Friendly let-
ters / orAl lAnGuAGe: listening, Speaking / Visual literacy: Produce maps, charts, graphs

P.A.S.S.
GrAde 6

Social Studies—1.1,2; 3.1
Reading—1.1a; 3.1a,4d;

4.4a
Writing—2.4a,6a,7,8

Oral Language—1.2; 2.2
Visual Literacy—3

GrAde 7
Social Studies—1.1; 2.4;

6.1
Reading—1.1; 3.1a,2a;

4.4a
Writing—2.4b,6a,8,9

Oral Language—1.2; 2.2
Visual Literacy—3.1

GrAde 8
Social Studies—1.1,2,5;

2.1
Reading—1.1; 3.1a,2a,4;

4.4a
Writing—2.5a,7d,8,9

Oral Language—1.2; 2.2
Visual Literacy—3.1
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resources needed
uS map

getting a fair price for their goods.
today nASS is responsible for conducting the census of Agriculture.

the census of Agriculture is a complete accounting of agricultural produc-
tion in the united States and is the only source of uniform, comprehensive
agricultural data for every county in the nation. From 1840 to 1920 the
census of Agriculture was taken every 10 years. Since 1925 the census has
been taken every five years, in the years ending in 2 and 7. in addition,
nASS field offices in every state produce a wide variety of reports through-
out the year, along with an annual report. the reports are used by producers,
researchers, the news media, people involved in financial markets and many
others. these reports are compiled only for the top agricultural commodities
from a sampling of state producers contacted at random. in contrast, the cen-
sus of agriculture reports on every agricultural commodity produced in the

state, based on surveys collected from every producer. 

Activities
1. read and discuss background and vocabulary.

—lead a discussion about the difference between the way information
was shared in George washington’s time (by letter) compared with the
way we acquire information today.
—Ask students where they would find the kind of information Arthur
Young asked George washington to provide. 

2. Provide each student with the census of Agriculture data included with
this lesson and a copy of the modern day version of the letter Arthur
Young might have written to George washington.
—Students will use the data to compose a reply.
—Students will include information about the following topics in their
letters: land value, crops, yields, and livestock prices.

3. divide students into groups.
—each group will select either a commodity or a state or region and use
the census data to develop promotional brochures, posters or Power Point
presentations.

4. Provide students with the excerpts from George washington’s letters to
Arthur Young and others included with this lesson.
—Students will rewrite the excerpts in modern english.

5. Students will design surveys to gather information about their school.
—Students will present the information to local audiences in a variety of
forms—charts, graphs, prose, oral presentation, etc.

6. Students will design surveys about agriculture in another state or country.
—Make arrangements to connect with a classroom in another state or
country.
—divide your class into two groups.
—one group will use email to correspond with the other class while the
other will use the uS Postal Service.
—track responses on a map of the uS or the world. 
—Students will discuss advantages and disadvantages of each method of
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correspondence.
lesson adapted from: “Arthur Young and the President,” lesson plan from the national
Agricultural Statistics Service, uSdA,

http://www.nass.usda.gov/education_&_outreach/lesson_Plans/index.asp

extra reading
Adler, david A, George Washington: An Illustrated Biography, Holiday

House, 2005.
Benson, Kathleen, and James ransome, Building a New Land: African

Americans in Colonial America, Amistad/Harper collins children’s,
2002.

Bial, raymond, Where Washington Walked, walker & co., 2005.
diouf, Sylviane, Growing Up in Slavery, Milbrook, 2002.
Haskins, Jim, The Geography of Hope: Black Exodus From the South After

Reconstruction, 21st century/Millbrook, 2000.
McMullan, Margaret, How I Found the Strong, Houghton Mifflin, 2005.
Miller, Brandon Marie, Growing Up in Revolution and the New Nation

1775 to 1800, lerner, 2003.
robb, don, and christine Joy Pratt, This is America: The American Spirit

in Places and People, charlesbridge, 2006.
watkins, richard, Slavery: Bondage Through History, Houghton Mifflin,

2002.

Vocabulary
agriculture—the science or
occupation of cultivating the
soil, producing crops, and rais-
ing livestock
analyze—to study or find out
the nature and relationship of
the parts of 
assess—to set a value on (as
property) for tax purposes
bale—a large bundle of goods
tightly tied for storing or ship-
ping
bushel—any of various units
of dry capacity
census—a counting of the pop-
ulation (as of a country, city, or
town) and a gathering of relat-
ed statistics done by a govern-
ment every so often 
comprehensive—including
much or all
contemptible—the state of
being despised
correspondent—one who
communicates with another by
letter
cwt—abbreviation for hun-
dredweight, a unit of weight
equal to 100 pounds
data—facts about something
that can be used in calculating,
reasoning, or planning
husbandry—wise manage-
ment of resources
livestock—animals kept or
raised; especially farm animals
kept for use and profit 
statistics—a branch of mathe-
matics dealing with the collec-
tion and study of numerical
data; also, a collection of such
numerical data 
survey—to gather information
from or about
uniform—of the same form
with others
yield—the amount or quantity
produced or returned
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May 31, 2007

dear George,
it was nice to get your letter and to hear all about your school, your town and your friends. i loved

the photos you sent of your family’s camping trip. what a beautiful place!
it’s always interesting to hear about life in your country. i hope i get to visit there sometime. i

would also love for you to come visit me. As you know, my family has a farm, and when i am not in
school, i am usually helping with that. 

what is farming like in your country?  what kinds of crops grow there? Are there some crops that
your country produces more than any other? How much is produced in a year? what kind of livestock do
you raise? How much is the selling price? How much does farm land cost? is it more expensive in certain
parts of the country? does the price stay the same or does it go up and down from one year to the next?

As you can see, i have many questions. thank you again for your letter. i look forward to hearing
from you again.

Your Friend,
Art

dear George
use the census of Agriculture data provided by your teacher to compose a response to this letter.



Farm real estate: Average Value per Acre, by region and State, January 1, 2002-2006
State 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

Dollars Dollars Dollars Dollars Dollars

NORtheaSt 3 , 0 0 0 3 , 2 0 0 3 , 5 5 0 4 , 11 0 4 , 5 5 0

connecticut 8,500 9,500 10,200 10,800 11,400
delaware 3,700 4,000 6,000 8,400 10,200
Maine 1,600 1,750 1,850 1,950 2,050
Maryland 4,000 4,150 5,700 7,900 8,900
Massachusetts 8,100 9,300 9.900 10,500 11,600
new Hampshire 2,800 3,100 3,250 3,450 3,700
new Jersey 8,600 9,100 9,750 10,500 10,900
new York 1,610 1,700 1,780 1,920 2,050
Pennsylvania 3,250 3,450 3,650 4,220 4,790
rhode island 8,300 9,300 10,200 11,200 12,500
Vermont 1,900 2,050 2,150 2,300 2,450
Lake StateS 1 , 8 7 0 2 , 0 1 0 2 , 2 2 0 2 , 5 2 0 2 , 8 4 0

Michigan 2,470 2,680 2,920 3,150 3,500
Minnesota 1,500 1,600 1,800 2,100 2,400
wisconsin 2.150 2,300 2,500 2,850 3,200
cORN beLt 2 , 0 3 0 2 , 1 3 0 2 , 3 0 0 2 , 7 2 0 3 , 0 4 0

illinois 2,350 2,430 2,610 3,330 3,800
indiana 2,460 2,570 2,770 3,140 3,630
iowa 1,920 2,010 2,220 2,650 2,930
Missouri 1,380 1,470 1,580 1,790 1,980
ohio 2,600 2,740 2,930 3,180 3,480
NORtheRN pLaiNS 5 7 6 5 9 4 6 3 2 7 3 5 8 3 4

Kansas 665 685 715  850 930
nebraska 760 775 825 940 1,090
north dakota 415 425 455 505 560
South dakota 430 460 500 605 710
appaLachiaN 2 , 2 5 0 2 , 3 7 0 2 , 5 6 0 3 , 11 0 3 , 4 7 0

Kentucky 1,830 1,900 2,000 2,500 2,750
north carolina 2,900 3,100 3,300 3,940 4,250
tennessee 2,300 2,400 2,500 2,850 3,070
Virginia 2,530 2,700 3,200 4,050 4,900
west Virginia 1,330 1,400 1,500 1,950 2,150
SOutheaSt 2 , 1 4 0 2 , 2 7 0 2 , 4 2 0 3 , 5 3 0 4 , 4 2 0

Alabama 1,700 1,760 1,860 2,400 2,750
Florida 2,720 2,900 3,100 5,400 7,280
Georgia 2,050 2,200 2,350 3,200 3,900
South carolina 1,900 2,050 2,150 2,400 2,600
deLta StateS 1 , 3 9 0 1 , 4 6 0 1 , 5 8 0 1 , 7 9 0 1 , 9 6 0

Arkansas 1,410 1,480 1,650 1,870 2,050
louisiana 1,440 1,500 1,580 1,770 1,900
Mississippi 1,330 1,400 1,480 1,690 1,850
SOutheRN pLaiNS 7 5 5 7 8 8 8 3 2 1 , 0 0 0 1 , 1 9 0

oklahoma 680 705 745 900 970
texas 775 810 855 1,030 1,250
MOuNtaiN 5 0 0 5 2 3 5 5 0 6 9 8 9 4 4

Arizona 1,400 1,500 1,600 2,330 3,350
colorado 700 730 775 940 1,090
idaho 1,240 1,280 1,360 1,750 2,440
Montana 370 390 410 510 760
nevada 465 480 500 650 1,000
new Mexico 250 260 265 360 520
utah 1,040 1,100 1,150 1,460 2,070
wyoming 285 300 315 370 420
pacific 2 , 2 4 0 2 , 3 5 0 2 , 4 8 0 3 , 1 2 0 3 , 2 9 0

california 3,400 3,600 3,800 5,090 5,390
oregon 1,150 1,200 1,250 1,350 1,420
washington 1,390 1,480 1,530 1,650 1,750
Source: land Values and cash rents, 2006 Summary, Agricultural Statistics Board, nASS, uSdA, http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/usda/current/AgrilandVa/AgrilandVa-08-04-2006.pdf
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crop Summary: Production, united States, 2006
crop unit 2006
GRaiNS  & hay 1,000

Barley bushel 180,051
corn for Grain bushel 10,534,868
corn for Silage ton 104,849
Hay, All ton 141,666
oats bushel 93,764
Proso Millet bushel 10,195
rice cwt 193,736
rye bushel 7,193
Sorghum for Grain bushel 277,538
Sorghum for Silage ton 4,642
wheat, All bushel 1,812,036
oilSeedS
canola pound 1,394,332
cottonseed ton 7,632
Flaxseed bushel 11,019
Mustard Seed pound 28,220
Peanuts pound 3,474,450
rapeseed pound 1,100
Safflower pound 191,405
Soybeans for Beans bushel 3,188,247
Sunflowers pound 2,143,613
cotton, toBAcco & SuGAr croPS
cotton, All bale 21,729
Sugarbeets ton 33,765
Sugarcane ton 29,489
tobacco pound 726,724
drY BeAnS, PeAS & lentilS
Austrian winter Peas cwt 259
dry edible Beans cwt 24,247
dry edible peas cwt 13,203
lentils cwt 3,244
wrinkled Seed Peas cwt 590
PotAtoeS
coffee (Hawaii) pound 7,300
Ginger root (Hawaii) pound 4,300
Hops pound 57,687
Peppermint oil pound 7,248
Potatoes, All cwt 434,683
Spearmint oil pound 2,038
Sweet Potatoes cwt 16,441

taro (Hawaii) pound 4,500

Source: crop Production 2006 Summary, Agricultural Statistics Board, nASS, uSdA, January, 2007, http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/



livestock: Average Prices received by States, 2005
Dollars per cwt

lambs Hogs Beef cattle
Alabama 79.10 44.00 84.00
Alaska 79.10 82.00 95.60
Arizona 75.00 59.20 93.40
Arkansas 79.10 47.90 89.10
california 74.80 50.70 70.40
colorado 74.30 53.60 110.00
connecticut 110.00 45.00 70.00
delaware 79.10 42.50 85.80
Florida 79.10 44.50 80.00
Georgia 79.10 52.00 68.60
Hawaii 79.10 89.80 50.90
idaho 70.30 48.90 81.30
illinois 68.00 51.40 86.90
indiana 71.30 49.00 85.20
iowa 69.70 52.00 89.00
Kansas 75.60 46.90 90.10
Kentucky 79.10 49.10 90.90
louisiana 79.10 43.60 67.20
Maine 110.00 45.00 79.00
Maryland 79.10 42.50 85.80
Massachusetts 110.00 45.00 72.00
Michigan 69.00 46.70 73.20
Minnesota 73.20 50.70 79.10
Mississippi 79.10 46.60 76.80
Missouri 75.00 45.50 98.00
Montana 76.80 53.10 104.00
nebraska 72.50 51.80 92.30
nevada 70.00 46.60 93.80
new Hampshire 110.00 45.00 77.00
new Jersey 79.10 40.00 55.00
new Mexico 75.00 47.50 87.00
new York 83.10 43.30 49.90
north carolina 79.10 50.70 77.90
north dakota 71.50 51.30 99.20
ohio 73.70 49.40 83.30
oklahoma 73.00 43.90 104.00
oregon 66.90 53.20 85.90
Pennsylvania 81.10 47.30 75.70
rhode island 110.00 45.00 70.00
South carolina 79.10 50.50 87.10
South dakota 79.70 50.90 95.90
tennessee 79.10 47.40 83.10
texas 76.50 45.40 89.90
utah 73.80 55.90 94.00
Vermont 110.00 45.00 75.00
Virginia 74.90 46.60 84.80
washington 66.50 48.90 103.00
west Virginia 72.80 46.60 72.00
wisconsin 70.40 47.10 66.70
wyoming 75.70 46.60 102.00

uS Average 79.40
50.20 68.60

Source: Agricultural Prices, 2005 Summary, July, 2006, Agricultural Statistics Board, nASS, uSdA, http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/usda/current/AgriPricSu/AgriPricSu-07-21-2006_revi-
sion.pdf



excerpts From George washington’s letters About Agriculture in the uS

oklahoma Ag in the classroom is a program of the oklahoma cooperative extension Service, the oklahoma
department of Agriculture, Food and Forestry and the oklahoma State department of education.

long before cell phones, email and fax machines, people relied heavily on letters for sharing all kinds of infor-
mation. the following are quotes from letters George washington wrote to an english agriculturalist, Arthur
Young, and others. read the quotes, and then rewrite them in modern english, as though you were writing
them to a friend today. try to guess the meaning of unfamiliar words by reading them in context. Also notice
the punctuation, capitalization and spelling that is different from what is considered correct today.

1. i have a prospect of introducing into this country a very excellent race of animals also, by means of
the liberality of the King of Spain. one of the Jacks which he was pleased to present to me (the other
perished at sea) is about 15 hands high, his body and limbs very large in proportion to his height; and
the Mules which i have had from him appear to be extremely well formed for Service. i have likewise
a Jack and two Jennets from Malta, of a very good size, which the Marquis de la Fayette sent to me.
the Spanish Jack seems calculated to breed for heavy, slow draught; and the other for the Saddle or
lighter carriages. From these, altogether, i hope to secure a race of extraordinary goodness, which will
stock the country. their longevity and cheap keeping will be circumstances much in their favor. i am
convinced, from the little experiments i have made with ordinary Mules, (which perform as much
labor, with vastly less feeding than horses) that those of a superior quality will be of the best cattle we
can employ for the harness. And indeed, in a few years, i intend to drive no other in my carriage: hav-
ing appropriated for the sole purpose of breeding them, upwards of 20 of my best Mares. 

George washington
(letter to Arthur Young, december 4, 1788

2. . . . of hogs many, but as these run pretty much at large in the woodland (which is all under fence) the
number is uncertain . . . .

George washington
(letter to Arthur Young, december 12, 1793)

3. every improvement in husbandry should be gratefully received and peculiarly fostered in this country,
not only as promoting the interests and lessening the labour of the farmer, but as advancing our
respectability in a national point of view; for in the present State of America, our welfare and prosperi-
ty depend upon the cultivation of our lands and turning the produce of them to the best advantage. 

George washington
(letter to Samuel chamberlain, April 3, 1788)  
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4. when i speak of a knowing farmer, i mean one who understands the best course of crops; how to
plough, to sow, to mow, to hedge, to ditch and above all, Midas like, one who can convert everything
he touches into manure, as the first transmutation towards Gold; in a word one who can bring worn out
and gullied lands into good tilth in the shortest time. 

George washington
(letter to George william Fairfax, June 30, 1785) 

5. to tell a farmer. . . that his cattle & ca. ought to be regularly penned in summer and secured from bad
weather in winter, and the utmost attention paid to the making of manure for the improvement of his
fields at both seasons; that his oxen should be well attended to, and kept in good and fit condition,
thereby enabling them to perform the labor which they must undergo; to remind him of these things
would, i say, be only observing what every Farmer must be thoroughly sensible of his duty enjoins... 

George washington
(letter to william Pearce, September 23, 1793) 

6. i think it would be no unsatisfactory experiment to fat one bullock altogether with Potatoes; another,
altogether with indian meal; and third with a mixture of both: keeping an exact account of the time
they are fatting, and what is eaten of each, and of hay, by the different steers; that a judgement may be
formed of the best and least expensive mode of stall feeding beef for market, or for my own use.

George washington
(letter to william Pearce, december 7, 1794) 

7. no wheat that has ever yet fallen under my observation, exceeds the white which some years ago i
cultivated extensively; but which, from inattention during my absence from home of almost nine years
has got mixed or degenerated as scarcely to retain any of its original characteristic properties. But if the
march of the Hessian Fly, Southerly, cannot be arrested. . .this white wheat must yield the palm to the
yellow bearded, which alone, it seems, is able to resist the depredations of that destructive insect. this
makes your present of it to me more valuable. it shall be cultivated with care. 

George washington
(letter to John Beale Bordley, August 17, 1788) 

Source: the George washington Papers at the library of congress, 1741-1799


