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abstract:  This article deals with the physical characteristics of the sites selected 
for the production of tobacco in Pennsylvania, nature of tobacco growing, the 
response of tobacco farmers to changing market conditions, and the spatial distribu-
tion of tobacco production within Pennsylvania since 1840. Factors underlying the 
establishment and persistence of tobacco production in south-central Pennsylvania 
include soil and climate constraints, cultural conditions, and economic opportuni-
ties. Yet, there were periods when market conditions expanded the tobacco-growing 
region in Pennsylvania. In the late nineteenth century, tobacco was widely grown 
across Pennsylvania. After the turn of the last century, decreases in the demand for 
cigar tobacco led to a contraction of the state's tobacco growing region while the 
elimination in 2004 of tobacco production quotas established during the Great 
Depression resulted in an expansion of output outside of Lancaster County and a 
change in the varieties of tobacco grown in Pennsylvania.
keywords:  Tobacco farming, tobacco production, Pennsylvania agriculture, 
Lancaster County, York County 

The first recorded commercial production of tobacco in Pennsylvania is 
in 1644 when 70,241 pounds were part of a cargo sent home from New 
Sweden.1 Delaware River tobacco was of an inferior quality, though, and did 
not bring a profitable price for export, and there is no record of any ship-
ments of the crop to Sweden after 1647. English settlers later attempted to 
cultivate tobacco for export, sending fourteen ship-loads from Philadelphia 
to England in 1689, but also found it to be unprofitable. Pennsylvania farm-
ers did continue to grow tobacco and roll cigars for their own use and a very 
small commercial industry developed in Lancaster County in the late 1820s 
when several farmers sold their excess cigars at local stores.2
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The beginnings of significant tobacco cultivation in Pennsylvania can be 
traced to 1837 when Benjamin Thomas experimented with growing Havana 
seed tobacco on his Windsor Township, York County, farm.3 The next year 
he distributed the seeds he raised among friends in York and Lancaster coun-
ties and bought up the entire resulting crop, about 15,000 pounds. Favorably 
compared to the highly regarded Connecticut leaf, he sold it to a Philadelphia 
tobacco dealer. The 1840 census reported that Pennsylvania grew 325,018 
pounds of tobacco.4 York County led the state, producing 162,748 pounds. 
Lancaster County produced 48,860 pounds and Dauphin County 46,730 
pounds. Northumberland (27,305 pounds) and Westmoreland (18,400 
pounds) counties yielded smaller, yet substantial amounts. Tobacco of a 
higher quality grew inside of an area within two miles of the Susquehanna 
River from Goldsboro to East Prospect on the York County side of the river, 
and from Bainbridge to Turkey Hill on the Lancaster County side. Crops 
grown beyond that strip were considered to be a lesser quality.5

While tobacco was never as central to farming culture in Pennsylvania as 
it was in, say, parts of Maryland and Virginia, with the high per-acre value of 
tobacco sales it quickly became an important cash crop for the state’s farmers. 
It typically ranked among the top half-dozen crops in production value in the 
state, becoming a $128-million industry at its peak and at times accounting 
for over 2 percent of all farm income in the commonwealth (Table 1).6 This 

figure 1 Pennsylvania tobacco production (millions of pounds).

Sources: Compiled by the author from various historical census publications.
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article examines the physical characteristics of Pennsylvania sites selected for 
tobacco production, the response of tobacco farmers to changing market 
conditions, and the spatial distribution of its production since 1840. It also 
considers the traditionally difficult and peculiar nature of tobacco grow-
ing, including: cultivating seeds, seedlings, transplanting, hoeing, weeding, 
pinching suckers, deworming, harvesting, spearing onto laths, curing, and 
baling. The emphasis is on the historical influence of supply and demand as 
factors influencing the quantity and location of tobacco production.

table 1. Pennsylvania tobacco production (estimated market value and share of total 
state agricultural output)

Estimated Market Value of Tobacco 
Sold (Thousands of 2016 dollars)

Percent Share of Total Pennsylvania 
Farm Output

1840 652 0.06

1850 2,836 0.27

1860 8,148 0.52

1870 6,842 0.20

1880 64,420 2.05

1890 56,484 1.71

1900 87,256 1.98

1910 102,313 1.90

1920 120,650 2.79

1930 87,272 1.53

1940 95,452 2.37

1950 127,756 2.35

1959 122,464 2.09

1969 57,843 0.93

1982 51,971 0.73

1992 33,983 0.56

2002 20,563 0.36

2012 42,212 0.55
Sources: Compiled by the author from various historical census publications. Total farm  output for 1840, 

1850, and 1860 was calculated using the procedure of Marvin W. Towne and Wayne D. Rasmussen, 

“Farm Gross Product and Gross Investment in the Nineteenth Century,” in Trends in the American 

Economy in the Nineteenth Century. NBER Studies in Income and Wealth (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1960), 255–312. The procedure converts census data on crop production and livestock 

output into estimates of the dollar value of physical output.
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With its origins in York and Lancaster counties, Pennsylvania tobacco 
production continues to this day to be concentrated in counties along the 
lower Susquehanna River. By 1860 Lancaster County was the state’s leading 
producer, eventually cultivating more than 90 percent of the tobacco grown 
in Pennsylvania from the 1920s to the 1980s (fig. 2). Factors underlying 
the establishment and persistence of tobacco production in south-central 
Pennsylvania include soil and climate constraints, cultural conditions, and 
economic opportunities. Yet, periods occurred when market conditions 
expanded the tobacco-growing region. By the late nineteenth century, with 
the popularity of cigars, tobacco widely grew across the commonwealth, with 
significant production in the northern and central areas of the state. After the 
turn of the last century, decreases in the demand for cigar tobacco resulted in 
stagnated prices and a contraction of the state’s growing region. The elimi-
nation in 2004 of tobacco production quotas established during the Great 
Depression resulted in an expansion of output outside of Lancaster County 
and a change in the varieties grown in Pennsylvania.

Tobacco can be grown on almost any well-drained soil, but climatic con-
ditions and the soil’s physical characteristics determine its quality and type, 
and therefore the commercial value of the product. Tobacco is grown in a 
variety of temperature and rainfall conditions, although too much or too lit-
tle rain reduces yield per acre and impairs the quality and value of the leaf. 

figure 2 Share of Pennsylvania tobacco production grown in Lancaster County.

Sources: Compiled by the author from various historical census publications.
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In any given climatic region, it is therefore the texture and physical properties 
of the soil that largely determine the local distribution of the different varie-
ties. Different types of tobacco are grown on different soil types from coarse 
and sandy to heavy and clayey. Soils containing a large proportion of clay and 
very retentive of water tend to produce large, heavy plants that cure to a dark 
brown or red leaf. Light, sandy soil produces a plant with thinner, delicate 
leaves that can be cured to a bright red or yellow color.7

The Havana seed tobacco introduced by Benjamin Thomas gradually 
changed its characteristics after a number of years of cultivation from the 
small Cuban leaf to the larger Pennsylvania leaf (see fig. 3). The climate 
and soil of south-central Pennsylvania changed the shape of the leaf to long 
and broad and made both the flavor and aroma mild.8 This variety is com-
monly known as Pennsylvania Broadleaf or Seedleaf, and is classified by the 
Department of Agriculture as United States Type 41, widely used as a filler in 
cigar manufacturing. All cigars contain three parts: filler, binder, and wrap-
per. Filler makes up the core of the cigar and is tobacco leaf that has been 
shredded, torn, or chopped, and then wrapped in the binder leaf. Filler is 
usually a blend of several tobaccos.9 Pennsylvania Broadleaf, characterized 
by a lack of bitter and metallic flavors, is valued for its excellent blending 
combinations with Virginia and other domestic tobaccos as well as with 
Cuban and Puerto Rican filler. Type 41 grows best on loamy, calcareous soils, 
so the wide area of pure limestone soil in Lancaster County and the narrow 
band in York County mentioned earlier are ideal for its cultivation, resulting 
in a dark, heavy leaf. In the 1850s the well-drained soil in the main growing 
areas of Lancaster County had a silt loam texture, also ideal for cigar-filler 
production.10 The limy slate soil of Conoy Township is unusually deep with 
a large water and fertility-holding capacity; the limestone-derived soil in 
East Hempfield Township is similar. Manheim Township lies east of East 
Hempfield, but its soil is a little more clayey, and yielded a large crop of 
tobacco that was not as high a quality as from the loamier soils in neighbor-
ing townships. The southern portion of Manor Township and the northern 
half of Conestoga Township lie in a limestone or slaty limestone formation, 
resulting in a deep, fertile, loamy soil with a large water- and fertility-holding 
capacity especially well suited for tobacco.11

The sandy loams of northern Lancaster County and the sandy alluvium 
of Susquehanna River islands and its gravelly river banks produced a thinner 
leaf more suitable for binders and wrappers. Binder is typically a medium-
quality, strong, and elastic leaf used to hold cigar filler in a cylindrical shape. 
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The wrapper is the outer covering. An ideal wrapper leaf has an even-veined, 
clear, rich brown appearance. A plant that produces a good wrapper or binder 
leaf usually does not make a good filler. Havana seed binder tobacco grown 
in Pennsylvania is classified as Type 53, chiefly grown in the Big Flats and 
Onondaga sections of New York State. Production extended into the river 
valleys of northern and north-central Pennsylvania. Wrapper and binder leaf 
is worth from four to twenty times as much per pound than filler leaf. But 
since filler leaf is grown on heavier soil with closer planting, yield per acre is 
much higher. Plus, as the costs of cultivating filler tobacco are less expensive, 
its leaf is more profitable to grow than binder tobacco.12

Labor availability is a second supply-side influence on the geographic 
distribution of tobacco farming in the state. Its cultivation is even today an 
extremely labor-intensive process with much work still done by hand. Seed is 
first planted early in the season in a cold frame seedbed covered with cloth, 
then transplanted when the plants have matured and the soil and weather 
are suitable. Preparation of the seedbed begins the summer before with the 
application and plowing under of a heavy coating of manure. Soil steaming 
for weed and disease control is usually done in the fall and is accomplished by 
placing heavy sheet-iron steaming pans connected to a boiler with hoses and 
pipes on the seedbed. The edges of the pan are forced into the soil by walk-
ing on them and the steam is turned on, killing harmful microbes and insect 
pests. Seed is usually sown in very early April. Tobacco seed is very small; one 
ounce contains 300,000–350,000 seeds, making it difficult to spread evenly. 
Seeding may now be done with a mechanical seeder but was originally done 
by mixing the seed with water or with clean sand, ashes, or fertilizer before 
sowing. A quarter of an ounce of seeds is sufficient to furnish enough plants 
to set six to eight acres in the field.13

figure 3 Sheldon Dick,  photographer, 

“Lititz vicinity, Lancaster County, Pennsyl-

vania. Tobacco plant on the farm of C. F. 

Minnich. Aug, 1938.”

Sources: Courtesy of the Library of 

Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/

fsa2000021622/PP/.

https://www.loc.gov/item/fsa2000021622/PP/
https://www.loc.gov/item/fsa2000021622/PP/
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Due to the amount of labor required for cultivation, most tobacco fields 
were less than ten acres in size. For example, farmers in Lancaster County 
grew an average of four acres of the crop per farm in 1927.14 Fields to be 
planted are plowed, rolled, and disked in early May. Until the early twentieth 
century cow manure was the chief fertilizer, sometimes plowed under and 
sometimes applied topically. Since Lancaster’s soil is well adapted to general 
farming, tobacco growing in the filler-growing districts is part of a diversified 
agriculture. This initially involved a succession of crops, usually a four-year 
rotation of tobacco, wheat, legume, hay, and corn. Other high-acre income 
crops such as potatoes and tomatoes later came into the rotation.15 Nearly 
all binder tobacco, on the other hand, is produced by continuous cropping 
on the same fields.16

Seedlings are ready for transplanting into the field once they are five to 
eight inches high, usually in early June. A mechanical hand transplanter 
(introduced in the 1890s) makes a hole in the soil and drops each plant, 
work originally done totally by hand. The farmer then sets the plant 
by pressing the soil around it with his foot. The growing plants require 
cultivation and hoeing to keep the soil loose and kill weeds. When the 
plant begins to produce flowers, it is topped by removing the floral parts 
and the upper part of the stalk. The remaining leaves become larger and 
thicker. Suckers develop in the leaf axils, and are periodically removed 
by hand.17

Three or four weeks after topping, the plants are ready to harvest, which 
is done by hand. Shears are used to cut the stalks and the plants are strung 
on wooden laths (see fig. 4). Once they are air-cured and dampened in 
barns, the leaves are stripped from the stalks, sized, and baled. Stripping, 
like topping, suckering, and harvesting, is also done by hand. This work 
occurs during the winter months. Most Pennsylvania tobacco is directly 
sold on the farms where it was grown, usually during the stripping process 
so that buyers can carefully inspect the burning characteristics of the leaves. 
Buyers offer a price for the cigar fillers, binders, and wrappers, and (once 
stripped and baled) the crop is delivered to their warehouses.18

Family members, hired workers, and share tenants supply the labor. The 
small scale of production across northern and north-central Pennsylvania 
meant that family labor was predominant.19 The tobacco crop in the Lower 
Susquehanna Valley was cultivated partly by the farmers themselves and 
partly by others on a tenant basis. Authors Steven Reschly and Katherine 
Jellison, along with Daniel Good, make a point about the Lancaster County 
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Old Order Amish. For them, tobacco farming was profitable, not dependent 
on investment in expensive equipment, and labor intensive. They eventually 
became the county’s main tobacco growers.20 Their large families supplied all 
the labor. Tenant farming and sharecropping were also common in Lancaster 
County. Under the former, the tenant operated the entire farm, supplying all 
the fertilizer and labor, on a share basis with the landowner receiving half the 
value of the crop. In the latter system, the owner furnished the land, curing 
shed, fertilizer, equipment, and horses and prepared the soil for planting. The 
cropper supplied the plants, baling paper and twine, and all the manual labor 
in return for half the sale value of the crop.21

These structural factors inherent in tobacco cultivation—soil quality and 
labor requirements—played the major role in determining the location of 
tobacco farming in Pennsylvania, but market-demand factors controlled the 
historical evolution of the spatial distribution. Expansion and contraction of 
the tobacco growing area of the state was a result of changes in its relative 
profitability (fig. 5).

The price of tobacco fell in both nominal (8.75 to 6.5 cents a pound), 
and in real terms between 1840 and 1850.22 A more appropriate metric of 
the economic incentives facing farmers is the price of tobacco compared to 
those of other crops. Figure 6 shows that tobacco prices fell relative to the 
price of wheat during the first half of the 1840s, but then rose, and by the 
end of the decade were slightly higher than in 1840.23 Farmers responded to 
this relative price change, and tobacco production in Pennsylvania increased 
between 1840 and 1850, rising from 325,118 pounds to 912,651 pounds.24 York 
County continued to lead the state in tobacco production, reporting 418,555 
pounds. The published census summary incorrectly attributes Lancaster 

figure 4 Sheldon Dick, photographer, 

“Churchtown vicinity, Lancaster County, 

Pennsylvania. Tobacco drying in a field. 

1938.”

Sources: Courtesy of the Library of 

Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/

fsa2000021713/PP/.

https://www.loc.gov/item/fsa2000021713/PP/
https://www.loc.gov/item/fsa2000021713/PP/
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County’s production, 378,050 pounds, to Lawrence County.25 This error is 
evident when census manuscripts are examined.26 Dauphin County grew 
50,200 pounds of tobacco, mostly in Londonderry Township on islands 
in the Susquehanna River. Northumberland County grew 23,552 pounds.27 
Most tobacco production in the state, however, was still in that two-mile-
wide band along the Susquehanna River in York and Lancaster counties: 
240,800 pounds in Hellam Township and 129,300 pounds in Lower Windsor 
Township on the west side of the river and 180,370 pounds in Manor 
Township on the Lancaster side.28

Tobacco production more than tripled in Pennsylvania during the 
1850s. Statewide output rose from 912,651 pounds in 1850 to 3,181,586 
pounds in 1860,29 with Lancaster County now the leading producer 
with 2,001,547 pounds. Output in York County rose to 695,405 pounds. 

figure 5 Pennsylvania tobacco price index (1840 = 100) adjusted for inflation.

Sources: Compiled by the author from Arthur H. Cole, Wholesale Commodity Prices in the 

United States, 1700–1861, Statistical Supplement, Actual Wholesale Prices of Various Commodities 

(Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1938); Frederick Strauss and Louis H. Bean, 

Gross Farm Income and Indices of Farm Production and Prices in the United States 1869–1937 

(Washington, DC: GPO, 1940); and the “Quick Stats” website of the USDA, National 

Agricultural Statistical Service, https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov.

https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov
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Tobacco became widely grown across the state, with forty-seven counties 
reporting production numbers. Dauphin, Clinton, and Northumberland 
counties produced 99,270, 81,230, and 52,959 pounds respectively in 1860. 
Wyoming, Lycoming, Berks, Philadelphia. Bucks, Lehigh, Cumberland, 
Union, and Erie counties each produced more than 10,000 pounds as 
tobacco production in Pennsylvania spread from its Lower Susquehanna 
Valley origins.30

In the 1860s tobacco production in the state increased from 3,181,586 
pounds to 3,467,539 pounds by 1870. Its price rose nearly 19 percent relative 
to the price of wheat during that decade (fig. 7).31 The statewide increase in 
output was almost entirely due to a nearly 700,000-pound rise in output 
in Lancaster County. It produced 2,692,584 pounds in 1870, 78 percent 
of the tobacco grown in Pennsylvania. Nearly every other major tobacco 
producing county in 1860 grew less in 1870. Production in York County 
fell from 695,405 pounds to 527,808 pounds, and output fell by more than 
half in Berks, Clinton, Dauphin, Lycoming, and Northumberland counties. 

figure 6 Relative price of tobacco to wheat, 1840–1861.

Sources: Compiled by the author from Arthur H. Cole, Wholesale Commodity Prices in the 

United States, 1700–1861, Statistical Supplement, Actual Wholesale Prices of Various Commodities 

(Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1938), and the “Quick Stats” website of the 

USDA, National Agricultural Statistical Service, https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov.

https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov
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The exception is Bucks County, where tobacco output increased by nearly a 
factor of 10 between 1860 and 1870, from 15,288 to 151,372 pounds. An 1882 
Census Bureau report attributed the “inconsiderable increase” in tobacco 
production in the state during the 1860s to two causes: the high prices that 
prevailed for breadstuffs and provisions during the Civil War and the loss of 
labor to the army.32

The Census report noted specifically that tobacco production rapidly 
increased between the end of the Civil War and 1870.33 This increase 
continued into the next decade as the commonwealth’s output rose from 
3,467,539 pounds in 1870 to 36,943,272 pounds in 1879, a 965 percent 
increase. Pennsylvania was now the third-ranked tobacco-growing state in 
the nation.34 The rising supply of tobacco contributed to the 25 percent 
fall in its price between 1870 and 1879 and the 45 percent reduction in 

figure 7 Relative price of tobacco to wheat, 1869–1940.

Sources: Compiled by the author from Arthur H. Cole, Wholesale Commodity Prices in the 

United States, 1700–1861, Statistical Supplement, Actual Wholesale Prices of Various Commodities 

(Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1938); Frederick Strauss and Louis H. Bean, 

Gross Farm Income and Indices of Farm Production and Prices in the United States 1869–1937 

(Washington, DC: GPO, 1940); and the “Quick Stats” website of the USDA, National 

Agricultural Statistical Service, https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov.

https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov
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the relative price of tobacco to wheat over that period. This increase in 
production in the face of falling prices was a rational response to incen-
tives created by national economic conditions. Congress had financed the 
Civil War partly by issuing greenbacks, which were not backed by gold or 
silver. The expansion of the money supply lead to inflation, with the cost 
of living nearly doubling between 1861 and 1865. Congress responded by 
withdrawing some greenbacks from circulation at the war’s end, and in 
1875 reinstating the gold standard. The resulting deflation made it difficult 
for farmers to repay their debts except by planting and harvesting more 
tobacco.35 Even with the fall in its relative price, tobacco proved to be the 
most profitable crop for Pennsylvania farmers. Lancaster County tobacco 
growers earned an estimated profit of at least $450 an acre while farmers 
in Bradford County made, perhaps, a $300-per-acre profit.36 In contrast, 
for the state as a whole, farm income per acre averaged $9.67 based on 
$129,760,476 of farm output (the estimated value of all farm productions 
sold, consumed, or on hand for 1879) having been produced on 13,423,007 
improved acres, including the 27,566 acres devoted to tobacco.37 Profits per 
acre were even smaller because the preceding calculation does not take any 
production costs into account.

Tobacco was now a cash crop grown over almost all of Pennsylvania. 
Fifteen counties harvested more than 100,000 pounds and only two coun-
ties, Blair and Carbon, recorded zero tobacco production for 1879. Lancaster 
County again led the state in production with 23,946,326 pounds, a nearly 
ninefold increase over its 1860 output. Within Lancaster County, East 
Hempfield, Manheim, Conoy, Conestoga, East Lampeter, West Lampeter, 
Upper Leacock, Penn, and Strasburg townships each produced over 1 million 
pounds. York County produced 5.7 million pounds, and about two-fifths 
of that grown near the Susquehanna River in Lower Windsor, Chanceford, 
and Lower Chanceford townships. Falls Township, Bucks County cultivated 
almost 1.2 million pounds.38

Figure 8 highlights those counties producing at least 20,000 pounds 
of tobacco in 1879. While grown in almost all areas of the state, produc-
tion centered in the eastern half, as nearly all of the eastern counties, 
except those in the Poconos, were large tobacco producers. In the 1870s 
significant tobacco cultivation emerged across northern and north-central 
Pennsylvania. Clinton County grew nearly 1 million pounds; the fourth-
leading producer in the state. Its tobacco production centered along the 
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Susquehanna River West Branch bottoms in Dunnstable, Pine Creek, 
Castanea, and Woodward townships. Together this accounted for 90 
percent of the tobacco grown in the county in 1879.39 The river-bottom 
soil, a clayey loam slightly mixed with sand enriched with decomposed 
vegetable matter deposited by river flooding, was especially well suited to 
this crop.40

Tobacco also grew along the West Branch of the Susquehanna River in 
neighboring Lycoming County. The 1880 census reports the county produced 
463,686 pounds of tobacco, but its tobacco crop in 1889 was just 134,794 
pounds. The principal cause of this decline was the June 1889 Susquehanna 
River flood, which severely damaged the crop—a flood that reduced tobacco 
production all along the river.41

In 1879 the Susquehanna River was a recurring theme in the location of 
tobacco production. Bradford County cultivated most of its crop along creeks 
flowing into the river with soils made up of glacial deposits and river allu-
vium.42 Nearly all of the tobacco harvested in Wyoming and Luzerne coun-
ties grew in the riverside townships of Meshoppen and Kingston. The same 
is true for Northumberland County, where about 70 percent of the county’s 

figure 8 Shaded counties each produced more than 20,000 pounds of tobacco in 1879.

Sources: Compiled by the author from the 1880 Census.
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output grew along the river in Delaware Township. In Union County, Gregg 
Township produced almost all of the county’s tobacco; in Snyder County, 
farmers in Union and Chapman Townships grew the majority.43

Tobacco-growing areas away from the Susquehanna River watershed were 
also river bottomland-based. Nearly all of Westmoreland County’s 62,096 
pounds came from shaly limestone soil along the Conemaugh River and 
the Loyalhanna Creek in Derry Township.44 Production in Tioga County 
centered in the Tioga and Cowanesque river valleys.45 It grew along the 
Schuylkill River and Tulpehocken Creek in Berks County and near Officers 
Run and the White Clay Creek in Chester County.46

After reaching a historical low in real terms in 1878, the price of tobacco 
rose an average of 2 percent a year during the last two decades of the century 
as cigar consumption in the United States grew 150 percent between 1880 
and 1900. Cigar production in Pennsylvania increased 455 percent over that 
period. The rising demand for cigar tobacco meant that the relative price 
of tobacco to wheat doubled between 1879 and 1899 and tobacco produc-
tion in Pennsylvania rose about 12 percent to 41.5 million pounds. Lancaster 
County accounted for 68 percent of the total production in the state and 
York County cultivated another 15 percent of the total. The northern tier, 
Bradford, Clinton, and Tioga counties, together produced 14 percent of the 
total crop in Pennsylvania in 1899.47

The year of 1899 was the peak year for tobacco farming in northern and 
north-central Pennsylvania. Tioga County produced 2.8 million pounds, 
Bradford 1.7 million pounds, and Clinton 1.2 million pounds. Tobacco suc-
cessfully grew on the light, sandy loams of the valleys of the Crooked, Marsh, 
Seeley, and Elkhorn Creeks and the Tioga and Cowanesque rivers. It began 
to be widely grown in Tioga County in the early 1880s after the editor of 
the local newspaper mailed stories about the county’s crop to leaf buyers in 
New York, Pennsylvania, and Maryland.48 A large number of buyers came to 
Tioga County to examine and purchase the crop, introducing the county’s 
tobacco to the wider market. Packing and store houses were built in nearby 
Corning and Elmira, New York, and a cigar manufacturing firm established 
at the town of Tioga. The ready market for Tioga County tobacco led grow-
ers to cultivate it extensively, and production in the county increased by 
860 percent between 1879 and 1899. Farming in north-central Pennsylvania 
was intimately tied to the industry across the eastern portion of New York’s 
southern tier, centered in Chemung County. Farmers in that county grew 
over 2.9 million pounds of Big Flats tobacco in 1900. In 1900 ten plants in 
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Elmira processed much of the 4.5 million pounds of tobacco grown in Tioga 
and Bradford counties.49

Farmers cultivated cigar-binder tobacco in Tioga and Bradford counties 
chiefly on river bottomland, but also cultivated it upon the higher river 
benches and even toward the hilltops.50 The soil there produced a leaf with 
a thinner texture and a smaller vein and rib. Tobacco production in Tioga 
County quickly fell off: from 2.8 million pounds in 1899 to 845,957 pounds 
in 1909, 245,327 pounds in 1919, and 188,750 pounds in 1929.51 Tioga grew 
1,785 acres of binder-type, Havana Seed tobacco in 1899 while just 360 acres 
were planted in 1925. The US Department of Agriculture attributed this 
decline to “the absence of local markets and warehouses, unsatisfactory meth-
ods of handling the tobacco, and the lack of uniform types.”52 Consequently, 
the price received by Tioga County farmers fell.53 Elsewhere across north-
central Pennsylvania, tobacco production also declined dramatically in the 
early twentieth century. Clinton County grew 1.2 million pounds in 1899; by 
1929, only 178,077 pounds. Tobacco output in Lycoming County decreased 
from 389,490 pounds to 69,293 pounds over the same time period. Even 
more remarkable, the fall in production in Bradford County was from 1.7 
million pounds in 1899 to 7,895 pounds in 1929.54

The price of tobacco relative to wheat fell during World War I. It more 
than doubled between 1919 and 1923 as the price of wheat fell by 55 percent. 
Tobacco production in Pennsylvania reached its historical peak in 1924 with a 
total of 56,353,741 pounds produced. Lancaster County also recorded its high-
est ever level of tobacco output that year, 51,468,470 pounds. By this time, 
over 90 percent of the tobacco produced in Pennsylvania grew in Lancaster 
County and another 4 percent in York County.55 Unlike across northern 
Pennsylvania, there was a strong local market for cigar tobacco in Lancaster 
and York Counties. The 1898 report of the state factory inspector recorded 
five cigar factories in Clinton County employing ninety-five hands and four 
factories in Lycoming County with about forty-nine workers and no cigar 
factories at all in Tioga and Bradford counties, while across the border in 
New York the sixty-three cigar factories in Chemung and Steuben counties 
employed an average of only three workers each. By contrast, in York County 
alone there were 156 cigar factories and these employed almost 2,400 workers. 
In Lancaster County, there were fifty-eight factories with over 2,800 hands, 
including the William H. Jacobs and Co. factory at Grant and Christian 
streets in Lancaster City. This establishment employed 367 people of which 
twenty were boys and thirty-nine were girls aged thirteen to sixteen.56
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The Great Depression caused a steep drop in tobacco production 
 statewide. Acres cultivated went from 40,040 in 1929 to 17,766 in 1934; 
production fell 60 percent from 50,584,276 pounds to 20,435,725 pounds. 
Every significant tobacco-growing county, except Lycoming, reported a fall 
in output between 1929 and 1934, with Dauphin and York counties both pro-
ducing nearly 90 percent less. The once-thriving Bradford County tobacco 
industry disappeared completely.57 The real price of tobacco collapsed in 
the early 1930s and the relative price fell 29 percent between 1929 and 1934. 
The price fall was a consequence of the huge decline in cigar production in 
Pennsylvania, 35 percent in the real value of output between 1929 and 1939 
and 62 percent in the number of cigar-manufacturing establishments.58 The 
demand for cigar tobacco fell as a result of a quick, dramatic shift in con-
sumer preferences from cigars to cigarettes. In 1920 the per capita consump-
tion of cigars was 79.8 while 418.8 cigarettes were consumed per capita; in 
1935 consumption per capita was 39.5 for cigars and 1,055.6 for cigarettes.59 
The steep decrease in cigar tobacco prices led to marginal tobacco lands all 
across the state being taken out of cultivation so that the yield per acre rose 
46 percent between 1930 and 1940 (see table 2).

Tobacco farming in Pennsylvania was now almost exclusively a Lancaster 
County occupation. In 1934 Lancaster County produced 97 percent of all the 
tobacco cultivated in Pennsylvania; its soil the primary reason why Lancaster 
has been the leading tobacco-producing county. Tobacco grew on practi-
cally all of the soils in the county, but was most extensively in soils of the 
Hagerstown, Conestoga, Manor, Chester, and Elk series. The Hagerstown 
soils are the most productive; yields as high as 2,500 pounds of tobacco per 
acre have been obtained. Hagerstown silt loam is the most common soil type 
in Lancaster County, occupying 24 percent of the county. The principal area 
is a more-than-forty-mile belt averaging seven miles in width stretching all 
the way across the county from east to west. Hagerstown silt loam is residual 
from limestone and occupies nearly level to undulating and rolling valley 
land in Lancaster County, so it drains very well. This is the most valuable 
land in the state for farming. Manor loam is the next most common soil 
type, covering 21 percent of the area in Lancaster County, mainly in the 
southern portion. A very productive tobacco soil also, Manor loam yields an 
average of 1,500 pounds per acre. Yields on the other main tobacco soils in 
the county ranged from 1,200 to 2,000 pounds per acre.60 So, for example, 
the 1920 census reports that 49,335,407 pounds of tobacco were cultivated on 
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37,301 acres in Lancaster County in 1919 for an average yield of 1,323 pounds 
per acre. Elsewhere in Pennsylvania, 6,630,444 pounds were grown on 5,498 
acres, resulting in an average of 1,206 pounds per acre. Additionally, at the 
height of the Pennsylvania tobacco industry in 1899, the average yield in 
Lancaster County was 1,567 pounds of tobacco per acre compared to 1,362 
pounds in the rest of the state. Lancaster County tobacco growers were ten to 
15 percent more productive than farmers elsewhere in the state, and tobacco 
grown in the soils of Lancaster County was of better quality and fetched a 
higher price.61

The federal government attempted to arrest the decline in farm prices 
during the Great Depression by controlling agricultural production through 
the passage of the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933. Its goal was to raise 
the prices of agricultural commodities including tobacco to parity (the 
relationship between farm prices and costs prevailing between 1909–14) 
by voluntary reductions in acreage. Farmers who left fields fallow received 
subsidies. Congress passed the Kerr-Smith Tobacco Control Act in 1934 to 

table 2. Pennsylvania tobacco acreage and productivity

Per Acre

Acres Planted Pounds Yield (2016 dollars)

1880 27,580 1,339 2,394

1890 20,055 1,399 2,785

1900 27,760 1,495 3,182

1910 41,742 1,106 2,559

1920 42,799 1,308 3,265

1930 40,040 1,263 2,125

1940 30,794 1,305 3,100

1950 24,278 1,438 3,763

1959 30,318 1,534 4,039

1969 17,012 1,732 3,400

1982 11,793 1,885 4,407

1992 8,445 1,858 4,024

2002 5,470 1,769 3,759

2012 9,532 2,321 4,428

Sources: Compiled by the author from various historical census publications.
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prevent farmers who did not participate in the acreage reduction program 
from  getting any of its financial benefits. The law levied a sales tax on tobacco 
sold by farmers who did not participate in the acreage reduction program. 
The act was effective as real price of Pennsylvania tobacco rose 80 percent 
between 1933 and 1934.62

In January of 1936, the Supreme Court declared the Agricultural 
Adjustment Act unconstitutional, and Congress repealed the Kerr-Smith Act 
the next month. Following increased production levels, the price of Type 
41 tobacco fell about 13 percent between 1936 and 1937. The Agricultural 
Adjustment Act of 1938 introduced compulsory production controls through 
marketing quotas. These were to be applied to tobacco types at the discretion 
of the US secretary of agriculture, subject to two-thirds approval in a refer-
endum of the affected growers.63 Pennsylvania tobacco farmers have never 
voted to approve production quotas, often voting them down by substantial 
margins. For example, 4,275 growers of Type 41 tobacco voted in a 1962 
referendum with 14 percent favoring marketing quotas for the next three 
years and in the 1980 referendum just 8 percent of growers voted in favor of 
marketing quotas.64 Amish and Mennonite farmers, who led the opposition 
to production quotas, do not believe in accepting government subsidies or 
assistance.65

The real price of Pennsylvania Broadleaf tobacco was one-third higher 
in 1939 than in 1934 and its price relative to wheat went up by 69 percent. 
Consequently, between 1934 and 1939 tobacco acreage in Pennsylvania rose 
from 17,766 to 30,794 and production increased from 20,435,725 pounds to 
40,184,297 pounds. Production in Lancaster County rose from 19,674,825 
pounds in 1934 to 38,011,532 pounds in 1939. Lancaster County now grew 
95 percent of all the tobacco in Pennsylvania. In 1939 only sixteen counties 
cultivated tobacco.66 Figure 9 maps all ten counties that produced at least 
20,000 pounds in 1939. By 1940 production had reverted to its century-
old Lower Susquehanna Valley origins with farmers in Lancaster, York, and 
Dauphin counties producing over 97 percent of all tobacco grown in the 
commonwealth (fig. 10).

Pennsylvania tobacco production continued on a downward trend through 
the rest of the twentieth century, especially over the early 1990s as the rela-
tive price of the crop fell 32 percent from 1990 to 1996. Production was just 
9,677,757 pounds in 2002 with Lancaster County growing 82 percent of the 
total.67 Tobacco’s share of total state farm output was then at its lowest since 
1870. The Fair and Equitable Tobacco Reform Act of 2004 eliminated federal 
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figure 9 Shaded counties each produced more than 20,000 pounds of tobacco in 1939.

Sources: Compiled by the author from the 1940 Census.

farm price support for tobacco at the end of the 2004 crop year. Tobacco 
quota owners and producers received compensation to aid in the transition 
to a free market for tobacco. Farmers are no longer regulated as to who can 
grow tobacco, where it can be grown, and how much.68

In 2004, the last year in which the federal government regulated tobacco 
production and prices, output in Pennsylvania, 8.1 million pounds, was about 
evenly split between Type 41 cigar filler and Type 32, air-cured light south-
ern Maryland belt tobacco used in cigarettes. Marketing quotas for Type 32 
tobacco were last in place in 1965 and Pennsylvania farmers began growing this 
type (also known as Maryland 609) in significant quantities in the early 1980s. 
Type 32 was attractive to Pennsylvania planters due to its favorable price. In 
1982, for example, Type 32 fetched $1.08 a pound while Type 41 sold for $0.73 
a pound and Pennsylvania farmers grew almost 4.5 million pounds of Type 
32 tobacco. Since then, the relative price of Type 41 to Type 32 tobacco has 
risen 96 percent so that in 2016 the price of Type 41 was $2.47 a pound com-
pared to $1.86 a pound for Type 32. This means that although Pennsylvania 
harvested 300,000 pounds more of Type 32 than Type 41 in 2016, the value 
of the Type 41 crop was about $1.8 million higher.69 The state of Maryland’s 
tobacco buyout program, which paid farmers there to stop growing tobacco, 
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contributed to the increased production of Type 32 in Pennsylvania, from 2.1 
million pounds in 2001 to 6.7 million pounds in 2012.70

After 2004 Pennsylvania farmers were able to grow burley tobacco. Burley, 
air-cured like the other types of tobacco grown in the state, matures into 
large yellow leaves and is ground up for use in cigarettes. Burley tobacco 
does not require the same labor-intensive handling as cigar tobacco, meaning 
that it can be profitably grown by farmers without access to the family labor 
available to Amish and Mennonite growers in Lancaster County.71 Burley is 
also easier to grow than cigar filler and Maryland 609 because leaf quality 
is far less important than nicotine content.72 It is also attractive because its 
yield averages 200 pounds more per acre than cigar filler (2,600 versus 2,400 
pounds per acre in 2016) and sells for a similar price.73

figure 10 Relative price of tobacco to wheat, 1940–2016.

Sources: Compiled by the author from Arthur H. Cole, Wholesale Commodity Prices in the 

United States, 1700–1861, Statistical Supplement, Actual Wholesale Prices of Various Commodities 

(Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1938); Frederick Strauss and Louis H. Bean, 

Gross Farm Income and Indices of Farm Production and Prices in the United States 1869–1937 

(Washington, DC: GPO, 1940); and the “Quick Stats” website of the USDA, National 

Agricultural Statistical Service, https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov.

https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov
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Pennsylvania farmers immediately took to growing burley. In 2005 45 
percent of the tobacco grown in the state was burley tobacco (Type 31), with 
types 32 and 41 just about evenly splitting the remaining production. In 2016 
burley grew in about half of all the tobacco acreage in Pennsylvania, and 
61 percent of the tobacco harvested was this type.74 The switch to burley 
tobacco resulted in a large increase in total tobacco yield per acre (see table 2 
above), from $3,759 per acre in 2002 to $4,428 per acre in 2012.

The introduction of burley into the state, along with a sharp increase in 
the price of tobacco relative to wheat, led tobacco production in Pennsylvania 
to more than double over the first decade of the twenty-first century to 
22,119,230 pounds in 2012. Since leaf quality (and, hence, soil quality) is of 
lesser importance for growing burley tobacco, the tobacco-growing region of 
Pennsylvania has once again expanded. Only 70 percent of all the tobacco 
produced in the state was grown in Lancaster County, and thirteen other 
counties produced at least 27,000 pounds of tobacco (fig. 11).75

The spatial distribution of tobacco production in Pennsylvania has fluc-
tuated widely over time, often being highly localized in Lancaster County 
while at other times widely grown across much of the state. This article has 
demonstrated that the geographic distribution of tobacco farming in the 

figure 11 Shaded counties each produced more than 20,000 pounds of tobacco in 2012.

Sources: Compiled by the author from the 2012 Agricultural Census.
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state has been influenced by site characteristics such as soil quality and labor 
 availability and that spatial changes in tobacco production are a result of 
demand side factors affecting the relative profitability of growing tobacco.

david latzko is associate professor of economics at Penn State York. His cur-
rent research interests include Pennsylvania economic history, the economic 
geography of agriculture, and regional macroeconomics.
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