A Settler’s Guide to the Illinois Wilderness (1873)

Much of our information about frontier conditions comes from guidebooks written during the early days of settlement.  The following excerpts come from a guidebook compiled by S. Augustus Mitchell, who was looking for people to buy land in the state of Illinois. 

The next step is to prepare a farm.  If a settler has located himself in a timbered tract, which in this prairie country is wretched policy, he grubs up the small growth, girdles the tress (kills by making a deep cut around the tree), and puts in the plough.

Prairie land requires a strong team, and a large plough kept very sharp, to break it up thoroughly. This must be done well, and every particle of the sward (grassy land) turned over; or it had better be let alone…

The want of adequate supplies of lumber, and of mechanics, renders good buildings more expensive than in the country parts of New-England or New-York.

Merchants’ goods, groceries, household-furniture, and almost every necessary and comfort in housekeeping, can be purchased here; and many articles retail at about the same prices as in the Atlantic States.

The following table will exhibit the cost of 320 acres of land, at Congress price, and preparing 160 acres for cultivation or prairie land:

Cost of 320 acres, $1.25 per acre…………………………    $400

Breaking up 160 acres prairie, 

at $2 per acre……….………$320

Fencing into four fields, with a 

Kentucky fence of eight

Rails high, with cross 
stakes…………..…..…………$175

Add cost of cabins. Corn-cribs,

 stable &c……………….… .$250

Making the cost of the farm…………………………$1145

In many instances, a single crop of wheat will pay for the land, for fencing, breaking up, cultivating, harvesting, threshing, and taking to market. All kinds of mechanical labour, especially those in the building line, are in great demand; and workmen, even very coarse and common workmen, get almost any price they ask. Journeymen mechanics get two dollars per day. A carpenter, bricklayer, or mason, wants no other capital to do a first-rate business, and soon become independent, than a set of tools, and habits of industry, sobriety, economy, and enterprise. 

Common labourers on the farm obtain from twelve to fifteen dollars per month, including board. Any young man, with industrious habits, can begin here without a dollar, and in a very few years become a substantial farmer. A good cradler (grain cutter) in the harvest-field will earn from one dollar and a half to two dollars per day. 

