
a. BACKGROUND INFORMATION: Cyrus H. McCormick successfully produced 
a reaper shor t ly  a f t e r  he took over the project  on which h i s  fa ther ,  
Robert McCormick, had worked spasmodically f o r  twenty years. An 
inventive t a l e n t  inheri ted from h i s  father,  d i r e c t  experience with 
the problems of harvesting grain, and the long t e s t ing  of various 
mechanical principles by h i s  fa ther  gave Cyrus a sound foundation 
f o r  taking over the reaper project.  

Avoiding h i s  f a t h e r ' s  mistakes, Cyrus, i n  the ear ly  summer of 
1831, constntcted a small experimental machine designed on pr inciples  
en t i r e ly  d i f f e ren t  from h i s  f a t h e r ' s  machines. 

A public t r i a l  held i n  the f i e l d  of John Steele  i n  l a t e  July 
successfully proved h i s  theory of cutt ing.  Seven basic principles 
incorporated i n  t h i s  reaper, the divider,  ree l ,  s t r a igh t  reciprocating 
knife, f ingers  o r  guards, platform, main wheel and gearing, and the  
front-side d r a f t  t ract ion,  together with t h e i r  d i s t inc t ive  combination, 
remain e s sen t i a l  t o  reaping machinery today. Forerunners of McCormick 
had used one o r  more of these seven principles pr ior  t o  1631, but he 
was the first t o  uni te  them a l l  i n t o  an ef fec t ive  whole. 

Cyrus recognized that t h i s  first machine was f a r  from perfect i n  
cut t ing the grain. So skept ical  was he of i t s  value that he waited 
u n t i l  1 6 9  t o  p l t e n t  it, and he d id  not feel jue t i f i ed  i n  seeking a 
wide market f o r  It u n t i l  1840, Close thought and experimentation 
continued f o r  f i f t e e n  years. Each one of the p r i n c i m l  p a r t s  was 
considerably refashioned p r io r  t o  1846, but no basic change i n  
construction proved t o  be necessary. 

A counter-claim advanced i n  the recent past on behalf of C y r u s '  
f a ther  by some members of the McCormick family deserves consideration. 
I f  Robert McCormick were the inventor of the reaper, Cyrus would s t i l l  
merit recognition as its successful manufacturer. However, h i s  chief 
t i t l e  t o  fame would be t ransferred t o  h i s  fa ther .  A recent and 
thorough biographer, William T. Hutchinson, has c r i t i c a l l y  examined 
the f a c t s  and the motivation fo r  the controversy. H i s  conclusion i s  
t h a t  the wealth of material  on agr icu l tura l  history,  careful ly  
assembled over a period of twenty-five years, makes cer ta in  beyond 
a doubt t h a t  Cyrus McCormick invented the reaper which bears h i s  name. 

Hutchinson's work presents with conviction the thes i s  t h a t  the 
reaper was probably the most important of a11 the inventions made 
during the f i r s t  half of the 19th century which revolutionized 
agriculture.  Grain was a s tap le  crop throughout the  temperate 
zones of the world, and the appnrancc of n m?chino which pcrmittrd 
tho fnrmcr t o  rcnp no much gruin oo ho coul<l now l l r o ~ ~ ~ : l ~ l ,  cl\r~~\tf:-n I I I  
cereal-culture ria f a r  rcuchlng i n  t h c l r  in~portrincc uo Ll~ooo f l ~ ) u l t ~ f ,  
from the cotton gin. Ao Vhitncy's invention s igni f icant ly  nffectcd 
one of the basic  necessi t ies  of human l i f e ,  so the f i r s t  successf i l  
reaper was of great  izifXuence ugon the food supply of the world. 



Cyrus McCormick not only pioneered i n  the invention and evolution 
of reaping machinery, but a l s o  i n  the  creat ion of modern business 
methods. He became a large-scale producer bringing the reaper t o  a 
national market; he was one of the most sbccessful manufacturers i n  
America's first era  of "big business." More than most men, he possessed 
the a b i l i t y  t o  t rans la te  h i s  creat ive ideas i n t o  r ea l i t y .  
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The blacksmith shop a t  Walnut Grove handled the manufacture of the 
reapers a s  long as the market f o r  them was local.  Robert and Leander 
McCormick, with the help of t h e i r  slaves and an occasional hired man, 
formed the fac tory  personnel. The s t e e l  s ick les  required f i n e  workman- 
ship and were made by a sk i l l ed  workman i n  the vicini ty .  
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Beginning i n  1843, the franchise t o  bui ld  the reaper was sold t o  
men i n  various sect ions of the  s ta te .  The following year Cyrus made 
a swing through the  north and west and arranged manufacturing franchises 
i n  Brockpr t ,  New York, Cincinnati and other western p ~ i n t s .  These 
licensed manufacturers, however, proved l e s s  carefu l  than the workers 
a t  Walnut Grove and turned out p o r l y  made machines. McCormick 
determined t o  save the good reputation of h i s  reaper by concentrating 
t h e i r  manufacture i n  one place and under h i s  own direct ion.  Thus, i n  
1847 he established h i s  own plant i n  Chicago and closed other  manu- 
facture  i n  one place and under h i s  own direct ion.  Thus, i n  1847 he 
established h i s  own plant i n  Chicago and closed other manufacturing 
contracts a s  promptly a s  possible. By 1850 the McCormick reaper had 
won a nat ional  reputation and market. World-wide recognition followed. 

The French, f o r  example, made him a chevalier of the Legion of 
Honor and i n  1879 elected him a member of the French Academy of 
Sciences a s  having done more for agricul ture  than any other l iv ing  
man. 
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Status:  The workshop where Cyrus McCormick b u i l t  the  first 
successful reaper and the family home are  both very well preserved. 
The workshop i s  a small square log building on a high stone foundation. 
It i s  t o  the s ide of a well-kept picnic and parking area and is  kept 
open a s  the  McCormick Memorial.. The large, two-story br ick farm home 
i s  equally as well  maintained and provides off ice  space f o r  the work 
of the Shenandoah Valley Research Station. 

E N T R Y N U M B E R  D A T E  



7 b. BOUNDARIES: This property consis ts  of approximately 3 acres  which 
have been set aside by the current owners t o  memorialize McCormick. 
Within t h i s  t r a c t  a r e  3 buildings used by McCormick. There i s  a l so  
a brick house which serves a s  an of f ice  and home f o r  farm Superintendent 
McClure. M r .  McClure advises t h a t  the  br ick house is  not normally 
considered a pa r t  of the McCormick memorial, even though it was b u i l t  
when McCormick was about 10 years of age and McCormick l ived there  f o r  
many years. 
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STATEMENT O F  S I G N I F I C A N C E  - n ~. 
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Of all the invention; that' revolutionized agriculture during the 

I first halt of the 19th century, Cyrus McCormick's mechanical reaper 

(1834) was probably the most important. It made it possible for one 

man to harvest as much grain in a day as had required the Labor of 

/ several men with the more primitive scythes and cradles. Both I 
McCormick's workshop, a small log building on a high stone 

foundation, and his large brick farmhouse have been well preserved. 
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As the d e s i ~ n a t e d  S t e t c  Idisison o f f i c e r  for  the N ~ .  
tionnl Historic Preserva t ion  of 1966 (pub l i c  l , ew 

89-665).  I hereby nominate t h i s  property for inclusion 

in  t he  National Rczis te r  and cert ify that it h a s  bee,, 
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I l ~ r e b y  cer t i fy  tllat t h i s  properly i s  included in  the  

National  Register .  




