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History Of John Deere
Tractors

The Green Revolution: A
Comprehensive History of John
Deere Tractors

When  you  picture  the  American  farm,  a  familiar
shade of green and yellow often comes to mind. For
over  a  century,  John  Deere  tractors  have  been
synonymous  with  reliability,  innovation,  and
agricultural  progress.  The history of  John Deere
tractors is not merely a corporate timeline; it is a
living  narrative  of  how mechanization  transformed
farming  from  backbreaking  labor  into  a  modern,
productive  enterprise.  From  the  earliest  steam-
powered  behemoths  to  today’s  GPS-guided
autonomous  machines,  Deere  &  Company  has
consistently shaped the way the world grows food.
This  article  explores  the  key  milestones  that  define
the evolution of these iconic green machines, tracing
their  journey from a simple plow to  the high-tech
workhorses of the 21st century.

Understanding the history of John Deere tractors
requires first looking at the man himself. John Deere,



a blacksmith from Vermont, moved to Grand Detour,
Illinois, in 1836. There, he observed the struggles of
pioneer  farmers  whose  cast-iron  plows  constantly
clogged  with  the  sticky  Midwestern  soil.  In  1837,
Deere  crafted  a  polished  steel  plow  that  scoured
cleanly, a breakthrough that dramatically eased the
farmer’s  burden.  This  single  invention  laid  the
foundation  for  a  company  that  would  eventually
dominate  the  agricultural  machinery  industry.
However, it would take several more decades before
the  company  produced  its  first  tractor,  a  machine
that  would  come  to  define  the  brand.

The Pre-Tractor Era and the First
Self-Propelled Machines

For  the  first  75  years  of  its  existence,  John  Deere
focused on plows, cultivators, and other horse-drawn
implements. The company grew steadily, but the true
revolution in farm power began with the development
of the traction engine. In the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, steam-powered tractors emerged, but they
were  massive,  expensive,  and  cumbersome.  John
Deere did not immediately enter this market. Instead,
the  company  began  experimenting  with  internal
combustion  engines.  In  1912,  the  firm  produced  its
first  gasoline-powered  tractor,  the  John  Deere  All-
Wheel-Drive, but it was not a commercial success. It
was a three-wheeled design with a unique drivetrain
that proved too complex and unreliable.
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The real turning point came in 1918 when John Deere
purchased the Waterloo Gasoline Engine Company of
Waterloo, Iowa. This acquisition was a masterstroke,
giving  Deere  access  to  the  proven  Waterloo  Boy
tractor, a rugged, reliable machine that had already
earned a reputation on farms across the Midwest. The
Waterloo  Boy  Model  R  became  the  first  tractor  to
carry the John Deere name. This machine, with its
distinctive  two-cylinder  engine,  established  the
pattern  that  would  define  the  company  for  the  next
four decades. The history of John Deere tractors
truly  begins  with  this  purchase,  marking  the
company’s  serious  entry  into  the  tractor  business.

The Golden Age of the Two-Cylinder:
Models D, A, B, and G

The Iconic Model D

In 1923, John Deere introduced the Model D, the first
tractor  designed  entirely  in-house.  It  was  a  stark,
functional machine that quickly became known as the
“D”. The two-cylinder engine gave it a distinctive, low
“pop-pop”  sound  that  farmers  affectionately  called
the “Johnny Popper”. The Model D was legendary for
its  durability  and  fuel  economy.  Many  of  these
tractors remained in service for decades, a testament
to  their  solid  engineering.  The  history  of  John
Deere  tractors  would  not  be  complete  without
celebrating the Model D, which set the standard for



the entire two-cylinder line.

The Versatile Model A and Model B

As  the  Great  Depression  gripped  the  nation,  John
Deere  responded  with  smaller,  more  affordable
tractors.  The  Model  A,  introduced  in  1934,  was  a
general-purpose row-crop tractor that could handle a
wide range of tasks. It featured an adjustable front
axle and a wide, comfortable seat. What truly set it
apart  was  its  ability  to  “straddle”  rows  of  crops,
making it ideal for cultivating corn, cotton, and other
row crops. The Model B, launched in 1935, was an
even smaller,  more economical  version. These two
models became incredibly popular, helping countless
families  survive  the  tough  economic  times.  The
design  philosophy  of  simplicity  and  repairability
became a hallmark of the brand. The history of John
Deere tractors during the 1930s is essentially the
story of how the “A” and “B” put mechanized farming
within reach of the average farmer.

The Powerful Model G

For  farmers  needing  more  power,  John  Deere
launched  the  Model  G  in  1937.  It  was  a  larger,
heavier  tractor  designed for  heavy tillage and big
farms. The “G” had a bigger two-cylinder engine and
a distinctive wide front end. It was powerful for its
time,  but  it  also  had a  reputation for  being a  bit
cumbersome.  Nevertheless,  it  filled  an  important
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niche in the lineup. Throughout this era, the company
built a loyal following. Farmers knew that when they
bought  a  green  tractor,  they  were  investing  in  a
machine that would last. The distinctive green and
yellow  color  scheme,  adopted  in  the  late  1930s,
became an instantly recognizable symbol of quality.

The Post-War Boom and the Arrival
of the Diesel Age

After World War II, American agriculture underwent a
profound  transformation.  The  demand  for  food
soared,  and  farmers  needed  bigger,  more  efficient
machines. John Deere responded with the Model R in
1949, a landmark tractor that introduced the world to
the two-cylinder diesel engine. The Model R was a
giant  leap  forward.  It  offered  immense  fuel  savings
over gasoline models and tremendous pulling power.
It  also  featured  a  live  power  take-off  (PTO)  and  a
hydraulic system that made implements far easier to
control. The “R” quickly became the gold standard for
large-scale  farming.  The  history  of  John  Deere
tractors entered a new phase of performance and
efficiency with this diesel pioneer.

The  1950s  saw  the  introduction  of  the  “New
Generation” models: the 50, 60, and 70 series (such
as  the  720  and  730).  These  refined  the  two-cylinder
concept to near perfection. They offered more power,
better hydraulics, and greater operator comfort. The



720  and  730,  in  particular,  are  still  revered  by
collectors today. However, by the early 1960s, the
two-cylinder  engine  was  reaching  its  limits.
Competitors like International Harvester and Ford had
long since moved to multi-cylinder engines that ran
smoother  and  produced  more  power  without
increasing displacement. John Deere needed a radical
change to stay competitive.

The New Generation of Power: The
10 Series

In 1960, John Deere unveiled the “New Generation of
Power” tractors, a complete departure from the past.
The new 10 series (3010, 4010, 5010, etc.) were the
first  mass-produced  John  Deere  tractors  to  feature
four,  six,  and  even  V8  engines.  The  iconic  two-
cylinder  “Johnny  Popper”  was  finally  retired.  The
4010,  introduced  in  1960,  became  a  legendary
machine, setting new standards for power, reliability,
and  hydraulic  capacity.  Its  closed-center  hydraulic
system was  a  revolutionary  feature  that  provided
tremendous  lifting  force  and  precise  control.  The
4020, which followed in 1963, is arguably the most
famous tractor in the company’s history, with over
180,000  units  sold.  The  history  of  John  Deere
tractors  was  forever  changed  by  these  models,
which  cemented Deere’s  dominance in  the  tractor
market for decades to come.
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The 20 series (in the 1960s and 1970s) and the 30
series (in the 1970s) continued this legacy. Models
like  the  3020,  4020,  and  4520  offered  increasing
power and refinement. During this period, John Deere
also  introduced  its  first  four-wheel-drive  articulated
tractors, such as the 8010 and 8020, to handle the
immense tasks of large-scale farming. The company
was now a global powerhouse, exporting tractors to
every  continent.  The  green  and  yellow  machines
were no longer just a Midwest staple; they were a
worldwide symbol of agricultural efficiency.

The Modern Era: Electronic
Controls, Comfort, and Precision

The 40, 50, and 55 Series

The 1980s brought a devastating farm crisis, but John
Deere continued to invest in new technology. The 40
series, introduced in 1982, featured Sound-Gard cabs
that offered unprecedented operator comfort and low
noise levels. The 50 series (1986) introduced the first
electronic engine controls, while the 55 series (1989)
added more power and improved hydraulics. These
tractors  were  built  during  a  time  when  farmers
demanded  more  efficiency  to  survive  tight  margins.
The history of John Deere tractors shows how the
company adapted to economic hardship by focusing
on productivity and operator environment.



The 7000 and 8000 Series: A Leap
Forward

In  1993,  Deere  launched  the  7000  series,  which
introduced the “CommandARM” console and a fully
integrated  electro-hydraulic  system.  These  tractors
were designed with the operator in mind, featuring a
suspension  seat,  air  conditioning,  and  intuitive
controls.  The 8000 series,  which debuted in 1994,
became  a  flagship  for  large  farms.  These  models
(8100,  8200,  etc.)  ranged  from  200  to  260
horsepower  and  featured  John  Deere  PowerTech
engines.  They set  new benchmarks for  power and
reliability. The introduction of the 8020 series in the
late 1990s brought even more advanced electronics
and the ability to integrate with precision agriculture
technologies,  including GPS guidance and variable-
rate application.

The 9020 Series and Beyond

As farms continued to consolidate, the demand for
larger horsepower machines grew. The 9020 series,
launched  in  2002,  offered  tractors  from  310  to  470
horsepower.  These  articulated  four-wheel-drive
behemoths  were  designed  for  massive  tillage
operations. The history of John Deere tractors in
the 21st century has been defined by the integration
of  sophisticated  electronics,  telematics,  and
autonomous features.  The 8R series,  introduced in
2011, brought the “e23” PowerShift transmission with
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23  forward  speeds  and  the  CommandView II  cab.
Today,  the  9RX  series  offers  tracked  undercarriages
for superior traction, and the 9R series includes the
world’s most powerful row-crop tractor, the 9R 640,
with over 640 horsepower.

Innovations in Precision and
Autonomy

The modern chapter of the history of John Deere
tractors is increasingly about data and automation.
Deere’s  StarFire  GPS  receivers  enable  sub-inch
accuracy for planting, spraying, and harvesting. The
JDLink telematics system allows farmers to monitor
machine health, fuel usage, and location in real time.
In  2022,  John  Deere  demonstrated  a  fu l ly
autonomous tractor at CES, capable of plowing and
tilling  a  field  without  a  human  in  the  cab.  The
company’s  vision for  the future includes machines
that  can make decisions  based on soil  conditions,
weather data, and crop health. These developments
are not just impressive technology; they are critical
for feeding a growing global population while using
fewer resources.

Conclusion

The history of John Deere tractors is a story of
continuous innovation. It began with a steel plow that



changed the American frontier and evolved through
the  beloved  two-cylinder  “Johnny  Poppers”  to  the
multi-cylinder powerhouses of the 1960s, and now to
the  autonomous,  data-driven  machines  of  today.
Throughout this journey, the core values of durability,
serviceability,  and  dealer  support  have  remained
constant. For generations of farmers, the green and
yellow tractor has been a trusted partner in the field.
As we look ahead, John Deere is poised to lead the
next  agricultural  revolution,  combining  mechanical
excellence with digital intelligence. The legacy of the
blacksmith from Vermont lives on in  every tractor
that  rolls  off  the  assembly  line,  a  testament  to  the
enduring  power  of  a  simple  idea:  build  the  best
equipment so farmers can feed the world.


