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100 Years of Farm Land Values in Kansas®

by
Wiltred H. Pine’

Kansas has approximately 47.5 million acres in farms, valued at
$18 billion ($381 per acre) in 1977.° In 1880, 21.4 million acres were in
farms, valued at $0.2 billion (based on a census value of $11 per acre),
only slightly more than 1 percent of dollar value in 1977.

The Census of Agriculture has provided farm-land values on a
county basis since 1870 and on a state basis since 1860. Pressly and
Scofield, who used census reports to assemble and publish values for
1850 to 1959, explained that the values per acre as published by the
Bureau of Census included land and improvements and were current
market values (dollars at the date of the census).* All farms were
enumerated until 1950, after which values were estimated from samples
of farms.

This bulletin presents farm-land value data and brief explanations
of trends dating back approximately 100 years.

State Trends

Based on census reports, average value for farmland in Kansas in-
creased from $7 per acre in 1860 to $19 by 1890, but then decreased to
$15 by 1900 (Figure 1). The 1890s were not good years for Kansas far-
mers. Wheat yields were particularly low in 1893, 1894, and 1895 and
prices of wheat were 42, 44, and 45 cents per bushel for those
years—record lows except for 1931 and 1932 (Table 1 and Figure 1).°
Although corn yields were reasonably good in the mid 1890s (24.5
bushels per acre in 1895 and 28.0 in 1896), prices for those years were
19 and 18 cents per bushel. Also, cattle prices were low in the early
1890s—inventory value being as low as $16.80 per head in January 1893
(Table 1 and Figure 1).°

1. Contribution no. 78-29-B. Department of Agricultural Economics, Kansas
Agricultural Experiment Station, Manhattan. Except as noted, land-value data were
taken from Pressly and Scofield, Farm Real Estate Values in the United States by Coun-
ties, 1850-1959, University of Washington Press, Seattle, 1965.

2. Economist, Kansas Agricultural Experiment Station,

3. Acreage, 1974 Census of Agriculture; and value per acre, Farm Real Estate
Market Developments, March, 1977.

4. In Farm Real Estate Values in the United States by Counties, 1850-1959.
S. Kansas State Board of Agriculture, 58th. Annual Report, 1975, Topeka.
6. Kansas Board of Agriculture, Price Patterns, 1957, Topeka.
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Table 1. Yields and prices of wheat and corn and inventory
value of cattle from 1870 to 1974 in Kansas.

Wheat Corn Cattle?
Yield(bu)  Price($) Yield(bu)  Price($) $/head

1870 15.5 1.07 31.3 .48 19
1880 141 .86 29.7 .29 20
1890 141 .69 28.6 .30 24
1900 13.3 © .57 21.2 .30 20
1910 14.0 .71 22.4 .43 23
1920 13.2 1.29 15.5 .94 42
1925 13.4 1.16 22.5 .65 34
1930 12.8 1.18 19.9 .72 39
1935 12.6 .57 13.3 .50 28
1940 1.1 .83 12.9 Nal 29
1945 15.8 1.09 23.6 .87 51
1950 15.9 1.90 24.7 1.49 92
1954 15.7 2.12 25.5 1.53 129
1959 19.7 1.92 32.6 1.19 104
1964 24.4 1.76 47 1 1.09 127
1969 24.0 1.35 68.4 1.14 130
1974 33.1 2,37 87.8 1.87 221

1. Yields and values for each census year are averages for years since preceding Census. Data from Kansas Stale Board of
Agriculture: 58th Annual Report, 1975; and Price Pattarns, 1957.

2. Inventory value Januay 1.

From 1900 to 1920 land values moved up rapidly, reaching $62 per
acre, a four-fold increase.in 20 years. The price of wheat reached $2.14
in 1919, a high not exceeded until 1947. Prices of corn and cattle
followed the same pattern. But the next 20 years, 1920 to 1940, the
average per-acre value of farmland decreased S0 percent, which was
associated with sharp declines in prices and the drought of the 1930s.
Land values rose nearly threefold during the next 15 years, 1940 to 1955
(1954 census), a period of increasing yields and crop and livestock
prices. During the next 15 years (1955 to 1970) land values doubled,
even though prices of wheat, corn, and cattle declined and dry weather
had cut yields early in the period. New technology, farm enlargement,
and other factors were involved.

During the S5 years from 1969 to 1974 land values doubled,
reaching an average of $301 per acre. Exceptional yields and high
prices associated with general inflation, new technology, investment in
farmland as a hedge against inflation, increase in export demand, farm
enlargement, desire of the urban employed to live in the country, and
other factors have strongly pressured land values upward.

The strength in the farin real estate market slackened in late 1976
and early 1977, however, as a result of lowered prices of major farm
products (decrease in foreign demand) and dry years. High energy costs
may now be discouraging country living and high input costs are
helping to reduce farm income. Some farmers are approaching finan-
cial difficulties, particularly cash-flow problems.
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Country and Area Trends

Land values for Kansas counties were first reported by the 1870
census, though not until 1890 were values reported for all 105 counties
as they are now organized (Table 2). Shawnee County had the highest
average value ($36) in 1870; the capitol city and Kansas River land
probably accounted for that. Since 1870 counties near Kansas City and
Wichita have had the largest increases in land values. For example,
values in the northeastern Kansas counties of Johnson, Jefferson, and
Jackson were about the same in 1870, but by 1974 the value in Johnson
county (which includes a major portion of Kansas City, Kansas) was
about three times that of either Jefferson or Jackson county.

In central Kansas, values in Sedgwick county (which includes
Wichita) and Ottawa County were the same in 1870, but by 1974 farm-
land in Sedgwick County was worth twice that in Ottawa County.
Irrigation in western Kansas and mineral resources in various areas
have affected counties differently. Land value in Brown County (which
was considered the best corn county in the state) in 1920 was $202 far
greater than that in any other county except Wyandotte (including
much of Kansas City). In 1974 Brown County farmland had a value
$460; however, several other counties had higher values and since 1920
the increase in land value in Brown County has not been so large as that
in some other counties, for example, Douglas (from $109 to $499) and
Leavenworth (from $107 to $538) counties.

Haskell County, a highly irrigated county, moved from $18 per
acre in 1940 to $471 in 1974. The Greeley County value was $7 in 1940
and $238 in 1974. Kearny County values were $11 in 1940 and $250 in
1974.

To gain a picture of changes in land values throughout the state, I
grouped the counties into the 9 crop-reporting districts (Figure 2),’
then weighted the value for each county in that district by the acreage
in farms reported in the Census of Agriculture, beginning with 1880. I
found the overall trends in the crop-reporting districts to be similar
(Table 3). The increases were more gradual in the western than in the
eastern districts until recent years. Percentage increases from 1969 to
1974 were greater in the western, south-central, and southeastern
districts than in the other districts. In 1974 values per acre were about
$100 more in the eastern than in the western districts.

Large increases in feed production through irrigation, ac-
companied by feedlots and associated agri-businesses, contributed to
the sharp increase from 1969 to 1974 in western Kansas. Urban in-
fluences helped to boost prices in south-central Kansas. Area develop-
ment and ‘“catching up’’ of land prices likely affected the increase in
southeastern Kansas.

The usual factors (prices, yields, and costs of inputs) affecting
dollar incomes to land owners and such outside factors as the use of
rural land as a hedge against inflation or a place to live and play will
determine future trends in land values. General inflation and cost of
energy quite likely will be major factors.

7. Statistical Division, Kansas State Board of Agriculture, Topeka.
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Figure 2. Crop-reporting districts, Kansas.

Table3. Value per acre of farmiand and improvements in Kansas for census years 1880 to
1974, by crop-reporting district and for the state.’

NW wC Sw NC C SC NE EC SE  STATE
1880 $ 3 § 3 $ 4 § 8 $10 § 8 $18 § 17 $ 11 §11
1890 7 6 7 17 18 18 29 25 19 2]
1900 5 4 3 16 16 14 33 24 17 15
1910 20 16 18 47 47 49 69 47 37 40
1920 32 22 27 69 7 75 118 83 61 62
1925 30 23 24 55 62 54 91 69 48 50
1930 28 24 31 50 64 58 82 61 41 49
1935 18 16 20 32 40 39 51 38 25 31
1940 15 12 15 29 42 43 46 35 27 30
1945 25 22 27 39 58 58 57 44 33 41
1950 46 51 60 58 85 86 83 67 53 66
1954 60 60 66 70 102 11 92 81 4l 80
1959 75 72 85 86 119 134 121 113 92 100 .
1964 94 101 104 111 138 143 143 134 112 122
1969 113 114 137 146 164 179 211 200 156 159
1974 250 234 276 269 294 361 367 365 312 301

1. County values weighted by acres in farms.
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