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for the dinner tables in the increasingly 
prosperous cities to the east. 

Texans could produce cotton and 
beef in abundance, but the other 
characteristics of the Texas landscape 
made moving products to faraway 
markets expensive and time-consuming. 

Texas doesn’t have rivers to rival the 
Mississippi, Ohio or Missouri. Over time, 
water flowing over Texas’ flat terrain 
carved out the Brazos, Canadian, 
Colorado and Red rivers— waterways 
that were relatively short and shallow, 
giving them only limited value as trade 
routes for shipping products to market. 

The receding Paleozoic seas left 
Texas with a long but marshy shoreline 
along the Gulf of Mexico, with few good 
natural harbors. Even Galveston, fated to 
become the state’s most bustling port, 
remained small relative to New Orleans a 
few hundred miles to the east.  

Because of the limits imposed by 
geology and geography, early Texas 
farmers faced the ordeal of shipping 
cotton bales and cattle hundreds of miles 
to the Gulf coast, usually overland, then 
loading their goods on ships for journeys 
of thousands of additional miles to 
market. The high cost of moving goods 
to market was a significant obstacle to 
economic growth as settlers flocked to 
Texas in the early 1800s.
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of these seas. River-borne silt slowly 
buried the organic matter, the mud 
hardening into the ancient sedimentary 
rock that lies below the soil in much of 
present-day Texas. 

Under intense heat and pressure, these 
pockets of dead organic matter turned 
into the oil, coal and gas deposits that 
lie beneath the state—from East Texas to 
the Permian Basin. Once discovered and 
tapped, these resources would fuel the 
oil boom that led the Texas economy’s 
growth for a century.

Cotton and cattle

Long before human beings arrived on 
the scene, the seas receded and the land 
rose, allowing natural forces to shape the 
Texas we know today. As in every other 
part of the world, people first focused 
on how well Texas’ natural environment 
would support agriculture.

A temperate climate combined with a 
flat landscape and fertile soils to make 
Texas an ideal place to grow a wide 
variety of crops. The state lies far enough 
south to create a moderate climate, with 
annual average temperatures between 
70 and 82 degrees Fahrenheit. Below 
the Panhandle, the growing season lasts 
more than 210 days, increasing to 300-
plus days in the Rio Grande Valley. 

Rainfall patterns favored settlement 

in the eastern half of the state, which 
receives up to 60 inches of rain a year, 
enough to support the cultivation 
techniques typically used in the wetter 
regions of the United States. West of 
the 98th meridian, which cuts through 
Jacksboro, annual rainfall declines to less 
than 30 inches a year, suitable only for 
dryland farming. 

Texas farmers have always grown 
food for their families and communities, 
of course, but it didn’t take long for 
cash crops to begin dominating the 
agricultural sector. 

The state’s wetter parts were well-
suited for growing cotton, which could 
be sold to the traders who dealt in the a 
raw material demanded by the booming 
textile mills in the Northeast and England. 
Where the Texas climate was too dry or 
too cold for cotton, many early Texas 
farmers turned to cattle, producing beef 

Continued on page 3

Texas farmers have always 
grown food for their families 
and communities, of course, 

but it didn’t take long for cash 
crops to begin dominating the 

agricultural sector. 



H

http://www.oneilcenter.org
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/swgqz
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/swgqz

