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SETTLEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT OE 
PRAIRJE PROVINCE O F  ILLINOIE 

BY 

E. MURIEL POGGI 
U~tuera6ty of Z l H l d n d s ,  Bbapbll. 

The Prairie Province as here used signifies approxlmarely the 
area of early Wisconsin glaciation in Illinois (fig. I ) .  It was the early 
French sett1ers"Grande Prairie," in which the native vegetation was 

mainly grass; forests covered less than 16 per cent of the area [I] 
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By 1820 Illinois had a population of more than 55,000, practically 

all within the forested areas where running water, fuel, and shelter 

were available, Owing to the lack of these necessities the prairies were 

looked upon as unfit for settleme s aIso c o ~  that 
soil which supparted trees must ior to gr 

About 1830 emigration se, the nu1 L I I C d 3 t F L L L  DWLCS to 

Tllinois. The opening of the Erie Canal gave impetus tr we- 
ment via the Great Lakes, The Illinois-Michigan Canal wa aed 
until 1W, but its influence was felt much earlier as towns were hid 
out along its course during constmction. The population map for 
1840 (fig. 3) slrows that the sparsely settled Grande Prairie was en- 

circled by denser popuIation along the water courses. The discovery 
that p u good crop land aided immigrati by 1840 less 
than o y-fifth remained rtnsettled, the fines 3il of Cham- 

paign I counties being the Iast to be openeu up, ~ o c a l  supplies 
of timber largely controlled the settlement of these grass lich 
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could not be sotd t~nless several acres of forest land were included. 
The relative value of prairie and forest per acre was about one to  

seven [I]. 
In 1841! there was a rush of population away from the Wabash 

River settlements towards the center of the State which was to be 

traversed 57 the Illinois Central railroad. MeLean County, owing to 
the abundance of undulatory timber land and its nearness to the older 

settlements of the Illinois Valley, was now rapidly taken up. The names 
Dry Grove, Blooming Grove (later Blmmington), and Funk's Grove 

FIG. 1. {Left) Map of the' glacial geology of Illinofs according to 
hverett .  (After Sarnpson, H. C. An ecological survey of the prairie Y e w  
tation of Illinois, vol. 13, Ill. State Nat. Hist. ,Survey Bull. Art. 16, p. 530, 
1921.) 

F'ro. 2 (R$gkt> Original prairie and forest area in Illinois. (After 
Brendel & Barronra, vol. 18, I l l .  State Nat. Rist. Survey BrrlT. Art. 16, p. 526, 
1921.) 

are significant. Few settlers ventured away from the timber before 
1850 (fig. 3) .  Champaign County owing to its location in the heart 

of the prairie and consequent lack of timber did not attract settlers. 

Decatur, a mere hamlet in 1836, began to  grow rapidly in the next 

decade due to the belief that a railroad was soon to be built through 

the town [Z]. By 1850 the prairie section had become a dominantly 
rural area in which the great requirement was a market. Inland towns 

such as Bloomington could not furnish one because there were no lines 
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to another large market for distribution. Not until the rail om 

Chicago tapped this region was its future assured. 

Previous to 1850 only beginnings of settlement were r the 

Prairie Province. For several reasons the region was u ve. 

'First there was the lack of timber, secondly much of the land was 
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yielded but slowly to the plough. The greatest drawback :r, 
to settlement and development up to  this time was the inacces~lbtltty 

of the country owing te absence of navigable rivers and of ~d 

consequent lack of markets [3]. 
roads, a1 

In 1850 Congress granted 2,500,000 acres of land to tl of 
IIIinois, the proceeds to be used in the construction of a nuiuL->~uth 

transportation route across the State. This was the origjr )is 
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Central railroad. The main line traversed the western part of the 

prairie belt. The Chicago Branch gave direct connection between that 

city and the mouth of Ohio River, crossing the prairies on the divide 
between the Wabash and the Illinois. Thus the Illinois Central as 

completed in 1'856, contributed two lines of communication across this 

[__ I 

Fxa. 4.  (Above) Railroads In Illinois In 1855 and 1930. 
FIG. 5. {Brlow) Density of population in 1910 and 1920. 

section of the State. The Chicago and Alton, the Wabash, St. Louis 

and Pacific were also built at this time. Besides the railroads, the 

Illinois and Michigan Canal was completed in 1848 which provided 

another route. A transportation system with a primary commercial 

center at Chicago was thus established (fig. 4). 
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The Illinois Central did everything in its power lragr 

imrnipation and the purchase of land. In 1555 the I nged 

from $S.OO to $25.00 an acre, "accorrlinp: to the Iocation, yUaLtL, and 

~ c e  from Jnited States 

-nment h it from 62% 
to $1.2: x~rnuupr~ ur grear rerrulry it had been 

practically valueless owing to lack of transporkation facilities. 

By 1860 lllinois had become the center of the agricuItura1 Iife of 

the nation. During the Civil War the demand for food-stuffs for the  
Union armies, togethe ,oar Eur irvests in that period 

served to stimulate pr ere was .a~val of a quarter of 
a million workers main he farm: ;tate to join the  Union 

Ire sight in the fields, women, children and n 

Le work 151. The use of farm machineq 
use of the level topography, the prairie cou 

lally, came m be exploited by machinery. In Champaign Co 
alue of f from $25,000 in 1850 to r 

$m,m of this machinery the 1111 
ldrrner in spite UI ,age crllrsrIncrIls uuring the Civil War, inc~eaaerl 
his production of food suficientty to meet the enormaus s of 
the castern states during the decade 1860-1 870. 

The period from 1850-1870 was remarkable for the aavance made 

in settlement and development in the Prairie Province. As a result of 
the railroads being built across the region the entire prairie, v e v  

sparsely settled in 1850, became in a decade a highly cultivatecl and pm- 
'ducti- pear 1855 marked the close of atcam- 

boat r aIley. The early settIer faced the river, 

from now on ne Iaceu me railroad. Timberland became relatively less 

important, while the open prairie came to be appreciated at its reaI 

value. The problem of the prairie h'xd been solved, and almost every 

acre of what had hitherto been considered a useless section of the State 

was now utiliz 
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During this perioc continued to inc4 
a slower rate. In the 1860 the rate of 

101.1 per sent. During U ~ C  LWCIILY yrdtb 1870 to 18'33 it wa> only 22.7 

per cent [ 6 ] .  By 1870 the Prairie Province everywhere had a popula- 

tion density of more than 18 to the square mile, except in the undrained 

marshland of the northeast. (Fig. 3.) 
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In  1860 the transition in this section, from the "self suficing" 
stage, where the farmer produced practically everything he needed, to 
commercial agriculture where he specialized on a money crop, and 
bought his supplies, had been accomplished [7]. 

Until 1870 Illinois was primarily an agricultural State. Tradr 

and manufactures were so dependent upon agriculture that their growtl 

only served to accentuate its importance. In  the period 1870 to 18% 
the State rose to a high place of productivity in the fields of rnininj 
and manufacture in addition to agriculture. The importance of thl 
latter cannot be gauged hy the nu persons engaged in it, as 

the figures would lead to the concl ~t it was a declining rather 
than an expanding industry. The e ~n lies in the fact that there 
was a transference during this period from the household to the factory. 

The chief cereal crops jn 1875 were corn, wheat, oats, and barley, 

in the order given. By 1890 the order was corn, oats, wheat, and 
barley. The wheat crop showed the greatest loss and was largely re- 
placed by oats which were well fitted for production in a rapidly de- 
veloping region. These two crops were utilized on the spot in feeding 
livestock, or in the production of prepared foods. The distribution of 
corn throughout the State during this period shows that the Province 
contributed the bulk of the supply. Sangamon County was the center 

of the Corn Beit in 1869, by 1879 it had shifted to McLean and by 
1894 Champaign was the leading county, and the tendency to concen- 
trate upon corn production in this section was very evident. 

The early failure to utilize the mineral resources was due to the 
geologic structure and to sportation. In the central 
portion of the State the G n a shallow syncline thickty 
covered with drift. Transl?urrallun ur oulky commodity like coal, 
over any great distance was impossible except by water, hence the most 

important: mines and their markets were confined to the vicinity of 
streams during the pre-railroacl period [8]. 

Coal was first mined i asis in the Prairie Province 

- in Vermilion County in 1 ~ d e  1860-1870, the greatest 
growth among the 12 chie, by Danville, 191.1 per cent, 

which illustrates the imporrance of this development. Vermilion was 

amang the 5 leading counties for coal production in 1880, and has 

been among the first ten ever since. This county, however, is the only 

one in the Prairie Province in which mining is a major industry. 

The changes during this period, though not as  spectacular as those 
of the previous one, were none the less lasting in their influence. In- 
creased agricultural efficiency, the beginnings of the manufacture of 
agricultural products and the rise of mining centers make it apparent 
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that this was a transitional period during which adjustmeni eing 

made preparatory to the State's great advance in industr hich 

materially affected the population trends in the Prairie Frov~nce. 
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The most striking change in the distribution of popuia~~urr uuring 

the last 40 years has been the growth of the urban centers, which have 

absorbed most of the new comers and caused a decrease in the rural 

popuIation in some counties (figs. 5 and 6). Statistics sltow, how- 

ever, that during the decades 1890-1910, the apparently urbanization of 
the population proceeded rather from the extraordinary growth of 

D I S T R I W O N  OF POPLA 

IN THE 

PRAIRIE PROVINCE 

Fro. 6. (Left)  Density of population in Illinois in 193 ~ i l d  
from figurea in 15th Censns or the United States, 19:315.) 

Frn. 7 .  (RZghtJ Dlstributfon of population In Illinois' Prairie Province 
In 1930. 

the Chicago than from a movement from the fanns to the 
State as a whole. This was not the case in the latter ded the 
1930 statistics show n marked increase in most of the ut .ers. 

In the State there has been an increase in the average Per 
square mile, from 115.7 in 1920 to 136.2 in 1930. The increase In the 

Prairie Province has been much smaller, from 52.8 to  54. Even this is 

misleading as the only counties that show an increase in this section 
contain one 01. more cities which only emphasizes the fact that the ur- 

ban centers have recently been drawing the population [I)]. 
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The map of the 1930 distribution of popuIation in the Prairie 

Province (fig. 7 )  shows the rural type of settlement in this area, 
Apart from the towns of the Illinois Valley, which do not belong 

strictly to the Prairie Province and which.have been treated elsewhere', 
there are only six urban centers with a population of over 10,000. Of 
these Decatur and ~Bloomington were on the original main line of the 

Central and later becaw tant as railroad centers. 

and Mattoon developed ons on the east-west lines 

(ng. 7). 

DanviUe's growth results largt and clay deposits. 

The importance of Champaign ant to the Pocation of 

the State University in the latter Ying been donated 
by Act of Congress in 1865. In 1854 Urbana was merely a depot on 
the Illinois Central with less than 100 dwellings [lo]. Later the east- 

west line from Bloomington ta Danville passed through Champaign 
and Urbana and their future was : 

ancy and cereal producti hand in hand il 

tnd tend to be highly deu : soil is very pro 

aucnve. Only in such places can rrle bull ~ U ~ ~ U L L  absentee Iandlorda 
as well as farmers. In the State 42 per cent of the farms were oper- 
ated by tenants in 1925. Jn the Prairie Province the figure was 55.7 
per cent. From this it appears that the nature of the land tenure of a 
region depends in part tipon geographicaf 1s-the fertility of 

the soil and the nature of the topography- Ruence the type of 
land utilization and ultimately land values ~ U U  LIIC amount of tenancy. 

During this period, 1893 to 1930, the rural population which wa 

established so late in the prairie Province has begun to  turn away fror 
the rich farm lands towards the urban centers, Chicag-a serving as th 
greatest 'hagnet". Human Iabor ~ted by mechanical 
power which enables the individua a larger farm, in- 

crease Iiis output and dispense wit This man power 

set free gravitates to the cities where it is absorbed by expanding 

manufactures. 

I n  less than 100 years this area has developed from a region con- 
.iidered unfit for settlement into one where agriculturp. is extensively 

yet scientifically carried on, and where industries based tlpon agricul- 

hire are already well established. With szrEcient power and excellent 

transportation available it seems likelv that the Province, while usin- 

increasing amounts of its own ag: s, will still have 
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'Bnrrowe. A. EI. Geography of tht Iley. Stntr? Qeologfcr 
S n r v e ~  Ru11. 15 m b h a ,  lllinvk@. 1910. 

2 <:llnss lnaki;lg at  Streator is of co~npnrarlvelp recenr miportance. It la an exten- 
afon up the Illlnoia-fermlliol~ Valley of the Ottoma induslrs whlch la I m s d  upon 
the prvsrnce of St .  1'ela.r snl~tlstrtnt.. 
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surplus for sale outside the State. Agriculture will not decrease in 

importance but it wiIl not stand alone as it has done heretofore. Judg- 
ing from the recent population changes and trends in industrial devel- 

opment, Chicago will probably con >th the p nd 
excess population of the Province 1 Iustrial ci mt 

may be looked for in the cities wit :h as Del ~ n -  
ville, and Bloomington, which, owing ro xavorarrle geograpnlc condi- 

tions, had an early start a10ng industrial lines. 
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