THEME:

Development of Agricultural Equipment. 

OBJECTIVES: 
1. To enable the student to be able to trace the major steps in the development of agricultural equipment in Saskatchewan. 

 VOCABULARY: 

· ploughshare 

· harrow

· sowing the seeds

· broadcasting

· harvest

· sickle

· scythe

· cradle 

· stooks

· binding 

· threshing

· flail 

· winnowing

· reaper 

· windrow 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION: 

People began working the fields using their own power to turn the soil. When human power was not sufficient to meet their needs, people relied upon their ingenuity to employ animal power, which multiplied their own efforts. People's aggressiveness, ingenuity and initiative helped to develop mechanical aids, which steadily lightened their workload. 

The settlement of pioneers in the Canadian Prairie Provinces after the 1870's marked the beginning of the cultivation of prairie lands. While the aboriginal inhabitants of the region had been content, on the whole, to live off the land in harmony with nature, the new homesteaders sought to "subdue the earth and to make it fruitful". As the name "sod-busters" implies, these people were determined to break up the tough and matted prairie sod and to battle the harsh climate and sparse rainfall of the region. The land was broken up with a plough and a harrow. The ploughshare had a blade, which cut into the earth and turned it over. Usually the plough was pulled by oxen or horses and sometimes by people with the farmer walking behind to guide the plough. A harrow was a rake-like piece of equipment, pulled by oxen, which broke up the earth after the plough turned it over. 

Sowing the seed was done by broadcasting which meant that the farmer would take the seed, usually carried in a bag slung over the shoulder, and scatter it by hand.

Between the time the crop was planted and when it would be harvested, many natural events could destroy the crop. Drought, insects, flood, frost, disease, rust and hail were always annual threats. 

If the crop did reach full maturity, it had to be harvested. The harvesting was done with a sickle (reaping hook) or scythe. Both were curved knives which were swung to cut the grain down. Because of its efficiency the cradle replaced the scythe and the sickle. It cut the grain and gathered it in bundles at the same time. The grain was then gathered and bound in stooks, ready to be threshed. 

In 1874, a machine was made which was a modification of Cyrus H. McCormick's reaper. McCormick's reaper was a horse-drawn machine which cut the grain but did not bind it. The 

1874 machine bound the grain with wire, and in 1881 the first twine binder appeared. The binder cut the grain, packed it into compact sheaves and bound the sheaf with binder twine. The sheaves were then manually placed upright in stooks. When the grain was ripe, the threshing machine was pulled on the field and the grain was threshed. 

Threshing is the process of separating the kernels of grain from the hull and straw so that grain can be milled to provide flour, etc. In pioneer days, this was done with a flail. The flail was a long stick tied to a cylindrical beater which was used to beat the stalks, knocking the kernels loose. To separate the grain from the chaff, the farmer used a process called winnowing. The grain and chaff were placed on a wooden tray which was shaken lightly in the wind. The heavier grain would fall back on the tray and the chaff would blow away. 

The first successful threshing machine was built in 1786 by Andrew Meikle. In Meikle's machine the grain was passed, head first, through two rollers, and as it came through, the kernels were beaten out by crossbars attached to a rapidly revolving cylinder. The grain then fell on a screen, which separated it from the straw. The power for these threshing machines was first supplied by draft animals through the use of sweeps and treadmills. Next, the portable steam engine was used to power the threshing machine by a system of belts and wheels. The modern combine is a piece of machinery that is merely an improved model of Meikle's threshing machine. It is either self-propelled or pulled by a tractor. The time from about 1870-1920 was a period of experimentation in agriculture for the settlers of the Canadian West. New techniques were constantly being initiated in order to make farm life and homesteading a little easier. It was a time of successes and failures and of extreme determination. 

The progression of power for farming equipment went from human power to animal power to mechanical power. The displacement of animal power by mechanical power came with the advent of the portable steam engine. Steam engines were used to power threshing machines. Soon ploughing was carried out by the steam traction engine. 

It was the introduction of these mechanized methods that brought about the phenomenal increase in cultivated acreage in Saskatchewan, and in turn resulted in vast increases in the amount of wheat produced in the area. 

The steam era was short lived, however. Although the steam traction engine was much more efficient than using animal power, it had several drawbacks including the number of people that were required to keep the engine running, and safety hazards, which included the risk of fire and danger of explosion due to the inexperience of some operators. The next step was the kerosene-burning internal combustion engine. Although this form of power was not introduced until the turn of the century, it was quickly accepted as being more efficient and safer than the steam traction engine. 

The later steam traction engines and early gas engines were very large and the ordinary farmer could not afford to purchase these items. Therefore, the large farmers or co-operatives would contract to do the work of the small farmer on a rate basis. The small farmer might plant his own crop but would contract a threshing gang to thresh the crop. These gangs could be made up of 28 men to do all of the work of threshing a crop. During the period from 1910-1920, manufacturers realized the market for large machines was limited, and many companies shifted production to the small machinery. These smaller models enabled the average farmer to purchase his own machinery and eventually all of the large threshing crews were displaced by the smaller and more efficient equipment. By the 1920's most of the engines designed for farm use were of the internal combustion type which is still in use today, although in a much more efficient form than when it was first introduced.

Today, many pieces of machinery and equipment are required to carry out the work of a grain farm.  However, these pieces of machinery do basically the same job as the pioneers’ equipment but because of mechanization, they are more efficient. 
