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There were ten original Morrow Plots, three of which were laid out in 1876 and 
the rest three years later. They were each ^ acre in size. In 1903 all but 
three of the plots were discontinued. The following year each of these was 
reduced to about 1/5 acre and was divided in half, making a total of six 1/10- 
acre plots. That is how they remain today. The fenced-in area measures 208 x 
282 feet.

The plots follow three cropping systems. The two north plots have grown corn 
continuously since 1876. The two middle plots have been cropped to a corn-oats 
rotation. Since 1904 catch crops have been seeded in the oats on the southern 
of these two plots, and plowed down the following spring for corn. Since 1901 
the two plots at the south have been cropped to a corn-oats-red clover rotation, 
Before then, the rotation was corn-corn-oats-meadow-meadow-meadow. Since 1904 
one plot of the two in each rotation has received a manure-limestone-phosphorus 
(MLP) treatment.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
Begun in 1876 and enlarged in 1879, the Morrow Plots at the University of Illinois were 
the first field experiment plots established by a college in the United States. They 
were reduced in number from 10 to three in 1904. Of great importance in proving that 
prairie soil could be depleted by the continuous cropping of corn, they continue to 
provide data on the effect of crop rotation and the impact of organic and chemical 
nutriments on plant yields.

History

Prof. Manly Miles of the University of Illinois laid out the first soil experiment plots 
in 1876. They were named after George E. Morrow, Miles 1 strongest supporter at the 
University. Three in number, they were each one-half acre in size. The purpose of the 
experiment was to prove that the continuous growing of corn would deplete prairie soil 
and, conversely, that crop rotation would increase plant yields. Three years later 
Prof. George E. Morrow increased the number of plots to 10.

During the early years, university officials peribdically reported the results of experi­ 
mentation to the State Horticultural Society of Illinois, which in turn made it available 
to farmers throughout the State. Information concerning the experiment also appeared in 
the college catalogue, but it was not until 1888 that the university began keeping 
accurate records of crop yields and that knowledge of the testing became widely known. 
By 1904 the value of the investigation had become conclusively apparent. It was evident 
beyond a doubt that the depletion of prairie soil was indeed possible and that crop rota­ 
tion was an effective method of preventing soil exhaustion.

In 1903, -officials reduced the number of experimental plots to three in order to provide 
space for college expansion. Of the remaining plots, only one dated from 1876. The 
following year, the plots were reduced about one-fifth of an acre and divided in half to 
make siz plots one-tenth of an acre in size. This arrangement has survived to the present 
day. , Also in 1904, college-»git*»pitats broadened the scope of investigation by treating 
the south half of each of the plots with animal fertilizers and other nutriments.

The.Morrow Plots show the comparative value of three kinds of cropping systems. The two 
northern plots have Been planted in corn continuously since 1876, the middle plots have 
been cropped on a corn and oats rotation since 1879, and the two southern plots have been 
sown alternately with corn, oats, and red clover since 1901. Among other things, experi­ 
mentation has demonstrated and/or verified that continuous planting of the same crop 
lowers the productive power of prairie soil, that crop rotation is an effective preven- 
tative of soil exhaustion, and that depleted soil can be regenerated by chemical treatment,
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Although the University of Illinois was the first to establish field experiment plots 
in the United States, the knowledge gained there in the early years was not widely 
disseminated. No accurate records of crop yields were kept until after the establish­ 
ment of the University of Illinois Agricultural Experiment Station in 1888. By that 
time many colleges had agricultural experiment stations or were conducting informal 
experiments of a similar kind. Agronomists at Pennsylvania State College were the 
first to perform field experiments with fertilizers in 1881. The Jordon Plots, how­ 
ever, were destroyed in 1958. At Sanborn Field, established at the University of 
Missouri in 1888, similar experiments in crop rotation and soil depletion were per­ 
formed on a somewhat larger scale. Sanborn Field became a National Historic Landmark 
in 1965.

Yet the investigations made at the University of Illinois loom large in early agri­ 
cultural research, especially in the area of prairie soils. Most college texts in 
agronomy mention the experiments conducted there.
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