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EXTENSIVE COLLECTION OF DEERE’S “SMALL-FARM” TRACTOR LINE COMING TO DAVENPORT
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1941 John Deere LI Styled

In the early 20th century, the agriculture business was rapidly
changing with the introduction of first steam-powered and
then gasoline-powered machinery meant to ease the burden
on the American farmer, allowing them to complete more
work in a shorter timeframe than they had ever been able
to before with their teams of horses. However, despite the
technological advancements, many small farmers across the
country simply couldn’t justify the costs for a tractor that was
expensive, too large and more powerful than what they needed
for their workloads. It was only a matter of time before John
Deere would meet these farmers on the fields to provide them
with a reasonable solution: the L-series tractor, a fine selection
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of which is set to be offered on November 9 at Mecum Gone
Farmin’s 2018 Iowa Premier in Davenport, Iowa.
By the 1930s, John Deere was selling more than 20 percent of
the tractors in the American market, placing itself in a good
position against its competitors and proof positive that it had
built a loyal customer base. As such, it also opened up doors
for John Deere, allowing it to shift its focus to other markets,
such as that of the small American farmer, in order to further
grow its web of customers and the John Deere brand.
It was in 1935 that John Deere began work on a tractor aimed
at replacing the two-horse teams many small farmers were
still using throughout the nation. With those farmers in mind,

John Deere knew that this new, small tractor had to accomplish
two things to find success in this market; its power had to
exceed that of two horses, and its price had to be below $500.
While no budget was provided for its development, meaning
expenses related to the project had to be kept to a minimum,
John Deere did stipulate that the project should be completed
as quickly as possible.
Working out of John Deere’s Wagon Works in Moline, Illinois,
Chief Engineer and Manager Ira Maxon hired on friend and former
John Deere employee Willard Nordsen, who soon determined
that if John Deere wanted to meet its $500 maximum price for
its new tractor, which it had now deemed the “Model Y,” it could
not afford to build its own engine. With the company’s blessing
to find a new engine, so long as it was a 2-cylinder, Nordsen
first turned to the 8 HP Novo C-66 engine built by the Novo
Company of Lansing, Michigan. As many as six experimental
Model Y tractors were built with the engine and tested in the
field, and while the tractor itself proved promising, the initial
engine choice did not.
Nordsen then turned his focus to the 56 CI, 8 HP, 2-cylinder
Hercules NXA engine. Produced in the spring of ’36, the engines
were placed into the test Model Ys and found success, with
John Deere ordering 20 of the engines, which were to be placed
into Model Y tractors already built and waiting at the Wagon
Works. Other than the engine, the Model Y was primarily
built of hand-assembled parts and parts acquired from other
manufacturers, such as the Ford Model A steering components.
John Deere built a total of 26 Model Y tractors that it shipped
around the country to show the American farmers what it was
working on, and then directed the crew at the Wagon Works to
refine the tractor a bit and design equipment built specifically
for the Model Y.
Maxon and his crew immediately began work on what it was
now calling the Model 62, making numerous improvements
to the Model Y, including a new transmission, a new castiron front chin, cast-iron wheels instead of pressed steel,
and larger fenders to improve driver safety. More Hercules
engines began to arrive in February 1937, and with production
commencing in March of that year, 72 of the tractors would
be built and shipped before production ended in July of
that year, with an additional handful built and kept by the
factory for testing and experimentation. However, it was
soon apparent that the tractor was costing John Deere a bit
too much to meet its $500 price tag, and as such efforts were
made to trim back costs, including putting the pressed-steel
wheels back on the tractor and shortening the fenders. John
Deere began production of the modified tractor in September
that year, now calling it the Model L.
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1945 John Deere LI With Duals
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1938 John Deere L With Mud Lugs
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1939 John Deere L
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A more well-rounded machine, the Model L was released
alongside a full line of implements built specifically for it,
including a plow, planter, cultivator, mower and other machinery.
The addition of a new type of drawbar also proved attractive
to those farmers who had held out and were still using horse
teams, as it could be adjusted both vertically and horizontally,
meaning it would work with just about any piece of equipment
the farmer had that was previously drawn by his horse team. John
Deere also marketed the small tractor to the industrial market,
as it was cheap enough for nearly any highway department to
purchase for tasks like roadside maintenance, and John Deere
would even paint the tractor in industrial or highway yellow
for its use as such. It’s estimated that somewhere between
about 1,300 and 1,502 of these tractors were built in the first
year of production before it was sent to be re-styled with new
sheet metal to surround the engine and new wheels as starters.
The first of the newly styled Model L tractors built for the
1939 model year was built late in 1938, now sporting a Hercules
gasoline engine good for a full 10 HP, at which time John Deere
also started production on a Model L built specifically for
industrial use, the LI. While previously it had sold some Model

L

L tractors both styled and unstyled, sent from the factory in
industrial yellow or highway orange paint, the new Model LI
featured shortened spindles on the front axle and spacers on
the rear wheels, creating a shorter, wider tractor. The industrial
tractor also featured hydraulics, likely used to operate a sickle
mower for mowing ditches.
Going into the 1940 model year, John Deere improved the tractor
again, replacing the Spicer transmission with one it built in-house.
And then in 1941, John Deere took those improvements to the
next level, now installing its very own engine good for 10 HP, and
an electric starter and generator. John Deere also introduced the
Model LA that year, a slightly larger version of the L with a John
Deere engine that was built to run a bit faster and was good for 14
HP, a heavier frame and cast wheels instead of steel, making it a
full 700 pounds heavier.
Sales of the L dropped substantially with the release of the LA,
though the entire L-series lineup still continued to sell quite well for
the next few years of its production life. However, with the new Model
M prepared to offer farmers features that would make John Deere’s
older tractors obsolete, the Model L series came to an end in August
1946, when the very last L-series tractor rolled out of the factory.

1938 John Deere LI Unstyled
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Today, the L series remains popular among collectors, perhaps
as it marks John Deere’s first foray into appealing to the nation’s
smaller farms. However, it’s certain that the tractors stature
is appealing in itself, small enough that it can be housed in a
garage, fairly easily worked on in a small shop with minimal
tools and even used in the family garden. And the John Deere
L Collection headed to Davenport this November is a great
opportunity for collectors to get their hands on a wonderful
example. The collection spans the production of the tractor
including examples from its first and last years of production
in L, LI and LA form, as well as selections from in between.

From 1938 comes a John Deere L with Mud Lug wheels as well
as an unstyled LI. Those that come with attachments include a
1939 John Deere L that comes with a harrow and a 1945 L with
a subsoiler. And coming from the final year of production, the
1946 John Deere LA rounds out the collection with its slightly
larger size and more powerful John Deere engine. With choices
from throughout the production of John Deere’s L series, it’s
certain that these tractors will be popular among collectors
in Davenport, and missing Gone Farmin’s 2018 Iowa Premier
could mean losing out on the chance to pick up an exquisite
L-series tractor of your very own.

1945 John Deere L E/S

1946 John Deere LA

1939 John Deere L With Harrow

1945 John Deere L With Subsoiler
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