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Now & Then in Ripon ...  Looking back with the Ripon Historical Society
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Wautoma since November 2007
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Ripon business patented the grain drill in 1867
This is the fourth in a series 

of articles about Inventions Ri-
ponites designed that were ap-
proved by the US Patent Office 
in Washington DC. 

People from Ripon who ap-
plied for patents weren’t just 
inventors. Most owned and oper-
ated businesses for their everyday 
income. Some were farmers 
seeking to improve their equip-
ment and related items. This is 
similar to the Wright Brothers, 
who invented the airplane when 
their day job was operating a 
bicycle shop.

Andrew R. Eggleston (1868-
1961) was born on a 120-acre 
farm off of rural Eureka Road, 
north of Ripon. Upon his father’s 
death when he was 6 years old, 
Eggleston moved with his mother 
and siblings to a house at the 
corner of State and Maple streets 
in Ripon. 

Eggleston grew up to have 
a continued interest in farm-
ing, which drew him to become 
the owner of 75 acres of land 
just north of his father’s former 
property.

He also became  a business 
partner with Charles F. Swain 
(1832-1904) during the 1860s, 
co-owning Eggleston & Swain 
Farm Implements in Ripon. 

Swain was the son of German 
immigrants and he grew up to 
become a machinist. 

Inventors of the grain 
drill and also sellers of 
farm implements

On Feb. 19, 1867,  Eggleston 
& Swain were granted a U.S. Pat-
ent for the design of an improved 
seeding machine. 

A horse-drawn implement, the 

seeder could be set or calibrated 
to create evenly plowed rows 
while also setting seeds for plant 
growth, and covering the seeds 
with topsoil. The invention was 
horse-drawn, and had a box to 
hold the actual plant seeds as a 
completely automated piece of 
equipment. 

Witnesses to the patent ap-
plication included Ripon resident 
and attorney George Perkins 

(1820-1906), who went on to 
become a Fond du Lac County 
Judge.

Launch & recognition
The Wisconsin State Agri-

cultural Society gave honorable 
mention to the new Eggleston & 
Swain Seed Grain Drill as a “seed 
invention” when the product was 
first seen in exhibition in the year 
1868. 

The seed grain drill was adver-
tised as a “broadcast sower and 
cultivator combined” and may be 
found featured in The Wisconsin 
Farmer Volume 
No. 18 edition, 
publ ished in 
Madison, Wis., 
in 1867. 

That article 
also noted that 
the seed grain 
drill is “to be 
used for spring 
planting of cereal grains, evenly 
spaced ross, shallow trenches, 
this grain spreader drops seed at 
pre-selected distances and covers 
them with soil.” 

There were 50 manufacturers 
of seed and grain drills by 1890, 

which proves the popularity and 
use of the Eggleston & Swain 
product concept. 

The seed and grain drill is 
credited with a 
more-even seed 
ge rmina t ion 
and also reduc-
ing weeds in 
modern farm-
ing today.

The Ripon 
Historical So-

ciety is the oldest continually 
operating historical society in 
Wisconsin. It is open Fridays and 
Saturdays 10 a.m. to 1 p.m.

For more information follow 
us at Facebook/riponhistory or 
www.riponhistory.org

LEFT AND ABOVE, is the patent issued to Andrew R. Eggleston and 
Charles F. Swain for their improved seeing machine. Bottom left are 
accompanying drawings that went with the patent.      submitted photo

33 There were 110 U.S. 
Patent applications 

filed from individuals from 
Ripon in the 1800s
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