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This dissertation illuminates the links between agriculture, popular culture, social 

class, and agrarian nostalgia. Using an interdisciplinary approach, I draw from the fields 

of American Studies, American History, Agricultural History, Environmental Studies, 

popular culture, and cultural geography.  Consisting of four diverse case studies, my 

project focuses on America’s evolving relationship with its agrarian roots from the late 

eighteenth century to the present.   Each case study pays close attention to the ways in 

which the forces of modern consumerism have shaped public understanding of 

agricultural issues.  The dissertation pivots on two main arguments:  1) the modern 

realities of industrialized agriculture have sparked a desire for highly romanticized 

visions of farming, particularly tourism to rural places that promise temporary pastoral 

transcendence to consumers, and 2) as a result of the public demand for idyllic 

constructions of American rural life, agrarian nostalgia has frequently been deployed in 

the service of commerce.   
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From the writings of Thomas Jefferson and Laura Ingalls Wilder, to Currier and 

Ives painting, Martha Stewart’s media empire, and state fairs of the American Midwest, I 

analyze a variety of highly romanticized cultural forms that enrich our understanding of 

the nation’s agrarian heritage.  Yet, I also make important links between the past and 

present, and demonstrate how and why debates about such issues as farm policy and the 

politics of food once again stand at the forefront of popular consciousness in the twenty-

first century.   
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Introduction 

In 1970, Jules B. Billard, proclaimed in National Geographic that a “Revolution 

in American Agriculture” was well underway.  Glossy photographs of modern industrial 

farms painted a bright picture of the future.  World hunger would end.  The American 

standard of living would rise.   California’s “Egg City,” a confinement operation 

containing over two million chickens with computers monitoring their feed intake and 

laying output, stood as a symbol of efficient and modern scientific agriculture that 

maximized production and profits and delivered a generation of young men and women 

from a life of drudgery on the farm.1 

Almost forty years later in August, 2009, Bryan Walsh, writing a cover story for 

Time, decried what he termed “our industrial style of food production.”   Flipping 

Billard’s pronouncements about the glorious future of agriculture, Walsh focused on the 

consequences of cheap food, blaming obesity, global warming, and antibiotic resistance 

on industrialized agriculture.  According to the essay, the only viable alternative is 

organic, local, or sustainably produced food.2   

Meanwhile, that same month, the New York Times profiled Dan and Kat 

Marsiglio, proprietors of Stony Creek Farms in upstate New York, a small working farm 

that also serves as a rural retreat for urban dwellers in search of an escape from the hustle 

and bustle of city life.  The Marsiglios promote sustainable agricultural practices and 

offer visitors the opportunity to stay in rustic tents with basic amenities.  Guests are 

encouraged to help with farm chores, from feeding livestock to harvesting fruits and 
                                                
1Jules B. Billard, “More Food For Our Multiplying Millions:  The Revolution in American Agriculture,” 
National Geographic, February 1970, 147-185.   
2Bryan Walsh, “The Real Cost of Cheap Food,” Time, August 2009, 30-38. 
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vegetables.  All of this comes at a price.  Rates start at $300 a night, pulling up your own 

vegetables costs extra, at $35.  Stacking hay bales – well, that’s free.  Journalist Kim 

Severson glowingly reviewed her experience at Stony Creek Farms and referred to her 

weekend getaway as a “Haycation.”3    

 When it comes to American agriculture, these news stories illustrate a fragmented 

modern agrarian identity marked by the uneasy intersection of agricultural 

industrialization, consumerism, and rural nostalgia.  This dissertation considers the varied 

ways that America’s relationship with agriculture has evolved throughout American 

history.  Consisting of four diverse case studies that examine the ways in which the forces 

of modern consumerism have shaped public understanding of agricultural issues, this 

project pivots on two main arguments:  first, the modern realities of industrialized 

agriculture have sparked a desire for highly romanticized visions of farming, particularly 

tourism to rural places that promise temporary pastoral transcendence to consumers, and 

second, as a result of the public demand for idyllic constructions of American rural life, 

agrarian nostalgia has frequently been deployed in the service of commerce.   

  One of my chief goals throughout the work is to highlight ongoing links between 

the nation’s agrarian past and its modern present, and in turn, to demonstrate the inter-

relatedness of the historic nature and current cultural relevancy of agricultural issues and 

agrarian ideas.  In this way, the dissertation is founded on interdisciplinary 

methodologies, bringing together perspectives from American cultural history, 

agricultural and environmental history, cultural geography, and popular culture.   

                                                
3Kim Severson, “$300 a Night?  Yes, but Haying’s Free,” The New York Times, August 25, 2009, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/26/dining/26farms.html (accessed August 27, 2009). 
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 The many associations between agriculture and the environment guide the 

dissertation, and scholarly perspectives that blur the thematic boundaries between 

agricultural and environmental history have proved especially instructive.  As a 

discipline, environmental history seeks in the words of J. Donald Hughes, “understanding 

of human beings as they have lived, worked, and thought in relationship to the rest of 

nature through the changes brought by time.”4  To expand this broad definition, I include 

a number of perspectives from sub-disciplines that fit into an agricultural-environmental 

framework, including animal studies, local history, rural studies, and space and place.    

Annette Atkins’ Harvest of Grief, William Cronon’s Nature’s Metropolis:  Chicago and 

the Great West and Michael Pollan’s The Botany of Desire are three such works that 

place human interaction with the environment at the center of their analysis, while also 

emphasizing the farmer’s primary role in the cultivation, maintenance, or destruction of 

the land.    

 In addition to considering the central role of the farmer in relation to the 

environment, my dissertation also explores the meanings of animals on the American 

landscape. From an elite herd of Holstein cattle that once dotted the pastures of a grand 

country estate, to the emergence of fake farm playscapes filled with plastic replicas of 

cows, pigs, and sheep, I include a range of examples that demonstrate how public 

interaction with and knowledge of animal-based agriculture has shifted throughout 

American history.  Susan Jones’ Valuing Animals:  Veterinarians and Their Patients in 

Modern America, Harriet Ritvo’s The Animal Estate, Katherine Grier’s Pets in America:  

A History, and Jane Desmond’s Staging Tourism:  Bodies on Display from Waikiki to Sea 

World all incorporate animal histories into their work along with considering broader 
                                                
4J. Donald Hughes, What is Environmental History (Malden, MA:  Polity Press, 2006).   
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themes related to social class, American consumerism, country-to-city migration, and 

changing technology. My own interest in the burgeoning interdisciplinary arena of animal 

studies and the eclectic range of scholarly directions found within this sub-field also 

resulted in the creative decision to emphasize animal-based agriculture in the case studies 

I selected, although the many thematic connections between farming and the pastoral 

naturally results in the inclusion of perspectives that also consider the relationship 

between privilege, agriculture, gardens, and landscapes.  Clive Aslet’s The American 

Country House, William Bowers’ The Country Life Movement in America, 1900-1920, 

Denise Magnani’s The Winterthur Garden:  Henry Francis du Pont’s Romance with the 

Land, and Tamera Plakins Thorton’s Cultivating Gentleman:  The Meaning of Country 

Life among the Boston Elite, 1785-1860 all focus on the upper class preoccupation with 

country living.  Magnani’s work devoted exclusively to Henry Francis du Pont’s interest 

in his gardens and farm proved especially useful in the development of Chapter Two. 

  With upper class privilege comes upper class power, and throughout the 

dissertation I also explore the thematic connection between these two topics as they relate 

to concepts of place, property, landscape, and consumption.  Although Mike Davis’s City 

of Quartz, James and Nancy Duncan’s Landscapes of Privilege:  The Politics of the 

Aesthetic in an American Suburb, Andrew Ross’s The Celebration Chronicles:  Life, 

Liberty, and the Pursuit of Property Value in Disney’s New Town, and Sharon Zukin’s 

Landscapes of Power:  From Detroit to Disney World all focus on non-agricultural 

spaces, they provide some valuable insights for thinking about how power has indelibly 

shaped the late twentieth century urban landscape.  These perspectives proved especially 

helpful for Chapters One and Two.  With regard to the du Pont family’s longstanding 
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economic and political dominance in Delaware, John Kasson’s Civilizing the Machine:  

Technology and Republican Values in America, 1776-1900, Margaret Mulrooney’s Black 

Powder, White Lace:  The Du Pont Irish and Cultural Identity in Nineteenth Century 

America, and Anthony F.C. Wallace’s Rockdale:  The Growth of an American Village in 

the Early Industrial Revolution all illuminate the complex connections between power, 

paternalism, place, and labor in the nineteenth century.  These authors also contextualize 

these topics by placing them within a broader historical framework that considers the 

links between early American nationalism, capitalist enterprise, and technology.    

 My dissertation also owes a significant debt to Leo Marx, his now classic 

contribution to the cannon of American Studies The Machine in the Garden:  Technology 

and the Pastoral Ideal in American Culture, and his popularization of the term “middle 

landscape.”  This concept is aligned with a number of tropes in the cultural imagination, 

from utopian communities of the Jacksonian Era to modern suburbia.  Indeed, as Marx 

demonstrates, the middle landscape represents an idealized pastoralism where humans 

have carefully exerted their power and control over the land in order to craft an idyllic 

vision of country life.  Works like Mark Holloway’s Heavens on Earth:  Utopian 

Communities in America, 1680-1880, Alice Felt Tyler’s Freedom’s Ferment, and Dolores 

Hayden’s Seven American Utopias:  The Architecture of Communitarian Socialism, 

1790-1975 focus on the mid-nineteenth century utopian impulse in depth and 

demonstrate the lasting cultural impact of these movements, despite their ultimate demise 

as sustainable enterprises.  While I do not address utopian communities directly in my 

work, previous scholarship on this topic has informed my ideas about the notion of 

pastoral escapism, particularly representations of rural landscapes as symbolic tranquil 
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refuges from the squalor of urban environments in nineteenth century.  Sarah Burns’ 

Pastoral Inventions:  Rural Life in Nineteenth-Century American Art and Culture, Paul 

Boyer’s Urban Masses and Moral Reform in America, 1820-1920, and Jackson Lears’ No 

Place of Grace:  Antimodernism and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880-

1920 also aided in thinking about the many ways pastoralism and country life has been 

represented in American popular culture of the nineteenth century.  As these authors 

demonstrate, a long and rich history of virtuous and nostalgic images of rural living 

reflected an important aspect of nineteenth century national identity that greatly 

sentimentalized its agrarian roots, even while embracing the massive technological 

changes and demographic shifts brought by the Industrial Revolution.               

 I explicitly link the middle landscape with suburbia in Chapter One as I trace the 

history of Connecticut’s development as a pastoral middle landscape suburban refuge 

from New York City and then address the state’s subsequent role as the bucolic launching 

pad for Martha Stewart’s media empire.  Ebeneezer Howard’s highly influential 1902 

tome Garden Cities of To-morrow laid the foundation for scholarly literature on 

suburbanization in the early twentieth century.  In this work, Howard advocated for the 

symbolic marriage of country and city and proposed such ideas as urban decentralization, 

zoning, greenbelting, and the integration of natural spaces into cities.  Howard enjoyed a 

strong following among some urban theorists, especially Lewis Mumford.5 But Howard’s 

ideas became more widely known in the latter half of the twentieth century after Scott 

Donaldson published his pivotal American Quarterly essay “City and Country:  Marriage 

Proposals.”  The piece chronicled the history of suburbanization in America but also re-

                                                
5Richard T. LeGates and Frederic Stout, “Author’s Introduction’ and ‘The Town-Country Magnet,’ from 
Garden Cities of To-Morrow,” in The City Reader (New York:  Routledge, 2003), 309-316.  
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popularized Howard’s early twentieth century contribution to Urban Studies, American 

Studies, and landscape design.  In some ways, Donaldson was responding to a general 

trend in scholarship and popular culture that identified the post World War II tract 

housing of quickly built suburban developments with the negative connotations of 

alienation, in-authenticy, and cultural malaise.6    

 Another major thematic thread running throughout my dissertation is 

consumption.  From the conspicuous agricultural consumption of gentleman farmers in 

first half of the twentieth century, to the brisk sales of bonnets, prairie dresses, and corn 

cob dolls in twenty-first century Laura Ingalls Wilder Country, I am interested in the 

various ways that the nation’s agrarian mythology and consumer culture have collided 

throughout American history.  The thematic emphasis on consumption aids then in 

illuminating the longstanding tensions between populist sentiments long associated with 

American farmers, privilege, and power.  From Thomas Jefferson to Martha Stewart, 

wealth, social standing, and the notion of the rural as a refuge from everyday life has long 

shaped how this country connects with its agrarian heritage.  Consequently, previous 

scholarship that explores links between consumerism and American culture with a 

secondary focus on nostalgia, antimodernism, or the meaning of authenticity, proved 

especially beneficial in shaping this dissertation.7  While they do not address agriculture 

directly, Richard Peterson’s Creating Country Music:  Fabricating Authenticity and 

                                                
6Scott Donaldson, “City and Country:  Marriage Proposals,” American Quarterly 20, No. 3 (Autumn 1968):  
547-566.  
7A short sampling of works that proved useful in this regard include Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace:  
Antimodernism and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880-1920 (New York:  Pantheon Books, 
1981); Richard A. Peterson, Creating Country Music:  Fabricating Authenticity (Chicago:  University of 
Chicago Press, 1997); Edward Bruner, “Abraham Lincoln as Authentic Reproduction: A Critique of 
Postmodernism,” American Anthropologist 96, no. 2 (1994): 397-415; David Whisnant, All That is Native 
and Fine:  The Politics of Culture in an American Region (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina 
Press, 1983).    
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David Whisnant’s All That is Native and Fine are two such works that examine the 

marketing and commercialization of rural culture in the guise of music and crafts.  A 

central debate both authors explore concerns the concept of authenticity and the tensions 

surrounding its value as a commodifiable element of rurality. 

   The thread of consumption also extends beyond mere consumer goods to the 

realm of agricultural landscapes and rural places.  As the fee structure at the Marsiglio’s 

Stony Creek Farm indicate, some people willingly pay good money to temporarily 

connect with agriculture (or, the illusion of agriculture), an enduring trend that harks back 

to popularization of the late nineteenth century New England “Farm Vacation.”8  Some of 

the most innovative scholarship that considers the complex relationship between the 

meaning of rurality, consumption, agriculture, and tourism occurs in the arena of Rural 

Studies.  Long dominated by British scholars, this eclectic field perhaps most closely 

mirrors the discipline of Cultural Geography.  This field has informed my research in 

multiple ways, providing useful perspectives on the subjects of literary tourism, living 

history, heritage agriculture, and rurality as it relates to postmodern environments.9 Much 

of the current writing in the Rural Studies field emphasizes the sociological and 

geographical consequences of increasing urbanization throughout Great Britain and 

Europe.  My dissertation by contrast is shaped by my background in American Studies, 

and thus diverges in geographic scope from the majority of the Rural Studies contingent, 

                                                
8Dona Brown, “Old Home Week,” in Inventing New England:  Regional Tourism in the Nineteenth Century 
(Washington, D.C.:  Smithsonian Press, 1997); Blake Harrison, The View from Vermont:  Tourism and the 
Making of an American Rural Landscape (Burlington:  University of Vermont Press, 2006).  
9For a fairly comprehensive overview of the Rural Studies field see Paul Cloke, Terry Marsden, and Patrick 
H. Mooney, Handbook of Rural Studies (London:  Sage Publications, 2006).  See also the work of John 
Urry, Consuming Places (London, Routledge, 1995); The Tourist Gaze:  Leisure and Travel in 
Contemporary Societies (London:  Sage Publications, 1990).  
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but it also charts a much more interdisciplinary and, ultimately, optimistic path 

concerning the future of agrarianism and agriculture in modern life.    

 Embedded in this work is also the broader story of the nation’s agricultural 

industrialization along with an examination of how Americans have responded to it.  I 

incorporate a variety of historical perspectives that consider the structural, economic, and 

social ramifications of agricultural industrialization in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries.10  Additional insights from a regional vantage point also proved useful in 

relation to the individual case studies, demonstrating the broader applications of local 

history to the story of the nation’s agricultural progress.11   

 However, while my project certainly makes use of these historical studies, 

incorporating innumerable facts and figures about the industrial transformation of a once 

agrarian nation, at its heart, my dissertation focuses on popular responses to agricultural 

industrialization.  I analyze a wide variety of cultural forms, including paintings, 

photographs, literature, magazines, films, television, exposition landscapes, tourist sites, 

and websites.  I also interrogate recent popular and scholarly ideas about agrarianism to 

show how our modern culture grappled with the effects of pronounced agricultural 

invisibility in the twentieth century.  As the historian Richard Hofstadter observed over 

half a century ago, the “American mind was raised on a sentimental attachment to rural 

                                                
10See William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis:  Chicago and the Great West (New York:  W.W. Norton and 
Company, 1994); David B. Danbom, The Resisted Revolution:  Urban America and the Industrialization of 
Agriculture, 1900-1930 (Ames:  Iowa State University Press, 1979); Gilbert C. Fite, The Farmer’s 
Frontier:  1865-1900 (Norman:  University of Oklahoma Press, 1966); Deborah Fitzgerald, Every Farm a 
Factory:  The Industrial Ideal in American Agriculture (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 2003).     
11Annette Atkins, Harvest of Grief:  Grasshopper Plagues and Public Assistance in Minnesota, 1873-1878 
(St. Paul:  Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1984); John E. Miller, Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little Town 
(Lawrence:  University of Kansas Press, 1994); Joseph A. Amato, Rethinking Home:  A Case for Writing 
Local History  (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 2002).     
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living.”12  This sentimentality continues to manifest itself in numerous, unexpected ways, 

and contributes to a dynamic popular culture landscape that reflects a renewed 

preoccupation with agrarianism in the twenty-first century.           

 The last decade has proved to be a particularly fascinating period in the history of 

our nation’s engagement with agriculture and agrarianism.  Since 2000, when the U.S. 

Census no longer classified “farmer” as its own occupational category, a revitalized sense 

of urgency about the relationship between food, farming, health, and morality has 

animated public discourse about the agricultural industry.  Michael Pollan churns out 

bestseller after bestseller imploring his readers to “eat more plants.”13 Documentaries like     

Food Inc., and King Corn claim to unveil the “dark side” of agricultural industrialization 

with searing images of factory farms, mistreated livestock, and genetically and 

chemically modified crops. Perhaps the most commonly cited statistic about American 

agriculture involves the dramatic decrease in the number of farms throughout the country 

from the beginning of the twentieth century to the present.  In 1910, 6.4 million farms 

dotted the American landscape.  Today, there are fewer than 2 million as improvements 

in agricultural technology have led to increased efficiency, productivity, and massive 

waves of farm consolidations.14    

Yet, the call towards civic agriculture, defined by Thomas Lyson as “the rebirth 

of locally based agriculture and food production” has become louder in recent years, and 

patronage of farmer’s markets and community supported agricultural enterprises is on the 

                                                
12 Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform:  From Bryan to FDR (New York:  Vintage Books, 1956), 24.   
13Michael Pollan, Food Rules:  An Eater’s Manual (New York:  Penguin, 2009).  Other Pollan bestsellers 
include In Defense of Food:  An Eater’s Manifesto (New York:  Penguin, 2009), The Omnivores Dilemma: 
A Natural History of Four Meals (New York:  Penguin, 2007), and The Botany of Desire:  A Plant’s Eye 
View of the World (New York:  Random House, 2002).   
14Thomas A. Lyson, Civic Agriculture:  Reconnecting Farm, Food, and Community (Medford, MA:  Tufts 
University Press, 2004), 31. 
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rise.15  Between 2002 and 2007, the number of small “hobby farms” (consisting of 10 

acres or less) grew 30 percent to 232,000 nationwide.16  The USDA is actively involved 

in an unprecedented effort towards increasing the number of farmer’s markets across the 

country as well.  Today, there are nearly 4,800 farmer’s markets throughout the United 

States.  In 2009, U.S. Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack spearheaded the development of 

a pilot program called “Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food,” a federal funding 

initiative that has boosted the number of farmer’s markets by 13% from 2008 to 2009 and 

has promised $4.5 million in additional grants.  Perhaps the most visible of these new 

markets resides in Washington, D.C. With the opening of the “White House Farmer’s 

Market,” in September of 2009, the first time since Thomas Jefferson’s presidency that 

an open air produce market has been in such close proximity to the White House, the 

Obama administration sent a powerful message to the American public about the 

importance of locally grown food, the value of small farming enterprise, and healthy 

eating habits.17  As the market’s first customer, Michelle Obama enthusiastically rallied 

the crowd by exclaiming, “I have never seen so many people so excited about fruits and 

vegetables!”18    

The Obama family’s advocacy of farmers markets in the twenty-first century 

marks yet another intriguing period in the history of the nation’s engagement with its 

                                                
15Lyson, 1. 
16Claire Morgenstern, “Obamas Encourage Local Food: White House Farmers Market Aims To Change 
America's Eating Habits,” Huffington Post, October 11, 2009, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2009/10/11/obamas-encourage-local-fo_n_316827.html (accessed 
November 10, 2009). 
17Guy Raz, “Farmers Markets:  Fresh, Local, Government-Approved,” National Public Radio:  All Things 
Considered, October 4 2009, http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=113484871&ps=cprs 
(accessed February 17, 2010). 
18Dana Milbank, “Hi-Ho the Derry-O:  Michelle Obama Gets Her Farmers Market,” The Washington Post, 
September 18, 2009,  
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wpdyn/content/article/2009/09/17/AR2009091703679.html (accessed 
February 17, 2010). 
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agrarian heritage.  However, the nature of privilege – just who can afford to participate in 

the consumption of locally grown food or engage in the practice of small-scale 

agriculture – continues to mark this latest embrace of farming in the twenty-first century.  

Skeptics point to the high costs associated with much of the food actually sold at farmers 

markets.  An opinion piece in The Washington Post (which appeared shortly after 

Michelle Obama’s very public purchase of produce) observed that the prices of the 

“farm-fresh” food offered for sale at that D.C. market, from $19 bison steaks to $12 

organic dandelion greens, stood far out of reach to many of the city’s lower income 

residents.19 

Reconnecting with the nation’s agrarian roots by purchasing a few bunches of 

locally grown baby arugala at the Washington, D.C. Farmer’s Market is surely easier and 

cheaper than pulling up stakes and moving to a farm, but it does little to mollify critics 

that charge the nation’s renewed attention on agricultural issues is driven by elitist 

intellectuals.  Yet, identifying the complicated relationship between agrarianism, 

privilege, and consumption in our contemporary era becomes easier when we realize that 

such links have persisted throughout American history.  From an examination of cattle 

and conspicuous consumption in the world of early twentieth century gentleman farming, 

to an analysis of the origins of “country chic,” a cosmopolitan cultural trend that glorified 

rustic fashion and interior design in the mid-1980s at the height of the Farm Crisis, my 

dissertation shows that the complexity of this relationship is nothing new.    

Chapter Outline 

 In my crafting of this dissertation, a number of texts also influenced its form and 

organization in addition to its content.  I drew special inspiration from scholarly works 
                                                
19 Ibid. 
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that effectively utilized a case study approach to highlight thematic connections between 

the past and the present.  Each of these authors also use similar methodological 

approaches that I incorporate into my project, from archival research on world’s fairs and 

the visual analysis of popular culture, to the evaluation of historic and contemporary 

tourist sites.20     

Chapter One examines the countrified appeal of that doyenne of the domestic arts, 

Martha Stewart.  While most scholarly and popular treatments of Stewart have focused 

on her representation of domesticity and food, or her complex celebrity persona, I focus 

on Stewart’s use of country and farm imagery and argue that it is an integral part of her 

public image.  I contextualize Stewart’s representations of American country life in 

comparison to earlier cultural forms that linked country living with privilege – 

architecture, art, advertising, glossy periodicals – in order to demonstrate the ongoing 

preoccupation in American life with agrarian romanticism.     

 I also compare and contrast Stewart’s contemporary magazine Martha Stewart 

Living to an earlier publication Country Life in America, which circulated from 1901 to 

1942.  CLIA simultaneously portrayed rural life with a glossy sheen of nostalgia and 

sentimentality, and as a noble, elite pursuit of the upper class.   I contend that Country 

Life and the Martha Stewart media empire each utilize highly aestheticized images of 

rurality that are also coded as aspirational and privileged visions of upper classness.  In 

the worlds of Martha Stewart and Country Life in America, living the country life also 

means living the good life.           

                                                
20Books I found especially instructive in this regard include David Nye, American Technological Sublime 
(Cambridge:  MIT Press, 1994); Karal Ann Marling, As Seen on TV:  The Visual Culture of Everyday Life 
in the 1950s (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1994); Hal K. Rothman, Devil’s Bargains:  Tourism 
in the Twentieth-Century American West (Lawrence:  University Press of Kansas, 1998); Jennifer Price, 
Flight Maps:  Adventures with Nature in Modern America (New York:  Basic Books, 1999).  
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 Chapter Two considers the significance, history, and lasting legacies of the 

Winterthur Farm and dairy owned by Henry Francis du Pont.  While Martha Stewart’s 

success as a public figure has largely rested on her representations of middle class 

country gentility (a kind of aspirational agrarianism), du Pont’s vast wealth facilitated a 

lavish agricultural vision.  The Winterthur Farm operated as a pastoral refuge filled with 

beautiful cattle, grand barns, and an extensive labor force. Today du Pont is primarily 

remembered for his extensive collection of American antiques; however, in the early 

twentieth century, he engaged in a unique form of conspicuous agricultural consumption, 

otherwise known as gentleman farming.  I situate du Pont and his well-known family 

within the larger history of American agriculture and gentleman farming at the dawn of 

the twentieth century.  I also contextualize the meaning of animals, the heavily freighted 

concept of “good breeding,” wealth, and livestock improvement in relation to du Pont’s 

elite social world.  Finally, I examine the cultural implications of du Pont’s agricultural 

methods and practices, from his fervent promotion of the Holstein cattle breed, to selling 

milk commercially at a time when the dairy industry faced multiple challenges.  

Ultimately, I contend that the Winterthur Farm laid important groundwork for modern 

agricultural industrialization.   

From Henry Francis du Pont, my dissertation moves to Laura Ingalls Wilder, a 

complex woman whose life and public image has become closely identified with the 

virtues of country living through her popular series of children’s books. An enduring 

frontier mythology associated with Wilder has led to a thriving literary tourism industry 

throughout the upper Midwest. Chapter Three considers the lasting appeal of Wilder’s 

Little House book series, and explores how this author has been popularly constructed 
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and consumed in American culture by a variety of audiences, from community boosters 

and business owners, to cultural producers, and tourists.  I argue that the consumption of 

Wilder’s carefully crafted frontier nostalgia and its continued popularity indicates a close 

relationship between agrarian mythology, Christian conservatism, and a still salient 

antimodern impulse in American culture.   

The final chapter moves from the frontier nostalgia of Laura Ingalls Wilder to the 

agrarian nostalgia of state fairs.  Chapter Four focuses on the history of agricultural 

exhibition in America, and analyzes the significance of agricultural displays at the 1893 

Columbian Exposition in Chicago and the 1939 World’s Fair in New York.  The latter 

half of the chapter then examines how contemporary agricultural exhibitions at the 

Minnesota State Fair have evolved in more recent years to accommodate a mostly urban 

public that is increasingly distanced from the realities of farming.  Recently implemented 

attractions like “The Miracle of Birth Center,” “Barn Tours,” and “Ag Adventures,” cater 

to the lack of knowledge most fairgoers possess about agriculture while simultaneously 

serving as the perfect promotional venue for agribusiness.  I argue that the traditional and 

highly nostalgic institution of the state fair is an ideal space in which to gauge the 

ongoing and pervasive disconnect between the public’s perceptions of farming and the 

realities of industrial agriculture.     

The Conclusion considers the future of agriculture and agrarian ideas in American 

cultural life.  While the industrialization process has rapidly led us down the path of 

agricultural illiteracy, I contend that the Internet has provided new opportunities for 

engagement with farmers and agribusiness that simply did not exist a decade ago.  I also 

address the precipitous rise of “agrarian kitsch,” the appropriation of farm imagery, 
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agricultural themes, and agrarian nostalgia in a number of twenty-first century popular 

culture forms.       

From pricey farm-themed vacations or literary tourism associated with expansive 

prairiescapes, to glossy magazines or pork chops on a stick, my dissertation demonstrates 

that there are countless ways to encounter agriculture in modern American life.  

Analyzing how those encounters have evolved and transformed over time is the ultimate 

project of this dissertation and provides a valuable framework for considering why 

current agricultural discourse and agrarian ideas have once again taken root in the 

twenty-first century.     
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Chapter One: 

 Modern American Country Life as a “Good Thing:”  

The Historical Roots of Martha Stewart’s Agricultural Aesthetic 

 

In November of 2006, Martha Stewart Living Magazine’s annual Thanksgiving 

issue showcased a jovial group of guests dining in Martha’s newly constructed stable.  

With horses peering over their stalls at the lavish affair, guests appear to indulge in lively 

conversation and general merriment.  The caption reads in part, “Built to accommodate 

the width of a coach, the halls easily house the immense table, all the guests, and of 

course the horses who look on.  The ceiling soars over a stamped-concrete floor, which 

has radiant heating to keep the animals warm in winter” (Figure 1.1).21  Martha sits at the 

very center of dinner table, a visual focal point for her many readers and devoted fans. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
21Miranda Van Gelder, “Thanksgiving with Martha:  Out of the Snow and Into the Stable, Friends 
Assemble to Enjoy a Classic Holiday Feast in Bedford,” Martha Stewart Living, November 2006, 142-151.   
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Figure 1.1.  Guests enjoying dinner parties in similar barn surroundings, roughly 100 years apart on 
the respective pages of Country Life in America and Martha Stewart Living 

 
100 years earlier, a strikingly similar photograph appeared in the June 1904 issue 

of Country Life in America (Figure 1.1).  The caption read “A cow-barn fit to dine in.  

The modern cow stable contains no hay, nor any place for germs.”   A group of men and 

women sit around a table filled with food in the middle of a barn aisle while contented 

looking cows in their stanchions looked on.22 Over one hundred years separates these 

photo spreads, yet they each illustrate the wealth, class, and status of the dinner guests as 

well as the owners of these operations.  In the carefully constructed worlds of Brookside 

Dairy and Stewart’s stables, these images convey a genteel, yet sanitized vision of 

country living, one in which the labor and drudgery of a traditional farm is obscured by 

                                                
22Liberty Hyde Bailey.  “How to Make a Living From the Land:  The Making of Clean Milk, Hudson River 
Farm That is Setting a Standard for Sanitary Milk – How Bacteriology is Revolutionizing Farm 
Architecture,” Country Life in America, June 1904, 170-172.   
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technology and leisure.  Both magazines convey simultaneously a sense of nostalgia and 

modernity for their mostly urban readers. 

While the commonalities between these images are obvious from a strictly 

aesthetic sense, they also reflect a similar orientation towards the values of cultural uplift, 

wealth, technology, and cleanliness at two key junctures in the nation’s relationship to 

agriculture.  The essay and photo spread from 1904 specifically highlights sanitation 

practices at a New York dairy at a time when anxiety over the nation’s milk supply was 

at a fever pitch.  As discussed in the previous chapter, the “Milk Problem” seriously 

impacted infant mortality rates in urban areas and reformers and philanthropists enacted a 

series of measures to increase the availability of healthy, tuberculosis-free milk. Samuel 

I. Stewart, the owner of Brookside Dairy, belonged to the gentleman farmer social circles 

of the East Coast, staking out a successful career in business before turning to dairying.  

Liberty Hyde Bailey, the most notable member of the Country Life Movement wrote the 

1904 Brookside Dairy profile. 

Martha Stewart’s decision to stage a Thanksgiving meal in her horse stable on the 

other hand reflected not only a renewed sense of rural nostalgia in a post-9/11 world, but 

also a new brand of agricultural awareness across the country.  2006 also marked the 

publication of Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma, a foodie manifesto that traced 

the chain of farm to table food production, and spent over 122 weeks on the bestseller 

list.  Seemingly overnight literary success transformed Pollan into the go-to public 

intellectual for all issues pertaining to food and agriculture. In reality, Pollan synthesized 

the concerns of several longtime food and agricultural essayists that first brought 

attention to the problems of industrial agriculture in the late 1970s, most notably Wendell 
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Berry.  Pollan’s work however, struck a more mainstream nerve particularly among 

middle and upper class readers.  In 2008, writing for the gourmet food magazine Saveur, 

Pollan declared that the “Farm Bill had become sexy,” observing that the for the first 

time, the legislation contained provisions for organic farming and sustainable agricultural 

practices, despite the best efforts of massive agricultural lobbying interests to derail these 

provisions.23  

 Martha Stewart’s Thanksgiving photo spread complemented this perceived 

“sexiness” of agriculture.  Indeed, throughout her life as a public figure, Stewart herself 

has profitably made use of rural and country imagery.  From the publication of her 

celebrated first cookbook Entertaining, in 1982, Stewart has presented a genteel, upper 

class vision of rural life.  Her magazine, Martha Stewart Living, (1990-present) primarily 

focuses on food and crafts, but unlike the multitude of cooking and dining magazine 

imitators that would soon follow Living in a crowded magazine marketplace, it frequently 

includes farm and garden oriented articles.      

  However, contextualizing Stewart’s appeal within the broader history of highly 

romanticized agrarian imagery in American popular culture offers important perspectives 

on the enduring power and relevance of rural nostalgia in contemporary times.  Key 

among these insights includes the longstanding link between upper class privilege, rural 

nostalgia, and the notion of rurality as a recreational pursuit – a pastoral escape from 

everyday surroundings. As a savvy businesswoman, an arbiter of taste, and creator of a 

media empire, Martha Stewart has consistently constructed agrarian landscapes of 

privilege, but she is hardly the first cultural producer to engage in this practice.    In the 

mid-nineteenth century, for example, the architect and landscape designer Andrew 
                                                
23 Michael Pollan, “The 2008 Saveur 100 List,” Saveur, January/February 2008. 
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Jackson Downing popularized country cottage living with a series of publications geared 

at the upper and middle classes.  While Downing promoted a uniquely bourgeois vision 

of rural life, Currier and Ives, that prolific purveyor of mass-market lithographs, carved 

out a profitable niche for inexpensive rural-genre art that appealed to a wide swath of the 

American public. By tapping into deeply felt anxieties about the nation’s industrial 

transformation, which resulted in substantial migration to urban centers throughout the 

nineteenth century, both Downing and Currier and Ives reshaped the image of American 

country and rural life, imbuing it with middle and upper class respectability while also 

coating it with the glossy sheen of nostalgia and romanticism.    

While the previous chapter outlined the goals and machinations of the Country 

Life Movement in relation to gentleman farmers and men of means, I am also interested 

here in providing a detailed analysis of the publication Country Life in America (CLIA - 

1901-1942).   This magazine began its run as a well-intentioned resource of cultural uplift 

for farmers at the dawn of the twentieth century.  Soon though, the magazine catered 

more to the nostalgic impulses of the upper and middle-classes.   Rural life was 

celebrated as virtuous and romantic, but increasingly became an object of consumption.  

The acreages, country cottages, and luxury estates offered for sale in the magazine’s 

ever-expanding advertising section in the early decades of the twentieth century offered 

something more than the temporary pastoral transcendence one might enjoy on a simple 

farm themed vacation.  CLIA also reflected the growth of suburbanization, particularly in 

the northeast, as increasing numbers of people began to seek out a modern “middle 

landscape” lifestyles that promised the perceived healthfulness of country living, yet the 

convenience of an easy commute into a major metropolitan center.  Judging from the real 
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estate advertisements, the majority of CLIA subscribers that staked out a suburban refuge 

of one kind or another usually worked in New York City.  Stewart’s mass-market appeal 

can also be understood in this context.  While no one would argue with her broad 

following, Stewart also constructs a regionally-infused image of herself through her 

patronage of East Coast agricultural producers, chefs, and various other cultural 

tastemakers that have become increasingly visible on her show and in the pages of her 

magazine in more recent years.            

Stewart’ s contemporary popularity is also linked in part to a renewed nostalgic 

impulse in America for agrarianism, from the 1980s to present, a period marked by 

increased urbanization and postmodern dislocation.24  And so, while Stewart’s following 

and appeal has been studied more thoroughly within the framework of media studies, 

gender and domesticity, as well as business and economics, this chapter analyzes how 

Stewart utilizes the rural, specifically the notions of American country gentility and a 

uniquely privileged construction of pastoralism in crafting a commodifable upper and 

middle-class lifestyle. Contextualizing Stewart’s representations of American country life 

in comparison to these earlier cultural forms – architecture, art, advertising, glossy 

                                                
24The phrase “postmodern dislocation” has multiple definitions and I use it here as a way to describe the 
fragmentation of the traditional community and the alienation of the individual.  In thinking about how it 
has been represented in the recent past, the film Blade Runner perhaps best embodied the notion of 
postmodern dislocation in the 1980s through its depiction of a post-apocalyptic Los Angeles.  In this 
dystopic vision, the city has become a harsh urban environment marked by heightened surveillance and the 
presence of simulated human replicants. In the film, the opportunity to “begin again” through “off-world” 
colonization offers the only means of escape from this dreary postmodern existence.  The phrase itself has 
most frequently appeared in the fields of urban studies, film studies, and occasionally within the relatively 
new scholarly arena of cyber/digital studies.  See Mike Davis, “Sunshine or Noir,” In City of Quartz:  
Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (London:  Verso, 1990), 17-97; The Idea of the City:  Early-Modern, 
Modern, and Post-Modern Locations and Communities, Ed. Joan Fitzpatrick (Newcastle upon Tyne:  
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2009); Ted Greenwald, “Q&A: Ridley Scott Has Finally Created the Blade 
Runner He Always Imagined,” Wired Magazine, September 26, 2007, 
http://www.wired.com/entertainment/hollywood/magazine/15-10/ff_bladerunner (accessed October 1, 
2007); Shawn P. Wilbur, “An Archaeology of Cyberspaces:  Virtuality, Community, Identity,” In The 
Cybercultures Reader.  Eds.  David Bell and Barbara Kennedy (New York:  Routledge, 2000), 45-55. 
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periodicals – that like Stewart, also frequently linked rurality and privilege, demonstrates 

the ongoing preoccupation in American life with agrarian romanticism, an antimodern 

impulse that results in highly nostalgic views of farming and agricultural production.     

Prelude:  Nineteenth Century Conceptions of  “Country Life” in America 

Before the publication of Country Life in America, a rich artistic and literary 

tradition of romanticizing the countryside and the people in it had long permeated 

American popular culture, especially in the nineteenth century. Andrew Jackson 

Downing, the celebrated landscape designer, greatly influenced early perceptions of 

genteel country life with the publication of two significant works at mid-century, Cottage 

Residences in 1842 and The Architecture of Country Houses in 1850.  Downing is often 

remembered as a designer who embraced a wholly democratic vision of home and garden 

environments, a greenbelt pioneer who laid important groundwork for the establishment 

of an urban pastoral paradise like New York City’s Central Park.  However, as Sarah 

Burns has noted, “his heart lay with the genteel, middle-class villa modeled on the ideal 

of the English country house…carefully divest of the outward trappings, at least of 

aristocracy.”25 To Downing then, his idyllic rural villa represented a middle ground 

between the humble yeoman farmer and the rigid social hierarchy of the European landed 

gentry.  Yet, this highly influential landscape architect still belonged to the upper class.  

Downing set out to make country living fashionable among the American elite: 

The villa, or the country house proper, then, is the most refined home of 

America – the home its most leisurely and educated class of citizens.  

Nature and art both lend it their happiest influence.  Amid the serenity and 

                                                
25 Sarah Burns, Pastoral Inventions:  Rural Life in Nineteenth-Century American Art and Culture 
(Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 1989), 241. 
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peace of sylvan scenes, surrounded by the perennial freshness of nature, 

enriched without and within by objects of universal beauty and interest – 

objects that touch the heart and awaken the understanding – it is in such 

houses that we should look for the happiest social and moral development 

of our people.26 

As Downing’s ruminations on country living became more widely read, it became 

increasingly clear that his seemingly democratized vision served the privileged gentleman 

farmer much more than the romanticized yeoman.  As early as 1847, a farmer from 

Oneida County, New York, complained about both the utility and expense of Downing’s 

suggested layouts, writing to The Cultivator, a progressive agricultural publication that 

according to its masthead, sought to “improve the soil and mind.” As this farmer/critic 

observed: 

But still it seems to me there is something needed to meet the wants of the 

mechanic and farming community – I mean the working portion – men 

who manage their own tools, and work their own farms.  Mr. Downing’s 

Designs and Plans are too expensive for general use among this class of 

persons; they will do for what are termed gentleman famers, and 

mechanics who work, if at all, in gloves; but we want something for the 

industrious working man.27 

Fifty years prior to Theodore Roosevelt’s firm declaration in support of the “medium-

sized farms worked by their owners,” and the President’s subsequent creation of the 

Country Life Commission to address urban-rural inequity, this farmer’s critique of 
                                                
26 Andrew Jackson Downing, The Architecture of Country Houses:  Designs for Cottages, Farm Houses, 
and Villas (New York:  D. Appleton and Co., 1850), 257-258. 
27 H. from Oneida County, “Rural Architecture,” The Cultivator 4, no. 3 (1847):  73-74.  
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Downing demonstrates the stark class divisions between small-scale agriculturists that 

constantly faced economic uncertainty, and a privileged elite that literally constructed a 

sentimental vision of rural life through the building of elaborate country houses.   

 The demand for these romanticized visions of country gentility increased even 

more with mass-produced images of idyllic rural settings.  Lithographs manufactured by 

the well-known nineteenth century company Currier and Ives frequently depicted 

sentimental country scenes.  The artist Francis “Fanny” Palmer produced the majority of 

these paintings, directly contributing to the popular notion of social hierarchy in rural 

America with her 1855 series American Country Life.  Palmer’s English background 

provided her with a clear understanding of the British aristocracy, and that knowledge 

likely informed her romanticized depiction of a harmonious, yet highly rigid display of 

American class division in this series.28    

  

Figure 1.2.  Francis Palmer, American Country Life:  Summers Evening, (1855)  
Published by Currier & Ives, New York  

(Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress) 
 

                                                
28 Burns, 243. 
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In this painting, we see a fashionably dressed family at play as the children 

scamper about and the parents contemplate their surroundings, an elaborate country home 

situated on a hill in the background with cattle grazing nearby, and hired farm hands that 

labor in the distance (Figure 1.2).  Other country-themed pictorial sets Palmer completed 

for Currier and Ives followed in a similar vein of agrarian sentimentality, but they are not 

as explicit in their representation of privilege.  They included American Homestead, 

American Farm Scenes, and Winter in the Country.  Still, in all of these images, the 

drudgery and dirtiness of farm work and the realities of economic disparity between rural 

and urban populations are masked in favor of an idealized vision of rural life.  Instead, 

the themes of abundance, leisure, family, and childhood permeate these paintings.  Other 

rural genre artists employed by the company contributed similar scenes that portrayed 

American agricultural life as a kind of pre-modern utopia.   

 

Figure 1.2.  George Henry Durrie, Home to Thanksgiving (1867)  
Published by Currier & Ives, New York  

(Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress) 
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A lithograph like Home to Thanksgiving (1867) captured the sense of rural 

nostalgia many urban dwellers must have felt in the years directly following the great 

upheaval and industrial transformations of the Civil War (1.3).  As a federal holiday 

Thanksgiving had only recently become an officially recognized, signed into law by 

President Lincoln in 1863. The scene shows a single well-dressed young man greeting his 

elderly parents on the steps of their farmhouse while other members of the family finish 

their barnyard chores before settling in for the day’s festivities.  Two years later, Jerome 

Thompson’s Home Sweet Home (1869) cast the farm family and their attractively cozy 

country house as the American ideal.   A young farmer greets his two young children as 

they run out to meet him at the end of the driveway.  The farmer’s wife stands in the far 

background at the entrance to the presumably tidy home, while the barn and livestock is 

just barely visible off to the left side.  As Morton Cronin observed in his detailed content 

analysis of Currier and Ives lithographs from 1849 to 1876, “an important ingredient in 

the political ideology of this country was the notion that the American farmer, owing and 

tilling his own land, was an ideal citizen, possessed of dignity, inferior in no essential 

manner to anyone, and fulfilling in his person and way of life the democratic principle in 

general.”29  While this particular painting less explicitly illustrates the themes of privilege 

and leisure, the farm family and their way of life is portrayed as virtuous, harmonious, 

and imbued with a sense of domestic balance and prosperity.  Inspired by the 1823 song 

“Home Sweet Home,” Currier & Ives produced and distributed several different 

                                                
29Morton Cronin, “Currier and Ives:  A Content Analysis,” American Quarterly 4, no. 4 (Winter 1952):  
317-330.  
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lithographs with same title as this 1869 scene.  Almost all of them equated the home with 

wholesome, virtuous representations of the family and the farm.30 

Old New England:  Regional Rural Nostalgia and National Identity    

Martha Stewart’s country life imagery is also linked to highly romanticized 

conceptions of New England rurality.  This romanticization also harks back to the 

nineteenth century, resulting in part from the increased pace of industrialization and 

urbanization that engulfed the region roughly at the middle of the nineteenth century.  As 

multiple scholars have shown, rapid technological change that quickened after the Civil 

War, led to a sustained cultural anxiety about the future of agriculture and the rural way 

of life throughout New England in the latter half of the nineteenth century.   By 1865, the 

region became the most highly urbanized section of the United States.  Small town and 

rural populations shrank considerably by the turn of the twentieth century, decreasing 

consistently every year from 1830 to 1910.31    

Once again, Currier and Ives contributed significantly to New England’s status as 

the focal point for idyllic country life iconography.  As Bryan Le Beau observes, “Old 

New England images, including those by George Henry Durrie for Currier and Ives, 

described the present in terms of an ideal past, a past that many believed, and artists 

showed, was continuous – a repository of ideas and values that had endured, unbroken, 

for three centuries.”32Much like Home to Thanksgiving, Durrie’s other popular rural 

                                                
30Lee M. Edwards. Domestic Bliss:  Family Life in American Painting, 1840-1910 (Yonkers, NY:  The 
Hudson River Museum of Westchester, Inc., 1986), 20.   
31See Joseph A. Conforti, Imagining New England:  Explorations of Regional Identity From the Pilgrims to 
the Mid-Twentieth Century (Chapel Hill:  The University of North Carolina Press, 2001); John Kasson, 
Civilizing the Machine: Technology and Republican Values in America, 1776-1900 (New York:  Hill & 
Wang, 1976); Bryan Le Beau, Currier and Ives:  America Imagined (Washington, D.C.:  Smithsonian 
Institution Press, 2001); Picturing Old New England:  Image and Memory, eds.  William H. Truettner and 
Roger B. Stein (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1999).   
32Le Beau, 169-170.  
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scenes often included depictions of family togetherness, fellowship, and an ordered 

pastoralism, imbuing the countryside with a special brand of quaint sentimentality.  This 

seemed particularly true for scenes that illustrated rural life during the fall and winter 

months, a time that artists like Durrie, Eastman Johnson, and Francis Palmer portrayed as 

one of leisure, filled with activities like cider-making, corn husking, maple-sugaring, 

sleigh rides, and ice harvesting.33   Of course in real life, these tasks required a great of 

labor and could hardly be considered as recreational.  The appeal of these images 

however, rested on their idealized representations of old-fashioned farming practices that 

seemed somehow authentically bound to the time-honored agrarian traditions and 

seasonality of “Old New England.”    

The commodification of a uniquely New England rural nostalgia actually began in 

the decades preceding the Civil War in a variety of cultural forms, from the novels of 

Nathaniel Hawthorne and the poetry of John Greenleaf Whittier, to the paintings of 

Winslow Homer.  As Roger Stein argues, “The boundaries between a pre- and post-Civil 

War recapturing of old New England were, like the lines between the pursuit of the old-

fashioned rural, and the historical recovery of an earlier time, permeable, not rigid.”34  

Stein also discusses the nationalization of this nostalgia, as it underwent a kind of 

mainstreaming by the broader currents of popular culture.35  While the distribution of 

New Englandesque lithographs by Currier and Ives represents a pivotal part of this 

process, other aspects to the widespread embrace of rural New England as a sort of 

                                                
33Le Beau, 176-177.  
34Roger B. Stein, “After the War:  Constructing a Rural Past,” In Picturing Old New England:  Image and 
Memory.  Eds.  William H. Truettner and Roger B. Stein (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1999), 18-19.    
35Ibid. 
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master rural region – indeed, the most “American” rural region – included the association 

of national origin myths with this area of the United States.   

From Pilgrims and the Mayflower to the assorted battles of the Revolutionary 

War, nineteenth century cultural producers celebrated and refashioned New England’s 

history, finding that audiences across the country hungrily consumed these nostalgic 

visions that effectively merged a romantic colonial heritage with a quaint, idealized 

rurality.  The blatant commodification of this unique New England rurality frequently 

took the form of costumed performers (usually members of New England historical 

societies) selling souvenirs and trinkets at a variety of worlds fair and expositions as well 

as a more sustained effort towards the creation of a New England’s rural tourism industry 

in the latter half of the nineteenth century.36       

Martha Stewart’s modern day embrace of New England rurality marked her 

meteoric rise to prominence from the very beginning of her career as a cultural 

tastemaker.  Her estate known as Turkey Hill, near the town of Westport, Connecticut, 

served as the most visible signifier of Stewart’s New Englandness along with her well-

constructed WASP identity throughout the 1980s, masking more humble Polish-

American/urban New Jersey origins.  As Martha Stewart reinvented and reshaped her 

own public identity in the late twentieth century, so went the continuous cultural 

reinvention of New England as a repository of the nation’s most sacred spaces and values 

– the birthplace of both the yeoman farmer and the founding fathers.     

Consuming Country Life at the Dawn of the Twentieth Century 

 As a modern magazine, Martha Stewart Living shares news rack space and 

market share with a host of competitors, from more recent imitators like Real Simple and 
                                                
36 Stein, 21. 
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a plethora of other celebrity-centered titles like Oprah Winfrey’s O Magazine and Every 

Day With Rachel Ray to longstanding classics like Good Housekeeping and Better Homes 

and Gardens.  When Country Life in America made its debut in 1901, the early twentieth 

century magazine marketplace was decidedly less crowded, although several other 

periodicals like Suburban Life:  The Countryside Magazine, House Beautiful, and Town 

& Country reflected a yearning for the countryside or served the recreationally rural 

interests of the wealthy, especially on the East Coast.  Other publications like The 

Farmer’s Wife and The Farmer’s Review bypassed the notion of rural nostalgia altogether 

and targeted actual farmers or farmers’ wives.     

CLIA’s introductory review in the New York Times struck a nostalgic tone, 

reflecting a general sense of anxiety and uncertainty as increased numbers of Americans 

began to migrate to the city.   “We may in a measure gravitate toward the cities, but our 

country dwellers are not likely to be forgotten.  Today there is a then a return to the broad 

fields, the pleasant woods, the meadows, the old stone houses where dwelt our fathers 

and mothers.”37 Many Americans viewed the substantial technological progress achieved 

by the United States in the years following the Civil War with a complex combination of 

ambivalence and wonder.  On one hand, a new emphasis on the “aesthetics of 

machinery,” marked by a fascination with movement, innovation, function, and 

utilitarianism, entranced the nineteenth century public. The flurry of excitement 

surrounding the exhibition of the Corliss steam engine at the 1876 Philadelphia 

                                                
37“Country Life,” The New York Times, November 23, 1901.  
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Centennial perhaps best embodied these optimistic and exuberant feelings about the 

country’s rapid pace of industrialization.38      

On the other hand, a profound romanticism about the loss of the nation’s agrarian 

character found its way into the writings of many public figures.  These nostalgic 

observations seemed particularly popular in the East, where urbanization and 

suburbanization occurred more quickly in comparison to other regions of the country.  In 

his assessment of farm life in New York, the naturalist and conservationist John 

Burroughs observed in 1878,  “It is a common complaint that the farm and farm life are 

not appreciated by our people.”  He continued, “We long for the more elegant pursuits, or 

the way and fashions of the town.  But the farmer has the most sane and natural 

occupation, and ought to find life sweeter, if less highly seasoned, than any other.  He 

alone, strictly speaking, has a home.  How can a man take root and thrive without 

land?”39 

Four years earlier, Burroughs had purchased Riverby, a country estate near West 

Park, New York, and for the next four decades, the essayist enjoyed a pastoral yet 

privileged “middle landscape” existence.  His earlier profession as a bank examiner in 

Washington, D.C. allowed Burroughs the economic freedom to devote his later life to 

writing and conservation work.    He also socialized with highly influential figures of the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, including Walt Whitman, John Muir, 

                                                
38See John F. Kasson, “The Aesthetics of Machinery,” In Civilizing the Machine:  Technology and 
Republican Values in America, 1776-1900 (New York:  Hill and Wang, 1976), 139-140; Robert W. Rydell, 
“The Centennial Exhibition, Philadelphia, 1876:  The Exposition as a ‘Moral Influence,” In All the World’s 
a Fair:  Visions of Empire at American International Expositions, 1876-1916 (Chicago:  University of 
Chicago Press, 1984), 15-17; David Nye, “The Factory:  From the Pastoral Mill to the Industrial Sublime,” 
In American Technological Sublime (Cambridge:  The MIT Press), 119-123. 
39 John Burroughs, “Picturesque Aspects of Farm Life in New York,” Scribner’s Magazine, November, 
1878, 54.   
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Theodore Roosevelt, Harvey Firestone, Thomas Edison, and Henry Ford.40  Burroughs’ 

romantic sentiments from 1878 regarded farming as a noble, honest occupation; however, 

the naturalist writer’s lifestyle was hardly representative of the average farmer.     

The prominent publisher Frank Doubleday developed the idea for Country Life in 

America after the company sold 142 books on country living without a single commercial 

failure.  Doubleday saw great potential for a magazine pitched to growing numbers of 

consumers who sought refuge from the city, yet were unwilling to entirely give up its 

comforts. Initially billed as a “magazine for the Home-maker, the Vacation-seeker, the 

Gardener, the Farmer, The Nature-teacher, the Naturalist,” Liberty Hyde Bailey served as 

the publication’s first editor. 41 

With post-Civil War railroad expansion and the perception of negative health 

effects from industrial urban living, the suburbs continued to lure city dwellers with 

promises of fresh air and the pleasures of country living in the late nineteenth century. 

The “middle landscape” of the suburbs looked particularly attractive to these early 

Country Life consumers.42  One commuter from 1883 wrote: 

I live in a good neighborhood, close to a country station, ten miles from 

the city, where each house has its garden…The families are not rich, but 

intelligent and of good taste. They like to make their salaries go as far as 

possible, to have something for concerts and journeys… Each one raises 

                                                
40Edward Renehen, John Burroughs:  An American Naturalist (Hensonville, New York:  Black Dome 
Press, 1998).  
41“Harvest of Freedom:  The History of Kitchen Gardens in America,” 
http://exhibits.mannlib.cornell.edu/kitchengardens/guides3.htm (accessed March 1, 2010). 
42 The term “middle landscape” is borrowed from Leo Marx in The Machine in the Garden:  Technology 
and Pastoral Ideal in America (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1964).   
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potatoes enough for the year, summer berries and green corn for the 

season…Everybody says a garden is a great help.43 

 
Indeed, suburb became synonymous with the term  “Garden City” when Ebenezer 

Howard published the highly influential work Garden Cities of To-morrow in 1898.  In it, 

Howard observed, “Town and country must be married, and out of this joyous union will 

spring a new hope, a new life, and new civilization.”44    However, agriculture was still an 

important component to this vision, at least on the pages of the magazine. In the early 

twentieth century, farming was a mostly profitable enterprise, and in these early years the 

magazine essentially spoke to two audiences.  Bailey’s involvement guaranteed that some 

content would exclusively target the farmer.  Lengthy articles on cattle breeding, barn 

management, and farm technology appeared on a regular basis.  From the beginning 

however, these articles shared space with profiles of grand country estates, gardening and 

landscaping guides, and travelogues which particularly emphasized tourism in the 

American West (Figure 1.4).   

                                                
43 “Harvest of Freedom:  The History of Kitchen Gardens in America.”   
44 Ebenezer Howard, Garden Cities of To-morrow (London:  Swan Sonnenschein & Co., Ltd., 1898), 18. 
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Figure 1.3.  Country estate profiles became a common feature of CLIA.  Green Lane Farm was 
profiled in June of 1921.  The photographer, H.A. Stohmeyer, also took promotional pictures for 

Winterthur (From Country Life in America)   
 

And then there were the advertisements.  Pages and pages of advertising truly 

provide a window into the aspirations of its audience and the elite status many of them 

enjoyed.  Automobiles, electric lighting, conservatories, and player pianos were just a 

few of the products featured consistently.  In an era long before widespread rural 

electrification and indoor plumbing, those who consumed the products advertised in 

Country Life were also living the good life.  For those readers who made that leap into 

agriculture and were shopping for barns or animals to make their rural retreat complete, 

there were no shortage of suppliers that reflected the trends and fads of hobby agriculture.  

Articles appeared on angora goats, fancy chickens, silver foxes, and even skunk farming 

(Figure 1.5).   
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Figure 1.4.  CLIA Agricultural Ads from the 1920s. 
  

Other publications that catered to farmers and agriculturalists during these period 

were much more utilitarian in nature, yet also reflected a tension between the 

romanticization of the nation’s agrarian past and a burgeoning consumer culture.  Long 

before she crafted her celebrated and much mythologized Little House series of children’s 

books, Laura Ingalls Wilder (the subject of the next chapter) wrote a regular column for 

the Missouri Ruralist, a regional farm publication. From 1911 to 1924 Wilder explored a 

wide variety of topics, but a constant theme throughout these years included the role 

modernity played in the everyday life of farm women.  In one column from 1911, she 

cites such technological innovations like the oil stove, cream separator, gasoline engine, 

indoor plumbing, rural newspaper delivery, the telephone, and circulating libraries that 

have made country women’s lives infinitely easier and less isolating than those of their 
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grandmothers.  At the same time, Wilder rhapsodizes about the many advantages she 

enjoys on the farm as compared to her “sisters in the city”:   

Yes indeed, things have changed in the country and we have the 

advantages of city life if we care to take them.  Besides we have what it is 

impossible for the woman of the city to have.  We have a whole five acres 

for our back yard and all out doors for our conservatory, filled not only 

with beautiful flowers, but with grand old trees as well, with running water 

and beautiful birds, with sunshine and fresh air and all wild, free beautiful 

things.45         

Many of Wilder’s sentiments read as though they could have easily come from the pages 

of CLIA, as she often emphasized her ardent belief in the clear superiority of country life, 

the virtues of farming, and the independence and freedom she gained from self-

sufficiency.  Looking back on Wilder’s columns, it is evident that she laid important 

groundwork in her Missouri Ruralist writings for the wholesome, nostalgic values she 

would eventually espouse in the Little House series.         

The Farmer’s Wife, a publication that circulated from 1905 to 1939, also targeted 

the female farm audience by striking a sometimes uneasy balance between addressing the 

realities of women’s lives on the farm and reflecting an orientation toward modernity, 

consumption, and leisure.  As Janet Casey observes, “Virtually every issue of The 

Farmer’s Wife grappled textually and subtextually, with competing notions of what it 

meant to be a farm woman in a nation still clinging to its storied agrarian past, yet also 

newly enamored of urbanity, and increasingly saturated with a perplexing array of 

                                                
45Laura Ingalls Wilder, “Favors the Small Farm Home,” In Laura Ingalls Wilder, Farm Journalist:  
Writings From the Ozarks, ed. Stephen Hines (Columbia:  University of Missouri Press, 2007), 14-15.  
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consumer goods that reframed the role of the housewife.”46   Another publication, The 

Farmers’ Review billed itself as “The Practical Paper for the Business Farmer.” Although 

it contained few photographs and took a decidedly more utilitarian approach than either 

Country Life or The Farmer’s Wife, it too reflected an orientation towards technological 

change and   urbanization and how they impacted the American agricultural landscape.  

Issues published in 1914 and 1915 noted the increasing level of agricultural 

industrialization as the U.S. government encouraged greater production and efficiency 

from the nation’s farmers in order to meet the humanitarian demands posed by the 

European Allies during World War I.47  

The nostalgic sheen of rural life as presented in Country Life in America at the 

turn of the twentieth century seems particularly unrealistic in the face of recollections by 

prominent American individuals who had actually been reared in the country and held no 

qualms about leaving it behind.  For Frank Lloyd Wright, farm life was decidedly 

unromantic.  As he put it years after he left his family’s Wisconsin farm to pursue his 

architectural career, country life was nothing more than “pulling tits and shoveling 

shit.”48   The recollections of A.N. Johnson, an agricultural historian and contemporary of 

Wright’s also speaks to the sharp contrast between the realities faced by those who 

actually farmed the land and those who were merely passing through.  “The farm youth 

of my generation …grew up without the benefit of farm machinery.  I recall vividly how 

I envied the people riding comfortably along the country roads while I was sweating it 

                                                
46Janet Galligani Casey, “This is Your Magazine”:  Domesticity, Agrarianism, and The Farmer’s Wife,” 
American Periodicals:  A Journal of History, Criticism, and Bibliography 14, No. 2 (2004): 183.   
47 The Farmers’ Review:  The Practical Paper for the Business Farmer, Chicago.  Dates examined include 
October 24, 1914 and February 27, 1915. 
48Frank Lloyd Wright quoted in Brendan Gill, Many Masks:  A Life of Frank Lloyd Wright (New York:  
Putnam, 1987), 48.   
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out in the hayfield or doing some other kind of hard manual labor.”49 Johnson’s 

comments speak to the frequently stark economic, social, and cultural divides between 

rural and urban populations at the turn of twentieth century.   

Such explicit mentions of cultural and economic divides between urban and rural 

society also showed up in the casual observations of the privileged upper class.  In 1919, 

Grace Norton Rose, a frequent contributor to both CLIA and House and Garden, wrote a 

short essay about attending a country auction in rural Pennsylvania.  The article’s tone is 

at once terribly condescending as Rose characterizes the farmers selling their goods as 

ignorant country bumpkins, and wistfully nostalgic as she lustily eyes the goods being 

sold.  Incidentally, the essay also provides a window into how rural life began to 

transform at this point in history, only a year before the census would show that for the 

first time, urban dwellers outnumbered the rural population:   

A brand new and shiny Ford drove up with a flourish and three large 

wooden wash tubs were unloaded.  A country washstand was pushed off 

unceremoniously and an endless number of white china bowls and 

pitchers.  “Ma don’t need this stuff anymore”… announced the youth as 

he scrambled among the potato sacks…”We’ve had ‘lectricity put in, an’ 

runnin’ water,” he held up a tiny gem of a gilt mirror in careless hands and 

thrust it out.  “Might as well take this old thing.” My hands went out 

instinctively to take and put the charming ‘old thing’ in a safe and 

secluded spot, but the auctioneer’s assistant swung it nonchalantly over to 

                                                
49 A.N. Johnson, “The Impact of Farm Machinery on the Farm Economy,” Agricultural History 24, No. 1 
(January, 1950): 58. 
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the seat of the broken chare with the caustic remark:  ‘It’s got a piece 

coming out from the frame.’   

Despite its worn appearance, Rose finds that she is drawn to the little mirror and its 

‘gilded charms.’  The remainder of the essay documents her attempt to purchase the 

mirror, but in the end she is unsuccessful, and loses out to an antiques dealer – the 

ultimate symbol of commodified nostalgia.50  Yet, this short and sentimental rumination 

on the country auction can be read in alternative way.  Like Wilder’s perspectives on the 

modern conveniences available to rural women in the early twentieth century, Rose’s 

observations illustrate that many farmers eagerly embraced technological improvements 

like indoor plumbing and electrification.    

 This forward-thinking outlook as it related to technology did not always extend to 

other aspects of country living though.  From the early decades of the twentieth century 

and into the 1920s, a disenchanted group of writers developed a genre of literature that 

skewered the social mores and manners of small towns and/or rural environments.  This 

“Revolt from the Village” literary movement included writers like Sherwood Anderson, 

Hamlin Garland, and Sinclair Lewis.  These cultural producers in fact spoke for a 

generation of young people who grew up hating the drudgery of farm work and the 

seeming banality of small town life.  The nostalgia and reverence for country living 

found in the short stories, photographic essays, and lengthy articles in Country Life in 

America seem almost contrived when viewed in comparison to Lewis’s biting satire, 

Main Street, where the residents of Gopher Prairie, Lewis’s thinly veiled version of his 

hometown, Sauk Centre, Minnesota, are portrayed as backstabbing, narrow-minded 

                                                
50Grace Norton Rose, “The Country Auction Sale:  While it May Not Always Be a Gold Mine for the 
Collector, it Is the Funniest Amusement the Countryside Furnishes,” House and Garden, August 1919, 32-
33. 
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hypocrites.   In one key chapter, the book’s chief protagonist, Carol Kennicut, is warned 

by her husband to be careful about what she reveals to the townspeople.  “Talking about 

gold stockings, and about showing your ankles to schoolteachers and all!  You gave ‘em 

a good time, but I’d watch out if I were you.”   Lewis wrote in his preface that the town 

of Gopher Prairie is “but a continuation of Main Streets all across America, from upper 

New York State to Montana to the Carolina hills” and his story, though set in rural 

Minnesota, was a story of the American small town.51  While many Americans bought 

into the rural nostalgia peddled by Country Life in America, Lewis’s Main Street critique 

of small town life also found a wide audience, and the book was an instant best seller.52    

Thirty years later, Lewis’s critique found an infamous successor in Grace 

Metalious’s Peyton Place, a novel that like Main Street contributed to a more complex 

view of both small town life and rural New England identity.  In Metalious’s crafting of 

this story and place (said to be based on a composite of at least three small towns in 

northern New Hampshire), the picturesque elements of a seemingly quaint New England 

village mask extreme class divisions, sordid family secrets, and a pervasive community-

wide hypocrisy.53  Carlos Baker in fact referenced Lewis in his New York Times book 

review, writing, “The late Sinclair Lewis would no doubt have hailed Grace Metalious as 

a sister-in-arms against the false fronts and bourgeois pretentions of allegedly respectable 

                                                
51Sinclair Lewis, Main Street.  (New York:  Harcourt, Brace, and Company, 1920), Preface, 52-53. 
52 Richard O. Davies, Joseph Amato, and David R. Pichaske, eds. A Place Called Home:  Writings on the 
Small Midwestern Town.  (Saint Paul:  Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2003),153. 
53Grace Metalious, Peyton Place (New York:  Julian Messner, Inc., 1956); Also see the following for both 
scholarly analysis and lasting popular relevance of Peyton Place: Ima Honaker Herron, “Changing Images 
of the American Small Town:  Fair Verna to Peyton Place,” The English Journal 47, No. 9 (December 
1958):  537-548; Emily Toth, Inside Peyton Place:  The Life of Grace Metalious (Jackson:  University 
Press of Mississippi, 1981); Evan Brier, “The Accidental Blockbuster:  “Peyton Place” in Literary and 
Institutional Context,” Women’s Studies Quarterly 33, No. 3 /4 (Fall-Winter 2005):  48-65; Michael 
Callahan, “Peyton Place’s Real Victim,” Vanity Fair, March 2006, 332+.    
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communities.”54  The Peyton Place image as it specifically relates to New England 

regionalism has sometimes uneasily coexisted with classic conceptions of “Old New 

England” rurality.  Indeed, it seems that petty “bourgeois pretentions,” as well as several 

other factors, ultimately led Martha Stewart to declare publicly her twenty-first century 

disenchantment with Westport, Connecticut, the once idyllic New England community 

that contributed so much to the development of her genteel country image. 

The Modern American Country House as Stage Set:  Turkey Hill 

 Although Martha Stewart was born in Nutley, New Jersey, and now conducts the 

majority of her business dealings in New York City, much of her appeal is linked to the 

pastoral image of her farmhouse known as Turkey Hill near Westport (Figure 1.6).  As 

one Stewart fan recently noted of the home’s significance, “Few other homes in history 

have played such a significant role in the formation and development of a business.  The 

Federal style home became a sort of ‘Graceland’ to Martha's reading and viewing public 

over the years and functioned as the inspiration for many of Martha's books, magazines, 

television shows and products.”55 Although Stewart left Westport in 2000, sold Turkey 

Hill in 2007, and now calls a much larger estate in Westchester County, New York, 

home, the Westport location launched Stewart’s domestic empire.  

As Matthew Gantert Hyland observes, “With Turkey Hill as the stage for her 

elegant dinners and pleasurable, leisurely horticulture, Martha Stewart’s fantasy of petite 

farm life, attended by suburban Connecticut levees and estate sales…began to take 

                                                
54Carlos Baker, “Small Town Peep Show,” Review of Peyton Place.  New York Times Book Review, 
September 23, 1956.     
55Andrew Ritchie, “Remembering Turkey Hill,” (Martha Moments, May 20, 2006).  
http://marthamoments.blogspot.com/2006/05/remembering-turkey-hill.html (accessed November 27, 2010).  
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shape.”56The aesthetic and commercial significance that Turkey Hill played in shaping 

Stewart’s genteel country image is understood more fully by examining how the state of 

Connecticut has been historically imagined and culturally represented throughout the 

twentieth century. 

           

Figure 1.5.  Two View of Stewart's Turkey Hill Estate  
(Images From MarthaStewart.com) 

 
While I have already outlined the broader significance of New England’s image 

formation in the nineteenth century, Connecticut’s status as an idyllic “middle landscape” 

refuge from Eastern urban centers has long marked its regional identity. In the mid-

nineteenth century, as Joseph Conforti suggests, “The Yankee continued to be heavily 

identified with Connecticut, and image makers like Harriet Beecher Stowe and John 

Barber persisted in representing the state as a traditional “land of steady habits.”57  These 

“steady habits” included the cultivation and promotion of an agricultural way of life, even 

as many small farmers left the rocky soils and harsh conditions of the region for more 

fertile conditions in the Midwest.  Civic and governmental boosters contributed to this 
                                                
56Matthew Gantert Hyland, “Martha Stewart’s Living Landscapes,” American Studies 42, No. 2 (Summer 
2001): 103. 
57Conforti, 264. 
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agricultural vision throughout New England, from “Old Home Week” in Vermont to the 

activities of village improvement societies across the region that “labored to beautify and 

‘pastoralize’ villages – to enhance their timeless, unmodernized, picturesque qualities.”58 

In the late nineteenth century, many of the members of these organizations were actually 

outsiders – urban dwellers who owned summer residences or otherwise vacationed in the 

region.  The Atlantic Monthly favorably reported on the infiltration of these city folk. 

“Village improvement is thus the offspring of the cities, and in most cases it is paid for 

and engineered by those who have city advantages.”59 

The extension of rail service throughout the East Coast in the late nineteenth 

century transformed the state into a more modern rural playground for both the middle 

and upper classes.  To return briefly to CLIA’s advertising pages, the magazine’s 

abundant real estate notices provide clear evidence of Connecticut’s “middle landscape” 

appeal.  

 

Figure 1.6.  Connecticut Real Estate Ad from a 1920 issue of CLIA. 
  

                                                
58Conforti, 241. 
59 Mary Caroline Robbins, “Village Improvement Societies,” Atlantic Monthly 79 (February 1897): 222. 
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By the 1920s, real estate advertisements for the state became numerous, with 

glossy photographs that highlighted a property’s country charm easily within reach of a 

city (Figure 1.7).  In southern Connecticut in particular, property values increased by 

90% as the urban prosperity of the East Coast resulted in a development boom for the 

regional hinterlands. Throughout the decade, Fairfield County (the eventual home to 

Martha Stewart’s Turkey Hill estate) grew steadily and established itself as a haven for 

the upper class.  In 1931, Charles Fiske, president of the Fish and Marvin real estate 

company published the results of an extensive decade-long survey on the county’s 

development.  Fiske reported, “The people coming to this suburb are well-to-do, have 

erected homes ranging from $45,000 to $100,000 in value on large estates, and have done 

a great deal to promote a splendid type of community development.”  He further 

observed, “Fairfield County showed a 20.5. per cent increase in ten years, the greatest 

part of which came to the large estate rather than to the closely settled residential 

community.”60At decade’s end, southern Connecticut’s modern regional identity as a 

pastoral landscape of privilege had been firmly established.    

Yet, this pastoral image masked some serious growing pains.  Throughout the 

region more broadly, commuter traffic into New York City increased from 40% to 106% 

from 1917 to 1927.61 As more people began to move to the state, community and state 

infrastructure could barely keep up with demand.  The increasing levels of traffic in 

Fairfield County strained a primitive highway system that had steadily deteriorated from 

the presence of so many vehicles.  This especially rang true for U.S. Route 1, otherwise 

                                                
60“Fairfield County Growing Steadily:  Many Large Estates Built Up in Southern Connecticut With Past 
Decade,” The New York Times, March 22, 1931.    
61“Suburban Transit Shows Big Increase:  Commuting to City Has Grown 40 to 106 Per Cent. In Ten 
Years, Report Reveals,” The New York Times, January 22, 1928.    
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known as the Boston Post Road, one of the nation’s oldest transportation arteries.  It 

joined Boston and New York and had always been one of the busiest thoroughfares in all 

of Connecticut, serving as both a vital commercial link and as a “Gateway to New 

England” for tourists.62  

By the mid-1920s, the Connecticut Highway Department embarked upon a series 

of road improvement projects designed to modernize U.S. Route 1 and dramatically 

improve its efficiency (Figure 1.8).  However, these efforts did not occur without protest, 

as many longtime residents lamented the loss of familiar landscapes and the slow pace of 

life in small towns and quiet country villages across the state.  One writer regarded the 

structural changes coming to his state’s roadways with mixed emotions: 

Connecticut roads were not laid out for motorists.  Yet, owing to the 

charm of the countryside and the proximity of New York and Boston, they 

are daily flooded with automobiles.  In these restless days the drivers seem 

less intent on enjoying the scenery than on ‘making’ their destination.  

Hence their demand for more roads and wider.  With this many citizens of 

Connecticut are in sympathy.  They realize that the growth of traffic is 

inevitable.  But what they object to is the more or less arbitrary manner in 

which the road engineers have sought to carry out the needed changes.63 

This writer goes on to cite several instances of what seems to be an all-encompassing 

focus on the progress and efficiency of highway construction at the expense of the 

historic landscapes and scenery of some of the state’s best-preserved communities.  A 

grove of majestic elm trees is uprooted in order to straighten a slight curve near the small 

                                                
62The Merritt Parkway Conservancy:  Parkway History,” http://www.merrittparkway.org/pages/history.asp 
(accessed December 2, 2010).   
63“Replacing Elms With Concrete,” The New York Times, June 22, 1926.  
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town of Lyme.  The repaving of Main Street in the village of Ridgefield results in the loss 

of even more grand old trees.   The commentary then ends with a serious critique of the 

state’s development-friendly policies:  

The demand of the roadbuilders and motorists is for an uninterrupted 

passage through.  They want curves straightened and obstacles 

removed…But in destroying trees and mutilating fine old grounds for the 

sake of having a few seconds for motorists the authorities are embarking 

on a short-sighted policy.  The charm of Connecticut lies not in the 

straightness of its roads but in their beauty.64 

  Despite similar protests by other longtime residents however, the state’s 

development continued unabated.  The end result of the Boston Post Road traffic 

dilemma was Merritt Parkway, a parallel route that linked up with the recently 

constructed Hutchinson River Parkway in Westchester County, New York (Figure 9).   

Named for Congressman Schuyler Merritt, a Connecticut lawmaker that had long 

championed the construction of modern highway infrastructure, Merritt Parkway worked 

to further increase the real estate values and land speculation throughout Fairfield 

County, even during the Great Depression.  Upon the occasion of the project’s 

groundbreaking in the summer of 1934, Congressman Merritt made the following 

comments: 

This great highway is not being constructed primarily for rapid transit but 

for pleasant transit. This county [Fairfield County] is fortunate in having 

                                                
64Ibid. 
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such beautiful backcountry and it is our great duty to see that these 

beauties are preserved.”65 

Merritt’s remarks reflect a forward-thinking orientation toward progress predicated on the 

notion of growth and development, but they also demonstrate a keen awareness that the 

state’s economy continued to depend in large part on its quaint, rural image.  Four years 

and $20,000,00 later, the Merritt Parkway became a carefully planned simulation of 

pastoralism, an efficiently modern yet almost bucolic thoroughfare (Figure 2.9).  Upon 

the occasion of the grand opening, a report in the New York Times greatly emphasized the 

Parkway’s landscape design:       

Motorists will, therefore, be able to enjoy the picturesque and rolling hills 

of the Nutmeg State…Along the route, the center island as well as the side 

areas, has been landscaped with trees, shrubs, and flowers native to the 

section.  Oaks, hemlocks, maples, bayberry, as well as mountain laurel, 

sweet fern, red cedars, and gray birches, have been included in the 

decorative theme.  Before the construction started the trees and shrubs in 

the vicinity of the parkway were transplanted to other sites and then 

brough back when the concrete paving was completed.  They have been 

arranged in such a fashion by landscape engineers that in a few years, 

motorists cruising along the route will not perceive that such an operation 

took place.66 

                                                
65The Merritt Parkway Conservancy.  
66George M. Mathieu, “Merritt Parkway Aids Drivers:  With the Opening of Part of Express Route to New 
England Wednesday, a Better Day Looms for Suffering Motorists,” The New York Times, June 26, 1938.    
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Figure 1.7.  A Map of the Merritt Parkway in 1937  
(Illustration from The New York Times) 

 

 

Figure 1.8.  The Simulated Pastoralism of the Merritt Parkway in the 1940s  
(Photograph from the Connecticut Department of Transportation) 

 
Predictably, the construction of the Merritt Parkway resulted in unprecedented growth 

and development for southern Connecticut, especially Fairfield County.  Throughout the 

late 1930s and 1940s, real estate values sky rocketed as the region became even more 

attractive to commuters that sought a “middle landscape” refuge from New York City 

and other Eastern urban centers.        



 50 
  

  

By mid-century, Connecticut’s quaint, pastoral image often found its way into 

American film.  Two of the most significant popular representations of the state’s country 

life included the screwball comedies Christmas in Connecticut (1945), which starred 

Barbara Stanwyck as Elizabeth Lane, an eerily familiar domestic advice guru who 

carefully crafts a celebrity persona linked to a fictional family and picturesque farm, and 

Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House (1948), a Cary Grant vehicle that managed  

effectively to skewer the upper class, family relationships, cramped urban living, and 

perceptions of country life all at once.   

Grant plays the title character, a harried husband, father, and advertising 

executive.  Fed up with the family’s cramped New York apartment, he and his wife 

decide to move the family to Connecticut.  One key scene early in the film shows Mr. 

Blandings at his advertising office thumbing through a magazine.  The camera zooms in 

on one particular ad, depicting an old farmhouse, not unlike the countless examples that 

graced the pages of Country Life in America.  The ad copy reads, “Come to peaceful 

Connecticut:  Trade city soot for sylvan charm.”  Blandings then muses to his secretary, 

“Would you spend $7,000 to tear out someone else’s walls, when for a few thousand 

more you could find a nice old place in Connecticut, fit it up, and have the kind of dream 

house you’ve always wanted?” 

The Blandings family knows nothing about life in the rustic countryside, 

however, and is suckered into purchasing a run-down structural disaster of a house.  They 

eventually exhaust their finances by pouring money into rebuilding – and eventually new 

construction efforts.  By the film’s end Mr. Blandings and his family seem to have settled 

into a life of quiet contentment, with Grant smoking a pipe in his palatial backyard, 
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turning directly to the camera, and telling the audience, “Drop in and see us sometime.”  

The camera slowly pans back to show the Blandings children playing on a bucolic 

hillside as the newly constructed colonial style farm house comes into focus (Figure 

1.10).  The architectural similarities to Stewart’s Turkey Hill are striking.   

 

Figure 1.9.  End Shot of Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House. 
  

 Despite the trials and tribulations of the Blandings family throughout the film, in 

the end, their house became a contemporary popular culture symbol of home ownership 

and suburban living in the immediate postwar era thanks to the slick maneuvers of public 

relations executives working for studio mogul David O. Selznick, the film’s producer.  

As Catherine Jurca has shown, the Selznick Releasing Company worked closely with a 

number of companies that sold home furnishings and building materials, creating 

corporate tie-ins and joint advertising campaigns.  General Electric, for example, 

marketed an entire Mr. Blandings-style kitchen complete with the company’s latest line 

of appliances.  But the most spectacular publicity stunt involved the construction of over 
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seventy actual “Mr. Blandings Dream Houses” in cities across the nation. The houses 

were raffled off with proceeds given to various nonprofit organizations. Intriguingly, the 

Selznick Releasing Company executives even remarked on the increasingly “alarming” 

migration of the U.S. population to urban areas and offered that their promotional 

campaign “will effect a migration of at least 73 families back to the country.”67  Although 

“country” really meant “suburbs,” the massive publicity effort helped to maintain an 

idealized mid-twentieth century vision of Connecticut as an easily accessible bit of 

pastoral paradise. 

 

Figure 1.10.  Martha Surrounded by Farm Fresh Abundance in her Kitchen  
(Photograph taken from the 1982 edition of Entertaining)  

 

With the publication of her first book, Entertaining in 1982, Turkey Hill became a 

symbol of a now familiar brand of Connecticut pastoralism linked in turn to Stewart’s 

                                                
67Catherine Jurca, “Hollywood, the Dream House Factory,” Cinema Journal 37, No. 4 (Summer 1998): 29-
30.   
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image as a domestic perfectionist.  The importance of estate in the crafting of Stewart’s 

genteel image is clearly apparent in the book’s introduction.   Countryscapes and rural 

imagery set the tone.  The first elaborately composed image for example, show Stewart in 

her kitchen, surrounded by “September produce and herbs” with her basket collection and 

copper pots dangling from above the rafters.  It is incredibly colorful.  Yet, the trappings 

of rusticity virtually overwhelm the photograph as multiple examples of farm-fresh 

abundance (whole pumpkins, baskets of eggs, a bouquet of flowers, baked goods – there 

is practically no counter space in which to actually cook!) clearly impede the 

functionality of the kitchen.  Stewart herself embodies a soft sort of 1980s-style country 

gentility as she stands somewhat awkwardly in front of the camera adorned in pearls and 

a white blousy dress (Figure 1.11).  The following images in this first chapter richly 

illustrate different attributes of Martha Stewart’s rural existence --  hoeing in her lush, 

green garden, happily tending to her bee hive, feeding her chickens, and tending to 

gigantic sunflowers  that tower over her (Figure 1.12).   
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  Figure 1.11.  Stewart in her Garden with the Farmhouse in the Background   
(Photograph from the 1982 edition of Entertaining) 

  
In these introductory pages, Stewart writes of her desire for a quieter life in the country: 

I realize now that I had moved to the country long before we actually left 

West 101st Street.  Our apartment living room was crowded with huge 

country trestle tables, our kitchen tangled with herb plants, and I was 

raising orchids in our bathtub.  I read Mrs. Ely’s The Practical Flower 

Gardener like a bible, wishing I too could plant six varieties of cabbage 

and flowers in profusion.  As a substitute, I planted an unrealistically large 

weekend garden in Massachusetts, where Andy and I were attempting to 

turn a one-room schoolhouse into a summerhouse.  Then one day we took 

stock, read all the signs of our restlessness, and moved to a house in 

Connecticut. 
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We have built ourselves permanently into the country now, for we are 

dependent on what we have created, as it is on us – the house, the first 

barn, the second barn, the flower garden, vegetable gardens, orchard, the 

chickens and turkeys and sheep.  To give up on part would somehow upset 

the composite.  Even if my cooking business didn’t dictate a vegetable 

garden and eggs, and my table require flowers, the presence of it all – the 

Japanese peonies on the bush, the grapes on the vine, and bees in their 

hive—pleases me.68   

 A New York Times reporter who visited Stewart at Turkey Hill soon after Entertaining 

hit bookstores remarked upon the seeming self-sufficiency of the Stewart estate: 

Two barns, an apiary from which the Stewarts have learned to make their 

own honey, half an acre of vegetable gardens, flower gardens and 

orchards,, chickens, sheep and turkeys, all enhance the scene of natural 

bounty and wholesome foods that are aspects of the Stewart life style and 

catering style.  The latest addition to the property is a 6X6 foot cedar 

shingle smokehouse.69   

In reality, the Stewarts had limited leisure time in which to enjoy their back-to-the-land 

type lifestyle.  Martha’s catering business had taken off and become regionally successful 

by the late 1970s while her now ex-husband Andrew held a highly esteemed position at a 

New York publishing firm where he had carefully supervised the publication of his 

wife’s first book.  Martha also operated her own food specialty shop in Westport, 

contributed her editorial expertise to the food section of the magazine House Beautiful, 
                                                
68Martha Stewart.  Entertaining (New York:  Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., 1982), 4-6.   
69Patricia Brooks, “A Busy Caterer Gives Herself a Christmas Eve Party,” The New York Times, December 
1982. 
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and worked as freelance food stylist – all in the run up to the publication of 

Entertaining.70  Instead, the Stewarts – and primarily Martha, were constructing a highly 

appealing image of rural life steeped in the virtues of simplicity, nostalgia, and leisure, 

strikingly similar to what had appeared in Country Life in America at the dawn of the 

century.  In addition, Stewart began to promote this image and find an audience for it at a 

moment in American history when the values and virtues of rural life seemed in serious 

danger of extinction.  

The Farm Crisis and Modern Roots of Martha’s Stewart’s “Rural Chic” Sensibility 

In the 1970s, a series of monumental shifts in the agricultural industry effectively 

transformed the rural landscape and set the stage for the widely publicized farm crisis of 

the 1980s.  Farmers in the 1970s had witnessed American agriculture’s biggest postwar 

boom.  The shrinking value of the dollar led to increased demand for exports of 

agricultural products to Europe, Russia, and developing nations.71  President Nixon’s 

agricultural secretary Earl Butz helped facilitate the boom with federal policies that 

rewarded a “get big or get out” mentality.  Butz believed in the free-market, and 

encouraged farmers to produce more and to sell their surplus overseas. Farm income did 

rise during his time in office, largely due to a colossal grain shipment to the Soviet Union 

in 1972, but American consumers paid more for food, and the rise in income barely lasted 

until the end of the decade.72 This temporary growth in farm profits then sparked 

                                                
70Marilyn Bethany, “A Perfect Home For a Perfect Cottage Conglomerate,” The New York Times, July 25, 
1982.     
71 Richard Critchfield, Trees, Why do You Wait?:  America’s Changing Rural Culture.  (Washington, D.C:  
Island Press, 1991), 6-7.   
72 Richard Goldstein, “Earl L. Butz, Secretary Felled by Racial Remark, is Dead at 98,” The New York 
Times, February 4, 2008, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/04/washington/04butz.html (accessed March 1, 
2010). 
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widespread land acquisition and farm expansion.  Many farmers relied on credit to fund 

their expansion and carried heavy debt loads into the early 1980s.        

While industrial agriculture certainly became bigger and more concentrated in the 

1970s, another trend began to take shape as well.  As Joseph Conforti observes, “the 

suburban, corporate transformation of American life made heritage and historical 

quaintness a valued commodity.”73  1976 marked the nation’s bicentennial, and the craze 

for heritage took on especially commercial overtones, laying the cultural groundwork for 

the explicit commodification of rural life in the realms of fashion, film, and interior 

design throughout the 1980s.   

On February 18, 1985, Time’s cover headline proclaimed “Going Broke:  Tangled 

Policies, Failing Farms,” with an accompanying image illustrating a grizzled, anxious 

looking farmer literally up to his neck in surplus crops.  A “For Sale” sign appears in the 

background.   The article conveys the sense of loss and desperation felt by farmers across 

the country with images of “tractorcade” protests, farm foreclosure auctions, and law 

enforcement officials forcibly seizing livestock and machinery.74  Figures released by the 

American Bankers Association and the National Agricultural Statistics Service later in 

the decade showed that more than a hundred thousand farm families were forced off their 

land in both 1986 and 1987.75   

In the realm of popular culture however, something else was happening in the 

1980s – the re-romantification of farming and agriculture – precisely at the time it was 

disappearing.  That same Time magazine issue ironically contained a movie review for 

the film Witness, a story about rural/urban culture clash as a gritty, Philadelphia police 

                                                
73Conforti, 314. 
74 “Clinging to the Land,” Time, February 18, 1985. 
75 Critchfield, 7. 
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detective played by Harrison Ford is forced to seek refuge in a bucolic Amish 

community.  Richard Schickel’s review emphasized the stark contrast between the two 

subcultures – a seedy corrupt police department on one hand, and an insular, antimodern 

religious community on the other.  Yet, the review also perpetuates a kind of 

romanticized rural nostalgia as well. Schickel writes of the onscreen Amish portrayal, 

“They work their Pennsylvania farms without benefit of electricity or the internal 

combustion engine, and as a result lead lives that seem to the frantic urban outsider 

idyllic, exemplary and very fragile.”76  Witness was only one of several critically 

acclaimed films with overt farm themes released at mid-decade.  From the obviously 

titled Country to the Oscar winning Places in the Heart, Hollywood simultaneously 

reflected the dire economic circumstances of many American farmers during this period 

and romantically cast the farm family as noble and heroic figures.         

The arrival of “Country Chic,” “Rural Chic,” or “Hick Chick,” in American 

popular culture as it was variously referred to throughout the 1980s, first gained 

mainstream attention in 1982.  Style writers for Newsweek identified the trend toward 

rustic décor, citing the popularity of brands like Laura Ashley and Kincaid Furniture.    

They observed, “Decades after millions of rural Americans began migrating to the cities, 

their belongings are finally catching up with them.  Ladderback chairs, patchwork quilts, 

weathervanes, and duck decoys – a whole barnful of rural artifacts – are coming down 

from the hills as the newest look…”  Later that year, Bloomingdales unveiled a popular 

line of colonial reproduction furniture and “country cabi-nets,” while Ralph Lauren 

                                                
76Richard Schickel, “Cinema:  Afterimages Witness,” Time Magazine, February 18, 1985.   
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featured a line of skirts, vests, and jackets fashioned from antique quilts, much to the 

chagrin of preservationists.77   

A columnist for The Washington Post opined that the vogue for all things country 

served merely as another elitist opportunity for conspicuous consumption, and curiously 

anticipated Martha Stewart’s 2006 Thanksgiving-in-a-barn photo spread: 

The urban faddist haven’t fastened on Hick Chick out of any inherent 

merit or interest that they discern in it, but because they see it as yet 

another product with which to bedeck their lives….Going country means 

that you get to order all these neat things from al those neat catalogues that 

are every good yuppie’s principal reading matter.  You get to order Shaker 

furniture – you can even make it yourself from kits, if you go for the 

hands-on approach to self-gratification – and quilts made up from the 

cutest old odds and ends of cloth….what we’re talking about now is 

country for the new sophisticates, the people who know that the ultimate 

destiny of barns is to be rehabbed into nouvelle-cuisine restaurants.78   

Martha Stewart rode this popular cultural wave, and her second book, Martha 

Stewart:  Quick Cooks, was published in 1984.  While with any cookbook the obvious 

emphasis would be placed on food, there are several striking images in this book that 

speak to Martha’s early use of the “rural chic” and illustrate the connections she seeks to 

convey between the farm and the table. 

                                                
77Eloise Salholz and Madlyn Resener, “Here Comes Country Chic,” Newsweek, Aug 16, 1982, 42.   
78Jonathan Yardley, “Chic to Chic:  The Country Way of Life,” The Washington Post, March 25, 1985. 
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Figure 1.12.  A pair of "Farm-to-Table" themed photographs from  
Martha Stewart:  Quick Cooks, 1984 

 

The food is pictured against the rural backdrop of Turkey Hill.  The chicken image 

especially seeks to imbue those eggs with a kind of wholesomeness that could only come 

from knowing the eggs pictured must have come from chickens Martha is holding 

(Figure 1.13).  In reality, it is a carefully crafted image that taps into the reader’s sense of 

nostalgia for the small farmer and a way of life quickly disappearing in the wake of the 

1980s farm crisis. However, these images also explicitly demonstrate Stewart’s support 

for artisan food production twenty-five years before organic, local, or sustainable 

agriculture gained a mainstream following in contemporary times.  As Amy Bentley 

suggests, Stewart’s devotion to hand crafted cooking can be regarded in part as 

“inconspicuous consumption…in which a return to the artisanal production of food 

functions as a bulwark against the ease and reproducibility of mass-produced goods.  

Preparing food by hand signifies self-reliance and connotes a sense of simplicity and 

voluntary disconnection from the fast pace of our post-industrial, digital era.”  Bentley 

goes on to observe that such forms of food production connote “authenticity, control, and 



 61 
  

  

a connectedness to the past.”79 Stewart’s use of rural landscapes and farm scenes work in 

tandem with her endorsement of the artisan.  It also casts the food in these images as 

more healthy, eggs fresh from the hen to the plate. 

Of course, Stewart’s advocacy of traditional, labor-intensive production methods 

is hardly new.  It can be understood within a long tradition of looking backwards in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to a perceived notion of authenticity tied 

closely to handicraft in the face of increasing mass production.  In rural Tennessee in the 

1920s for example, home extension agents and rural women worked together to fill a 

burgeoning consumer demand for such items as handmade rugs, table linens, wall 

hangings, and baskets.  In 1925, home demonstration clubs in Apison, Tennessee sold 

$4,000 worth of these handmade goods to mostly out-of-state customers.80  In the twenty-

first century, the value of handicraft and handmade goods has taken on a new 

significance with the emergence of the Do It Yourself (DIY) movement and its collision 

course with e-commerce.  The website Etsy.com serves as an online marketplace for 

crafts and vintage goods.  In 2009, the number of registered members of Etsy numbered 

3.75 million.81 This general resurgence in demand for handcrafted products harks back to 

the late nineteenth century when the Arts and Crafts Movement found popularity during 

the Gilded Age.  As Jackson Lears observes, 

The revival of handicraft at the turn of the last century [was] suffused with 

upper-class forebodings and utopian aspirations…Arts and Crafts 

ideology, like other manifestations of the antimodern impulse, served both 
                                                
79Amy Bentley, “Martha’s Food:  Whiteness of a Certain Kind,” American Studies 42, No. 2 (Summer 
2001): 94. 
80Mary S. Hoffschwelle, “’Better Homes on Better Farms:” Domestic Reform in Rural Tennessee,” 
Frontiers – A Journal of Women’s Studies 22 (2001):  61. 
81Alex Williams, “That Hobby Looks Like a Lot of Work,” The New York Times, Dec 17, 2009 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/12/17/fashion/17etsy.html (accessed December 18, 2009). 
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to revitalize and to transform modern bourgeois culture.  While Simple-

Lifers stressed familiar virtues of discipline and work, aesthetes embodied 

a new style of high consumption appropriate to the developing consumer 

economy.  Resisting the emergent style of consumption, Simple-Life 

advocates sought to revitalize older producer values.  Calls for the 

simplification of life stressed the sanctity of hearth and home, the virtues 

of life on the land, and the ennobling power of work.82 

Much like Martha Stewart in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, 

members of the upper class in the nineteenth century served as the antimodern’s 

movement’s greatest champions, but also demonstrated, in the words of David Whisnant, 

“the manipulation of culture.” According to Whisnant, this manipulation “inevitably 

reflects value and ideological differences as well as the inequalities inhering in class.”83  

While he focuses on the “politics of culture” in southern Appalachia at the turn of the 

twentieth century, his treatment of New England outsiders to the region, women of 

privilege like Edith Vanderbilt, Susan Chester, Francis Goodrich, and Olive Dame 

Campbell, share some parallels to Stewart.  These women worked to create an industry 

and a public demand for southern Appalachian cultural goods, handcrafted products that 

held authentic, highly romanticized meaning for consumers during the Progressive Era. 

Yet, these commercial and cultural exchanges, according to Whisnant, masked deeper 

                                                
82 Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace:  Antimodernism and the Transformation of American Culture, 1880-
1920 (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1994), 60, 73-74.   
83David E. Whisnant, All That is Native & Fine:  The Politics of Culture in an American Region (Chapel 
Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 7-8.   
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systemic problems throughout the rural region, especially economic and social 

disparity.84  

Of Food, Farms, and Cultural Taste 

Martha Stewart’s role as a cultural tastemaker became solidified as she continued 

to publish a variety of books that centered on cooking, holiday entertaining, decorating, 

crafting, and weddings throughout the 1980s. The 1990s brought even more success with 

the launch of her magazine, television show, and a continuous stream of books.   

Suddenly, Martha was everywhere.  The formation of her multi-media conglomerate, 

Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia, and its highly touted public debut on the New York 

Stock Exchange in 1999 (in which Martha famously served fresh-squeezed orange juice 

and homemade brioche to traders) ensured her presence as a permanent fixture on the 

modern popular culture landscape as the decade came to a close. From the very beginning 

of her life as a public figure, Stewart’s domestically genteel appeal hinged on her image 

as a connoisseur of good taste.  As Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright observe, “a 

connoisseur is considered to be an authority on beauty and aesthetics, who is more 

capable than others to pass judgment on the quality of cultural objects.” Sturken and 

Cartwright’s definition builds on Pierre Bourdieau’s notion of cultural taste as an 

acquired skill gained “through exposure to social and cultural institutions that promote 

certain class-based assumptions about correct taste.”  As a connoisseur, Stewart, by 

definition, operates as a “gatekeeper that enforces class boundaries.”85  

Other Stewart scholars have explored this aspect of Martha’s appeal at length.  As 

Melissa Click has observed, “Martha Stewart’s lifestyle suggestions do draw from this 

                                                
84Whisnant, 8-13.  
85Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, Practices of Looking:  An Introduction to Visual Culture (New York:  
Oxford University Press, 2001), 49.  
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complex conceptualization of class; through Martha Stewart Living she trains readers and 

viewers how to make distinctions that build cultural capital. She does this by representing 

an elite class aesthetic, what Bourdieu calls ‘legitimate taste’ and holding out the promise 

that readers and viewers can raise their class levels, just as Stewart did, by learning to 

have good taste.”86Both scholars and popular writers have long echoed Click’s points.  In 

1996, The New Republic featured a cover story with the headline “Money, Time, and the 

Surrender of American Taste:  Les Tres Riches Heures de Martha Stewart,” which 

explored how Stewart significantly contributed to the production of cultural elitism in 

America.87  Meanwhile, feminist critics have always held a complicated view of Stewart, 

decrying her laborious image of domestic perfection that seems rooted in highly 

traditional gender stereotypes on one hand, and, on the other, heralding her well-known 

business acumen and personal/professional resilience, especially after her much-

publicized stint in prison for insider trading.88      

Of course, in relating the notion of taste to Martha Stewart, one cannot help 

making the obvious leap to how food has been consistently represented in the expansive 

Stewart mediascape.  In thinking about food from a theoretical perspective, Roland 

Barthes offers several useful observation, stating that advertising is a key tool in decoding 

food meanings.  He further identifies three groups of themes.  The first and most relevant 
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in relation to Stewart is commemorative.  “Food permits a person to partake of the 

national past…Food frequently carries notions of representing the flavorful survival of an 

old, rural society that is itself highly idealized.  In this manner, food brings the memory 

of the soil into our very contemporary life.”89 In other words, food has nostalgic value, 

and Martha Stewart’s appeal in part, hinges on food nostalgia.  An integral part of that 

food nostalgia relates back to both traditional/rural modes of labor-intensive production 

and display, and in turn, rural nostalgia.  Stewart’s appeal also hinges in part on what 

Barthes terms as “ornamental cookery,” defined as a “cuisine of advertisement” that 

prioritizes visual consumption over literal consumption.90  In the same way that Stewart 

showcases fancy food dishes that are just as appealing to the eye as they would be to the 

stomach, she also “ornamentalizes” country living and agriculture.   

Martha Stewart has clearly mastered the artful display of food, but the aesthetics 

of agriculture have always been a significant part of her carefully crafted food imagery.  

With Entertaining in 1982, Stewart set the tone for this relationship between the farm and 

dinner table, emphasizing her own role in the process of agricultural production.  But, 

how does Stewart’s depiction of food and agriculture compliment or complicate 

traditional portrayals of American country gentility?  To return briefly once again to the 

nineteenth century, the confluence of food, rural nostalgia, and genteel country life often 

materialized in the popular genre of the picnic painting.  As Angela Miller has argued, 

“the frequency of the picnic as a subject in landscape painting during the middle decades 

of the nineteenth century reveals a strong urban nostalgia for nature…The picnic theme 

offered an imaginary flight into an idyllic realm removed from the economic instability 

                                                
89Roland Barthes, “Toward a Psychosociology of Contemporary Food Consumption,” Food and Culture:  A 
Reader ed. Carole Counihan and Penny Van Esterik, (New York:  Routledge, 1997):  29-32.   
90Roland Barthes, “Ornamental Cookery,” In Mythologies (New York:  Hill and Wang, 1972), 78-79. 
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and social fluidity that had become an overpowering feature of urban middle-class 

experience by the 1840s.”91 Today, the contemporary picnic continues to represent a 

similar set of meanings, and Stewart often utilizes picnic imagery in her publications.  In 

1997 for example, Stewart published Great Parties:  Recipes, Menus, and Ideas for 

Perfect Gatherings.  Most of these seemingly “perfect” gatherings took place outdoors.  

One party in particular explicitly features a wholesome looking Midwestern farm family, 

complete with a red barn, country setting, and recipes for sweet corn and macaroni salad.  

On the surface, this particular pictorial seems to shed the elite sensibility and class 

pretentions usually inherent in Stewart’s photo spreads (Figure 1.14).  One sentence in 

this section reads, “The charm of a picnic is its unabashed informality:  The only dress 

code is bare feet and smiles.”92 

Yet, some critics have noted that for all the careful attention to detail, Stewart’s 

frequent inclusion of party pictures, whether they take place out on a farm, in a garden, or 

in a Manhattan apartment, seem contrived and inauthentic.  As one writer observed, 

“Stewart’s meal-centered ‘reunions’ with various friends and acquaintances that are 

featured in the monthly magazine always seem stiff and staged, as if ‘An Iowa Picnic’ or 

‘A Luncheon in Harlem’ are the only ways to capture Stewart in commerce with someone 

not within her employ.”93As the twenty-first century began, Stewart herself reflected on 

this perceived inauthenticity, and wrote of her need to reinvigorate her relationships with 

friends, neighbors, and country living.  She began by leaving Westport behind. 

                                                
91Angela L. Miller, “Nature’s Transformations:  The Meaning of the Picnic Theme in Nineteenth-Century 
American Art,” Winterthur Portfolio 24, No. 2/3 (Summer-Autumn 1989):  119.  
92Elaine Louie, “Family Country Picnic,” In Great Parties:  Recipes, Menus, and Ideas for Perfect 
Gatherings (New York:  Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., 1997), 102.  
93Kate Moses, “From household saint to social pariah:  In Sunday’s New York Times, Martha Stewart let it 
slip that the real reason she’s leaving Westport, Conn., is because she’s lonely,” Salon.com, 
http://www.salon.com/life/feature/2000/04/11/martha (accessed November 29, 2010).   
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Figure 1.13.  Images from the "Family Country Picnic" chapter of Martha Stewart's Great Parties 
collection, a compilation of Martha Stewart Living articles and recipes. 

 

Martha Stewart in the Twenty-First Century:  Refashioning Rurality 

In 2000, Stewart composed a lengthy essay for The New York Times Magazine in 

which she frankly expressed her disenchantment with Westport, the small Connecticut 

community near Turkey Hill that she had lived in for close to thirty years.  The 

community had become too suburbanized and her neighbors downright unfriendly.  

Westport, according to Stewart, had lost its rural charm.  All of the outsiders that moved 

into the small town transformed its very fabric, which in turn led to sprawl, traffic jams, 
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and cultural homogenization.  Stewart rhapsodized fondly about how things used to be, 

extolling the familiar virtues of small town life and the promise of a pastoral existence for 

herself and her family: 

When I first moved to Westport, as a young, married working mother, I 

was ecstatic about having purchased an 1805 farmhouse on two acres of 

overgrown farmland.  I was enthusiastic about prospect of buying the 

adjoining two-acre lots next door and hopeful about the possibility of 

rearing my daughter in a suburb that was prosperous yet still pastoral.  Our 

neighborhood looked like a place where the whole family could lead 

fulfilling, creative lives.  This was in the early 1970’s, when many young 

couples were exiting Manhattan, establishing households within a 50-mile 

radius of the city.  Like us, they commuted happily on an on-time 

railroad…Many of us were do-it-yourselfers, restoring and repairing, 

planning and beautifying our lovely yards and houses…We had 

housecleaners once or twice a week, but were content to do much of our 

own homemaking.  We were happy liberals living in a liberal 

environment, with fresh air to breathe, salt water to swim in, surrounded 

by other young couples, gardens, pets – and by a sense of history.94   

The remainder of the essay outlines how things slowly changed, especially after she 

divorced her husband Andrew and her social circle broke apart.  The bulk of the essay 

however, focuses not on how Stewart or her family’s life evolved, but instead on how the 

                                                
94Martha Stewart, “Fed Up in the Burbs:  Why I’m getting out of Westport,” The New York Times 
Magazine, April 9, 2000.  http://www.nytimes.com/library/magazine/home/20000409mag-
marthastewart.html (accessed November 18, 2010).    
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community transformed into a busy, impersonal place.  Stewart’s tone shifts notably, to 

one of alienation and discontent: 

As hard as it will be to leave my Westport home, I no longer feel 

connected to the neighborhood, the neighbors, or even the town.  I don’t 

want to be single person in a big house on street with lots of other 

underoccupied homes separated by stone walls and locked gates.  I don’t 

want to have to plan my free time around traffic tie-ups and extended 

commutes.  I don’t want to feel isolated – feel that I’m missing something 

– by being so far from what interests me in the city.95 

Clearly, Westport and Turkey Hill no longer served their needed function for Stewart, 

both as an actual home and site of personal transcendence away from the urban 

environment of New York City, and as the much photographed quaint, pastoral “stage 

set” that helped launch her career.  But, in writing her scathing critique of Westport, 

Martha also echoed the broader concerns of what seemed to a pervasive problem in 

American suburban life at the dawn of the twenty-first century.  The same year Stewart 

published her essay, Robert Putnam’s notable sociological study Bowling Alone:  The 

Collapse and Revival of American Community caught the attention of cultural observers 

and policy makers across the nation.   Putnam pointed to a precipitous decline in the 

nation’s once vibrant community life, which, he argued resulted in a high degree of civic 

disengagement.96Seen in this context, Westport’s decline at least in Stewart’s eyes, was 

part of this disturbing trend.  It ceased to be an authentic community when neighbors 

                                                
95 Ibid. 
96Robert D. Putnam.   Bowling Alone:  The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York:  
Simon and Schuster, 2000). 
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stopped being friendly, more outsiders moved in, and increased development led to the 

loss of its “middle landscape” charm.              

While Stewart concluded in the essay that she’d likely move to the city full time, 

only a few months passed before she purchased Cantitoe Farm (home to that immaculate 

barn in the introductory photograph), a 153-acre property near the towns of Bedford and 

Katonah in Westchester County, New York.  She soon hired Allan Greenberg, an 

architect with a sterling reputation for recreating fashionable country estates of yesteryear 

for the wealthy elite of the East Coast.  Greenberg’s publication of a well-received 

architectural study on the history of Mount Vernon, and its significance as a farm and 

country estate to George Washington’s mythology brought him to the attention of Ms. 

Stewart.97  The estate included five houses in all, along with 118 acres of undeveloped 

land.   

Although some locals griped about Stewart’s acquisition of the property and her 

subsequent requests for zoning variances, most residents took their new neighbor’s 

settlement in the community in stride.  The comments of Felix Carroll, the local 

newspaper editor, reflected how the region had been refashioned in recent times into a 

rural landscape of privilege and wealth due in large part to its close proximity to 

Manhattan.  “In a perfect world, it would have been better if a family of farmers with 

pitchforks and overalls bought the property, but that’s not going to happen in Bedford.  

Most people in town agree that Martha buying the place was better than a developer 

carving it up, which is the usual scenario.”   Among many others, Martha’s prominent 

                                                
97Tracie Rozhon, “At Work On Her Flawless Farm,” The New York Times, June 27, 2002.  
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new neighbors included fashion designer Ralph Lauren, author Michael Crichton, and the 

wealthy financier George Soros.98        

After the renovation of the estate was complete, Stewart’s newly acquired farm 

somewhat infamously served as the venue where she carried out the latter half of her   

prison sentence under house arrest during the spring of 2005.  Yet, her period of forced 

seclusion at her New York estate seems to have deepened her commitment to farm and 

agricultural concerns and her support of local, organic, and urban agricultural practices 

has become more visible in recent years.  For example, in 2009, she devoted the 

Thanksgiving themed episode of her television show to the topic of vegetarianism.  The 

program featured interviews with Robert Kenner, the director of the controversial 

documentary Food, Inc., Joel Salatin, a high profile livestock farmer that advocates for 

sustainable agricultural practices, and novelist and anti-meat activist Jonathan Safran 

Foer.  Stewart also declared that while she would not convert to vegetarianism any time 

soon, she only enjoys sustainable meat and would be attending a meatless 

Thanksgiving.99  

Several months later, she devoted an entire television episode to chicken farming.  

Here she showcased her own chickens with a few of her favorite hens that seemed to 

have free reign of the set during the program’s taping, as well as footage from her New 

York farm.  Stewart also featured useful tips for housing and caring for poultry.  Several 

audience members also brought their own live chickens and Stewart provided a free 

giveaway of the classic farming guide Storey’s Guide to Raising Chickens.   

                                                
98Ibid.  
99Tom Philpott, “Citizen Martha:  Martha Stewart blisters meat industry in Thanksgiving show,” Grist.org, 
http: //www.grist.org/article/2009-11-25-martha-stewart-thanksgiving.html (accessed November 18, 2010). 
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Yet, the aesthetics of poultry farming – egg color, coop design, and the feathery 

plumage of the various chicken breeds – were featured just as prominently.  One segment 

in fact focused exclusively on show chickens as Stewart chatted with children’s book 

author and competitive chicken breeder Jan Brett.  At one point, Stewart fawns over one 

of Brett’s Japanese Silky chickens, a breed noted for its fluffy feathers, black skin, and 

turquoise ear lobes. “Oh my gosh, she is so utterly beautiful,” coos Stewart, as Brett 

discusses the bird’s championship lineage.  The final segment, of course, involves the 

cooking of an egg dish.   

Incidentally, throughout the episode there is palpable uneasiness about eating 

chickens with the primary focus on these animals as “entertaining” creatures with 

“personalities,” thus illustrating that by and large, most of these chicken farmers are 

hobbyists and in a privileged position to enjoy these animals as pets.100Additionally, the 

program emphasized chicken keeping as a womanly pursuit.  One of Stewart’s guests 

included the author Susan Orlean who had written an extensive essay in praise of the bird 

several months earlier for The New Yorker.  In the lengthy piece, Orlean traces the history 

of chicken-keeping as it relates to women, agriculture, and domesticity, but she also 

explicitly references Entertaining’s role in influencing her eventual decision to become a 

chicken owner, noting that Stewart’s “flock of rare-breed chickens and their pretty pastel-

colored eggs were a revelation.” Orlean then notes how Stewart effectively utilized 

chickens for their aesthetic value while also adding to their desirability as pets, observing, 

“Within the next few years, Stewart launched her magazine, and often featured her 

chickens in Ford-model-style head shots that made them look ennobled; she also 

                                                
100 Martha:  The Martha Stewart Television Show, “The Chicken Show,” April 2, 2010, 
http://www.marthastewart.com/show/the-martha-stewart-show/the-chicken-show. (accessed November 22, 
2010).   
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introduced her first paint collection, which was based on egg colors from her flock.  She 

made chickens seem less like livestock and more like useful and companionable 

creatures.”101  Throughout the television episode, Stewart consistently maintains that she 

had raised chickens long before they again became “fashionable” in the twenty-first 

century.  Just like Orlean in the New Yorker piece, Stewart then references those earlier 

1980s photographs from Entertaining and Quick Cooks, thus illustrating for her audience 

that when it comes to her public image, she continues to balance domestic perfection with 

a carefully crafted agricultural aesthetic. 

In fact, Martha Stewart Living magazine is increasingly comprised of a similar 

mix of content to Country Life in America.  In recent years, Living has showcased various 

gardens across America, and profiled family farm enterprises, from a pumpkin farming 

family in Illinois to heritage turkey farmers in Oklahoma (Figures 1.15, 1.16).    

             

Figure 1.14.  The Pumpkin-Growing Cognill Family and Turkey-Raising Walters Family, each 
profiled in the Fall of 2005 (Photographs from Martha Stewart Living) 

 
                                                
101Susan Orlean, “The It Bird:  The return of the back-yard chicken,” The New Yorker, September 28, 2009, 
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/09/28/090928fa_fact_orlean (accessed November 23, 210).  
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These farm-centric articles highlight family involvement but also include glossy 

agricultural aesthetics by including colorful and artfully arranged photographs that speak 

to genteel tone of the magazine and link back to the similar looks of the sometimes 

opulent photo spreads found in Country Life in America.   

 

                

Figure 1.15.  The Aesthetics of Artfully Posed Poultry:  Heritage Turkeys in a 2005 Thanksgiving 
themed issue of Martha Stewart Living  & Well-Bred Chickens Grace the Pages of CLIA in 1904 
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While an element of instruction and uplift informs both magazines in terms of content, 

this uplift is most often attained through consumption – conspicuous or inconspicuous.   

Clive Aslet notes that Thorstein’s Veblen’s concept of conspicuous consumption 

certainly applied to the “Farm Beautiful” group of gentleman agriculturalists in the early 

twentieth century as these men of means constantly strove to one-up each other in the 

construction of state-of-the-art facilities with high tech ventilation systems, labor saving 

devices, and turreted architectural flourishes.102   While Martha Stewart promotes a 

similar type of conspicuous consumption through the promotion of her branded products, 

there is a greater degree of attainability for her resolutely middle-class audience rather 

than the upper classes of Country Life in America.  

Indeed, several scholars have observed that loyal consumers of Martha Stewart’s 

products are attracted to the illusion of class mobility because at the very least, they can 

afford to buy a piece of the Martha Stewart brand, whether it is a set of sheets from 

Macy’s, or a laundry basket from K-Mart.  As Ann Mason and Marian Meyer point out, 

Martha presents a domestic fantasy that privileges appearance over substance and 

substitutes the look of luxury for the unattainable class ascension.103 In the past five years 

Stewart’s latest commercial enterprises continue to be linked to her country lifestyle.  In 

2005, she sought to trademark the name “Katonah” for a line of her furniture, much to the 

ire of her new neighbors and local Native American groups (Katonah was named for a 

seventeenth century Indian chief) in the nearby town.  Residents fought back with a 

                                                
102Aslet, 135-153.  
103Ann Mason and Marian Meyers, “Living with Martha Stewart Media:  Chosen Domesticity in the 
Experience of Fans,” Journal of Communication 51, No. 4 (December 2001):  801-823. 
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“Nobody Owns Katonah” community-wide campaign that gained attention in national 

media and sparked a fresh wave of Martha Stewart backlash.104  

Eventually, Stewart settled her trademark dispute with the town’s residents in late 

2007.  An agreement with the Katonah Village Improvement Society (the main group 

which fought Stewart on this issue) stipulated that Stewart be allowed to trademark items 

that had already entered the marketplace (these included furniture, pillows and chair 

cushions), but the community’s residents successfully prevented the further extension of 

the Katonah brand into the arena of hardware, paint, and other home improvement 

products.105  While the town’s victory could be interpreted as hollow, because Katonah 

branded items were already available to consumers, representatives from the Katonah 

Village Improvement Society took distinct pleasure in halting Stewart’s further efforts.  

“Martha Stewart caved. That’s my opinion. She gave up a huge chunk of what she was 

looking for and that’s good for the future of this town,” noted resident Bill Tisherman.106 

By taking on Stewart, the town sought and gained some measure of economic control 

over its quaint, rural image.         

Conclusion  

From Andrew Jackson Downing’s popular designs for country cottages, to the 

brisk sales of mid-nineteenth American rural-genre art lithographs, to the early twentieth 

century appeal readers found in Country Life in America, the consumption of rural 

nostalgia   have long permeated American thought and culture. The modern popularity of 
                                                
104Pallavi Gogoi, “Katonah vs. Martha Stewart:  Village locals welcomed their new neighbor – until she 
tried to trademark the town’s name.  Now, they’re fighting back,” Bloomsberg Businessweek, July 4, 2007, 
http://www.businessweek.com/bwdaily/dnflash/content/jul2007/db2007073_268098.htm (accessed 
November 20, 2010). 
105Katonah Village Improvement Society, “Joint Statement Regarding ‘Katonah’ Trademark,” November 2, 
2007, http://kvis.typepad.com/kvis/2007/11/joint-statement.html (accessed January 6, 2011).  
106Ted Mann, “Martha Stewart settles on ‘Katonah’ kerfuffle,” Suburbarazzi, November 17, 2007, 
http://suburbarazzi.lohudblogs.com/2007/11/page/2/ (accessed January 6, 2011).    
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Martha Stewart taps into those same desires for the “yearning for a simpler, more 

harmonious style of life, and existence closer to nature.”107 This search for a connection 

to the nation’s agrarian heritage continues to fascinate segments of the American public.  

From her ownership of grand country estates, to the careful arrangement of farm-fresh 

produce, to the commodity fetishism of poultry, Martha Stewart’s business enterprise 

seamlessly incorporates an agricultural aesthetic that has long appealed to the American 

consumer.   

In April of 2008, Stewart profiled the Winterthur Estate on a special garden-

themed episode of her television program, extolling the pastoral vision of Henry Francis 

du Pont, a wealthy member of the du Pont family.  An avid collector with a passion for 

American antiques, gardens, and Holstein dairy cattle, du Pont eventually turned his 

home and grounds into an elaborate museum.  Stewart’s television piece focused on the 

remarkable color, design, and creativity of the gardens, and she promoted the estate to her 

audience as the ideal spring tourist destination.108  Stewart’s association with Winterthur 

again demonstrates how she actively merges historical and contemporary meanings of 

American country gentility in the cultivation of her own public image.  The next chapter 

will take a step back in time and focus on Henry Francis du Pont and his relationship to 

agriculture.  Du Pont’s vast wealth allowed him to engage in gentleman farming, a 

recreational pursuit and form of conspicuous agricultural consumption common among 

the American upper class at the dawn of the twentieth century.    

                                                
107 Marx, 4-5. 
108The Martha Stewart Show, “Winterthur Museum and Country Estate:  From My Home to Yours: 
Planting for a Harvest of Gold,” April 2008, http://www.marthastewart.com/article/winterthur (accessed 
March 20, 2010). 
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Chapter Two: 

Classy Cattle and Pastoral Visions:  The Winterthur Farm of Henry F. du Pont 

The importance of the bovine race to the progress of humanity has in all 

ages attracted to the breeding and improvement of cattle, men of high 

culture and liberal education, men having a broad outlook upon life, its 

duties, and its opportunities for service.  These men have been the leaders 

in the improvement and dissemination of good stock throughout the world.  

Many turn to stock breeding for relaxation from the cares of business or 

professional life – and doubly happy the man who can make even his 

recreations of use to his fellows.109 

 
When Henry Francis du Pont, the great-grandson of Du Pont company founder 

E.I. du Pont, took over management of the Winterthur Estate near Wilmington, Delaware, 

in 1914, he announced that he would like to develop a superior breed of Holstein dairy 

cows.  His father, Henry Algernon du Pont, responded, “It won’t cost as much as owning 

a yacht, and it might do a lot for humanity.”110 By 1947, the four top Holsteins the United 

States resided at Winterthur Farms and Henry Francis du Pont’s cattle herd became 

renowned for its high milk production, many show wins and major genetic contributions 

to the breed.111   

In reality of course, Henry F. du Pont was a member of the du Pont family, and by 

proxy, the Du Pont Corporation, the world’s largest chemical company.  His family’s 

                                                
109 R.M. Gow, “Cattle Breeding:  One of the Oldest and Highest Forms of Recreation,” Country Life in 
America, May, 1925, 69.   
110E. McClung Fleming, “History of the Winterthur Estate,” The Winterthur Portfolio 1, No. 1 (1964):  40. 
111Henry Francis du Pont, 88, Dies; Art Collector and Horticulturist:  Great-Grandson of Chemical 
Concern’s Founder Set Up Winterthur Museum,” The New York Times, April 12, 1969.  
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great wealth facilitated his lavish conspicuous agricultural consumption and the 

Winterthur Dairy served as a clear indicator of his elite social standing. 

Henry F. du Pont simultaneously constructed and consumed a complex pastoral 

vision of American rural life rooted in his family’s long association with Jeffersonian 

agrarianism and commitment to agricultural uplift.  However, du Pont also demonstrated 

a commitment to modern agricultural improvement through his embrace of state-of-the-

art technology and understanding and application of animal genetics.  Winterthur Farm 

provides a valuable lens through which to understand the intricate relationship between 

the American upper class and the development of industrialized agriculture in the early 

twentieth century. In addition, du Pont’s farming activities illuminate how wealth, high 

social standing, and the business world of the early twentieth century complicates the 

classic archetype of the American gentleman farmer, a master archetype that has been 

celebrated, romanticized, and mythologized throughout U.S history.   

Du Pont’s life at Winterthur, although seemingly separate from his family’s world 

of business and power brokering, was in fact bound tightly to it.  Although Henry Francis 

du Pont was less involved in the day-to-day business operations of the company than 

some of his more visible cousins, his lifestyle and extravagant hobbies would not have 

been possible without the family’s wealth.  Indeed, in many ways, the elder du Pont’s 

statement to his son presented at the beginning of this chapter exemplifies the 

relationship among unbounded wealth, the mystique of the countryside, and the great 

power held by these men and others in their social world – a relationship that nourished a 

profoundly personal vision of a rural, pastoral landscape and a consuming desire to have 

the best. 
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The case of Henry Francis du Pont and his relationship with his dairy cattle 

provides a window into a virtually utopian world filled with beautiful, productive 

animals, top-rate facilities to house those animals, and unbounded wealth that helped to 

develop the genetics of the Holstein dairy breed.  This chapter explores the role animals 

played at Winterthur as markers of wealth. Henry Francis du Pont spent the enormous 

sum of $60,000 (roughly equivalent to $1.2 million in 2011 dollars) in 1915 to purchase a 

set of pedigreed Holstein dairy cattle for his foundation stock despite the fact that his 

family had raised cattle on the estate since at the least the mid-nineteenth century for the 

purposes of dairy and meat consumption.   

The great financial investment du Pont made in his dairy herd vividly illustrates 

that in addition to more utilitarian purposes, animals often serve as living symbols of 

conspicuous consumption.  Henry du Francis du Pont’s foray into dairy cattle breeding 

represents another form of conspicuous consumption at a moment in history when 

Thorstein Veblen’s economic theories relating to wealth, status, and leisure were 

beginning to take root.  Du Pont owned multiple homes in Long Island, New York City, 

and Florida, in addition to the ancestral home in Delaware. He took his family on lengthy 

excursions to Europe, and his antiques collection eventually became an all-consuming 

and extremely expensive obsession.  Yet, du Pont’s financial investment in his 

agricultural pursuits stood apart in one major way.  Although the Winterthur cattle were 

primarily a hobby for du Pont, his exuberant passion for breed improvement significantly 

contributed to the growth in both the popularity and quality of Holsteins in the United 

States, and would ultimately influence dairy farming far beyond the elite boundaries of 

Winterthur and du Pont country. 
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An examination of how wealth and class factor into Henry Francis du Pont’s dairy 

operation also makes one aware of the amount of labor that went into constructing, 

maintaining, and promoting Winterthur Farm and its unique embodiment of the 

“agricultural sublime,” an ordered pastoral landscape where the power and wealth of its 

owner are made explicitly clear to visitors.112  Although Henry Francis du Pont received 

most if not all of the credit for the accomplishments of his famed dairy herd and the 

personal admiration of visitors after they toured the extensive gardens and farm 

buildings, the operation ran smoothly only because of the labor provided by a vast 

network of employees who, as much of the archival evidence shows, largely admired 

their employer. Therefore, this chapter also incorporates the voices of longtime estate 

employees who worked in the fields, gardens, and barns and emphasizes the complex role 

of paternalism that informed the employer/employee relationships at Winterthur. 

Du Pont Wealth and Gentlemanly Agricultural Pursuits 

In many ways, Henry Francis du Pont was the ultimate consumer of rural 

America.  His extensive family, the du Ponts of Delaware, is one of the most successful 

and enduring dynasties in American history.  The family dominates the state of Delaware 

so completely that a journalist once noted “The effect of the du Ponts on Delaware has 

been to raise the whole State considerably above its natural level of wealth and 

prominence.  Of Wilmington and the region around it they have made a sort of mild 

                                                
112 Michael Pollan coins this term.  Although he defines it a bit differently than how it is used here, Pollan 
explicitly link the agricultural sublime to the power felt by man’s cultivation of agricultural land.  See 
Michael Pollan, Botany of Desire:  A Plant’s Eye View of the World (New York:  Random House, 2002), 
183. 
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feudal duchy, and their influence is all pervasive.”113  Activities of the Du Pont Company 

are well chronicled in the annals of business and corporate history.   

Founded in 1802, the corporation made its initial fortune through gunpowder and 

munitions.  The company (and family) sustained its wealth by embracing new 

technologies and diversifying its interests into industries as varied as automobiles, 

plastics, and nylon.  Less well known, however, is how the du Pont family spent the vast 

amounts of money the company earned over several generations of unfettered business 

expansion and growth.  A brief glimpse into the family’s history and lifestyle in a 

magazine profile from the 1950s revealed that various family members enjoyed a number 

of expensive hobbies from yachting to thoroughbred horse breeding to fox hunting.114  

Henry Francis du Pont approached dairy farming as a recreational pursuit, but farming 

had also been an essential part of how the family maintained and supported its many 

estates.  Although Henry Francis du Pont never left explicit evidence as to why he so 

avidly pursued cattle breeding throughout his life, initial answers can be found in the 

agricultural heritage of his family.   

Pierre Samuel, the first du Pont to settle in America, held a position at court in 

Versailles before the French Revolution.   The celebrated courtesan Madame de 

Pompadour referred to him as the “young agriculturalist.” Pierre went on to become a 

member of the physiocrats, an influential group which believed that “soil was the key 

                                                
113 “The du Ponts and Their State – Delaware:  A du Pont’s Eye View of the First State in the Union,” Life 
February 21, 1938, 22-29. 
114 “The du Ponts of Wilmington:  A Great Family’s Tradition Has Built World’s Greatest Chemical 
Company.”  Life, August 19, 1957, 100-110. 
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element in any national economy” and advocated labor and commerce based on 

agriculture rather than on mercantilism.115   

Du Pont company founder Eleuthere Irenee (E.I.) du Pont, began experimenting 

with Spanish Merino sheep on the estate property as early as 1805.  Unlike the average 

sheep available to most Americans in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

the quality of the Merino’s wool was much higher and considered one of the finest in the 

world.116  During the War of 1812, the consumption of the Merino’s wool had strong 

nationalistic overtones because the increase in a domestic supply of wool was seen as a 

triumph over America’s dependence on British textile manufacturers.  Breed owners were 

praised as “wealthy and patriotick [sic] landholders,” who “give promise of serving at 

once the agriculture and the manufactures of the nation.”117  

E.I. du Pont’s acquisition of the celebrated Merino ram “Don Pedro” sparked 

massive interest in the breed, and he began an aggressive promotional campaign to create 

a market for the wool.  The ram was used heavily, and the high quality of his progeny’s 

wool sparked “Merino Mania,” a speculative bubble that drove up the costs of the 

animals to such a degree that the market for their wool collapsed by 1815.118  While it 
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lasted however, Don Pedro became so famous that Thomas Jefferson sent a condolence 

letter to the du Pont family upon hearing of the animal’s death.119 

While E.I. du Pont’s chief concern at the turn of the nineteenth century centered 

on building and expanding his gunpowder mills, he was certainly not alone in his 

gentlemanly pursuits related to agricultural improvement. As Tamera Plakins Thornton 

has argued in her study of the Boston upper class, agricultural life remained appealing 

largely due to a profound uneasiness with increased industrialization within the fledgling 

nation.120  Thomas Jefferson best captured this tension between agrarianism and 

industrial prosperity, and worked to elevate agriculture and the place of the yeoman 

farmer in American society.  Through his own involvement with experimental farming at 

his celebrated country estate Monticello, Jefferson is often regarded as one of the most 

influential gentleman farmers of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. He 

famously expressed his reverence of the farmer in Notes on the State of Virginia: 

Those who labour in the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever he had 

a chosen people, whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit for 

substantial and genuine virtue...121       

Jefferson’s numerous writings on the subject reflected the values of 

republicanism, a complex ideology characterized in part by the resistance to 

modernization. Commercialization was seen as a corrupt and debilitating influence that 

threatened  “personal and national autonomy and thus foretells the end of liberty and 
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virtue, the total decay of morals, and the decline of civilization.”122  Through his 

embodiment of such prized values as industry, frugality and diligence, who but the 

yeoman farmer could successfully deflect that moral decay and best represent virtue?  

Yet, as Drew McCoy has shown, the characterization of republicanism as nostalgic and 

antimodern is somewhat oversimplified.  He writes that the political economy of a young 

America granted commerce a critical role by providing an outlet for agricultural products 

through foreign trade.  This in turn spurred on the agricultural industry and the 

industrious farmer for the good of the republic.123     

E.I. du Pont was shaped by a republican ideology that celebrated an agrarian way 

of life which dominated the landscape in early nineteenth century America.  His father, 

Pierre, no doubt influenced his attitudes toward rural life and the importance of 

agriculture within the American economy.  Yet, E.I. du Pont also embodied many of the 

same contradictions of the republican age.  His company prospered upon the scenic banks 

of the Brandywine River at Hagley Mills where he worked to develop safer, more 

effective gunpowder, a product tied directly to America’s industrial progress and 

increased militarization.     

By the end of 1804, du Pont’s fledgling company produced 1,500 barrels of 

powder.  At first, average Americans bought most of the product.  Customers included 

recreational hunters, farmers, and trappers.  However, after the federal government 

conducted a series of tests on the gunpowder’s quality and effectiveness, du Pont won a 

lucrative contract to supply the Army and Navy.  The War of 1812 proved to be one of 

the most pivotal events in the young company’s history.  As the government orders 
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poured in, du Pont reinvested his profits, purchased an additional thirty-two acres, and 

opened another powder yard.  Two years later, E.I. du Pont de Nemours and Company 

employed over 100 men.  While the company certainly experienced some financial 

setbacks in these early years, by 1814 E.I. du Pont wisely diversified his business 

interests and purchased a pair of textile mills that also stood on the banks of the 

Brandywine downstream from Hagley Mills.124  The fervent nationalism that made “Don 

Pedro” a celebrated specimen of early American agricultural improvement also benefited 

du Pont’s supplementary businesses.  The public clamored for domestically produced 

cloth due to the difficulty in acquiring British textile imports both during and 

immediately after the war.   

E.I. du Pont embodied the best virtues of republican enterprise.  He contributed to 

the industrialization, economic independence, and progress of a young nation, yet   

deliberately constructed his gunpowder mills in a pastoral, bucolic setting.  Here on the 

banks of the Brandywine River, a dirty, dangerous business thrived in an agricultural 

context, far from the city and the “dark satanic mills” that so threatened Thomas 

Jefferson’s vision of American democracy.125  In essence, du Pont straddled two worlds – 

the agricultural and the industrial.  Generations later, his direct descendent Henry Francis 

du Pont had no need to build an industry.  This du Pont instead reaped the benefits and 

rewards of inherited wealth.  However, in his own unique way, Henry Francis du Pont 
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made significant contributions to industrialization within the arena of scientific 

agriculture.   

 Nostalgia, Country Life, and Henry Francis du Pont 

 Henry Francis du Pont’s entry into the world of industrialized agriculture and 

competitive cattle breeding at the beginning of the twentieth century came against the 

backdrop of a larger reexamination and evaluation of rural life in America.  The 

increased movement of people away from farms caused widespread concern among many 

early-twentieth-century Americans. During the first two decades of the century, the urban 

population grew a remarkable 80%.  Major cities like New York and Chicago were 

growing rapidly with New York’s population increasing from 3,500,000 to over 

5,000,000.  In Chicago, the number of residents grew 58.5 percent during this period.  

Smaller cities doubled, tripled and even quadrupled their populations from Des Moines 

Iowa (103.5 percent increase) to Los Angeles, California (a 453 percent increase).126  

Farming was a largely successful enterprise at the beginning of the twentieth century, and 

a key factor in explaining farmers’ newfound prosperity was the great increase in 

consumer demand caused by increased industrialism and the associated urban growth. 

 The rapid industrialization and urbanization of America in the early twentieth 

century also created a deep sense of loss for the agrarian way of life.  This also occurred 

as tourism developed into a recreational pastime.  As the automobile began to 

democratize travel, visiting the countryside and treating rural life as a tourism attraction 

became more common as increasing numbers of urban dwelling tourists sought escape 

and refuge from the city, at least on a temporary basis. In the South for example, highly 
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romanticized images of African American farm laborers picking cotton frequently 

adorned postcards sent by northern tourists visiting the region. 127  In New England, civic 

boosters aggressively promoted farm tourism beginning in 1890s with elaborate ad 

campaigns that catered to the nostalgic yearnings of mostly urban-based vacationers.  As 

Dona Brown observes, “In theory, farm visitors wanted to experience a way of life they 

associated with the old days, with the virtues of rural simplicity and closeness to nature.  

But they did not really want to “go home” to the drudgery and isolation of farm life – 

they wanted to go on vacation.”128  The increasing commodification of rural life in 

America in the guise of rural tourism during this period paralleled upper class anxieties 

about the future of small-scale family farming and reflected broader tensions those that 

actually farmed and those that indulged in farming as a recreational agrarian fantasy.   

In 1907, Theodore Roosevelt declared to a rapt audience of Iowan farmers:  

Nothing is more important to this country than the perpetuation of our 

system of medium-sized farms worked by their owners.  We do not want 

to see our farmers sink to the condition of the peasants of the old world, 

barely able to live on their small holdings, nor do we want to see their 

places taken by wealthy men owning enormous estates which they work 

purely by tenants and hired servants.129   
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The President knew his audience, offering romantic sentiments that likely pleased a good 

majority of the crowd.   Yet months later, this time in an address to Congress, Roosevelt 

recited a strikingly similar set of talking points: 

We cannot afford to lose that typically pre-eminently American, the 

farmer, who owns his own medium-sized farm.  To have his place taken 

by either a class of small peasant proprietors or by a class of great 

landlords with tenant-farmed estates would be a veritable calamity.  The 

growth of our cities is a good thing but only in so far as it does not mean a 

growth at the expense of the country farmer.130 

The next year, President Roosevelt formed the Country Life Commission, made up of a 

diverse mix of intellectuals, businessmen and reform minded individuals.  Some 

members included farm magazine editor and eventual Secretary of Agriculture Henry C. 

Wallace; Gifford Pinchot, chief forester at the U.S. Department of Agriculture; and 

Walter Hines Page, a journalist and diplomat.  The Commission led to the Country Life 

Movement, a curious mix of rural nostalgia, economic self-interest, and a keen desire on 

the part of many agricultural educators and politicians to make agriculture more efficient 

and profitable.131 

Roosevelt also appointed Liberty Hyde Bailey to lead the Commission.  Bailey 

served as the director of the College of Agriculture at Cornell University and would later 

be credited with founding the agricultural extension service and playing an instrumental 
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role in the development of the 4-H movement.  He wrote prolifically on a variety of 

topics related to scientific agriculture, horticulture, and botany, authoring over 65 books 

and 1,400 articles from 1890 to 1940.  Bailey subscribed to an “organic whole earth 

consciousness of farm and nature” and served as a major philosophical influence on 

writers from Aldo Leopold and Wendell Berry to Wes Jackson and Barbara 

Kingsolver.132    Bailey also believed he could uplift the small farmer by instilling a 

progressive, if somewhat sentimental appreciation for rural life in young people.133While 

David Danbom argues that Bailey was at heart an “urban agrarian” that looked to the 

countryside for solutions to urban problems, one of his essays from an early issue of 

Country Life in America suggests another perspective on the complexity of rural-urban 

relationships at the turn of the twentieth century.134   Too frequently, city dwellers that 

migrated to the country often did so without considering the best practices for sustaining 

a small-scale agricultural operation.  Instead, many of these urban-to-rural transplants 

engaged in “fancy farming:”     

The commonest fault with the city man’s farming, however, is the fact that 

he puts more capital into it than the business legitimately will bear.  He 

goes into farming with city man’s desires.  Ordinarily he makes the 

mistake of supposing that the mere physical accessories of life are as 

important in the country as they are in the city, forgetting that the 

satisfaction in the farm life is largely of a different kind from that of the 

city life.  The result of all of this “fancy farming,” as the real farmer dubs 
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it.  As farming for diversion it is perfectly legitimate, but as pattern 

farming it is likely to be a failure.  It is another kind of freak farming.  

Any farming that is self-supporting is legitimate, whatever its kind:  by 

this it is to be judged.  The point we wish to make is that reform and 

progress in agriculture are to come from the inside.135 

The Country Life Movement attracted many other prominent individuals at the turn of 

century who were deeply invested in seeing small farmers prosper because of their own 

varied business interests.   In 1909, John D. Rockefeller gave one million dollars to 

establish the Rockefeller Sanitary Commission for the Eradication of Hookworm 

Disease.  This money was donated as a result of the work of Country Life Commission 

member Charles Wardell Stiles who found that hookworm was a mostly undiagnosed 

disease common to rural areas of the South and was easily treated.  Rockefeller also 

donated money to improve rural education and supported studies that investigated the 

decline of the rural church.136 In 1912, Julius Rosenwald, President of Sears, Roebuck 

and Company, offered $1,000 to each of the first hundred counties in the nation to hire a 

farm adviser.137  Railroad baron James J. Hill, who owned the Great Northern line, 

passionately advocated the study of scientific agriculture and promoted innovative ways 

to improve the quality of livestock.  In 1885, he exhibited the top Aberdeen-Angus steer 

at the Chicago International, a highly competitive livestock show.138 Decades later in 

1910, Hill would publish his views on agriculture in the book Highways of Progress.139  
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Henry Francis du Pont, in pursuing his interests in farming and horticulture, was 

part of this great impulse to professionalize the field of agriculture by contributing to the 

improvement of livestock husbandry and agricultural practices in early twentieth century 

America.  Ruth du Pont Lord, the younger of the two du Pont daughters, recounted in her 

memoir an embarrassing incident in grade school when the teacher simply asked her what 

her father did for a living.  “At the dreaded moment, unable to come up with the longed 

for ‘lawyer,’ or ‘doctor,’ I burst into tears and stammered that I didn’t know.”  Lord later 

informed her mother of her frustration.  Her mother responded, “Why, you should have 

said, ‘He’s an agriculturist.’”140  And yet, other members of his family regarded du Pont’s 

interests in agriculture and dairying with some amusement.  His uncle Alfred noted in 

1924,“I found [my relatives] most entertaining and, in particular, Harry, whom I 

described as the only decent milkmaid the family had ever produced.”141 To the majority 

of the du Pont family, it was obvious that “Harry” identified himself most comfortably 

with the roles of gentleman farmer and gardener.   

Landscape and Power:  Winterthur as an Agricultural Showplace 

Exploring the complex relationship between landscape and power, a central theme 

of scholarly inquiry within the field of cultural geography, can further our understanding 

of how the Winterthur farm functioned as an agricultural showplace that sent very 

specific messages to du Pont’s wealthy contemporaries, employees, and other farmers in 

the region. In his examination of the California landscape and the migrant workers that 

primarily comprise the agricultural labor force there, Don Mitchell writes that landscape 

is an “uneasy truce between the needs and desires of the people who live in it, and the 
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desire of powerful social actors to represent the world as they assume it should be.  

Landscape is always both a material form that results from and structures social 

interaction, and an ideological representation dripping with power.”142 

The Winterthur estate along with other du Pont family residences throughout the 

Brandywine River Valley indeed “dripped with power.”  A description of the entire 

landscape of Delaware in the 1930s illustrates just how all encompassing that power was: 

From top to bottom, Delaware is only 110 miles long and it greatest width 

is 35 miles.  The whole southern part of the state has a smaller population 

than the city of Wilmington.  The growth of the Wilmington region, 

during and since the War, has given Southern Delaware good roads and a 

good market for its produce but has made it, economically the back 

country of a big city.  Between Delaware’s South and North, little love is 

lost.  Since the War, its Republican North has usually kept political control 

from its Democratic South.  …There are du Ponts enough on each side of 

the political fence to maintain a fair measure of family control, no matter 

which way the elections go.143 

To the readers of Life in the 1930s (a good majority of the American public), 

Delaware to some degree must have seemed like a collection of du Pont fiefdoms rather 

than an ordinary state.  The author of the article furthered the state’s image as a highly 

privileged region where the vestiges of a European style aristocracy still seemed very 

much in place, even as the impact of the Great Depression continued to exact a toll on the 
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nation’s still fragile economy.  As James and Nancy Duncan have argued, “landscape as 

an aesthetic production acts as a subtle but highly effective mechanism of exclusion.”144    

For the majority of Delaware inhabitants, the various du Pont estates embodied that 

exclusion from an elite way of life.   The Duncans also intriguingly contend that the 

“interrelatedness of romantic ideology, localism, anti-urbanism, and anti-modernism 

result in the refashioning of rural places as landscapes of privilege.”145 Henry Francis du 

Pont’s Winterthur Farm, along with the various country estates owned by his extensive 

network of cousins, fit squarely within this “privileged” category of rural landscapes. 

From the dawn of nineteenth century onward, the vast wealth of the du Pont 

family also enabled the family’s grip on power throughout the region. Leo Marx offers 

one of the most enduring perspectives on landscape, pastoralism, and power when he 

observed, “Beginning in Jefferson’s time, the cardinal image of American aspirations was 

a rural landscape, a well-ordered green garden magnified to continental size.”146 This 

“cardinal image” held the fascination of Henry F. du Pont as he developed an interest in 

horticulture and landscape design while attending Harvard from 1899 to 1903.  There he 

developed a friendship with Marian Coffin who would later become a noted landscape 

architect and go on to design many of the gardens at Winterthur.147  Du Pont’s wealth in 

turn allowed him to promote a very specific pastoral aesthetic at his estate. Scenes that 

emphasize the rolling hills, the flowery meadows, or meandering Brandywine Creek with 

content cows dotting the landscape are common in many of the farm photographs in 
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Winterthur’s collection, and many were later used in promotional literature given to farm 

visitors or competitors at cattle show (Figure 2.1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2.1.  This photograph of the Winterthur Holsteins grazing along the Brandywine River was 
used heavily in promotional brochures from the 1930s until the 1950s.  

(From the Winterthur Farm Archives, Winterthur Library) 
  

Yi-Fu Tuan’s observations about the links between authority, privilege, and 

landscape certainly apply to the horticulturally minded du Pont, particularly when he 

writes, “Gardens, with their air of innocent pleasure, aesthetic excellence, and religious 

import, have successfully hidden their roots in the exercises of power.”148  A natural 

extension to Tuan’s point is Michael Pollan’s notion of the “agricultural sublime,” the 

allure and illusion of power felt by exacting great control over the landscape and 

witnessing “the pleasure of beholding the reflection of our labor and intelligence in the 

land.”  Pollan continues, “In the same way that Niagara or Everest stirs the first impulse, 

the farmer’s methodical rows stitching the hills…fills us with a sense of our power.”149  
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The link Tuan makes between the exercise of power and the garden and Pollan’s concept 

of the agricultural sublime is fundamental to understanding the appeal of Winterthur and 

many other vast country estates throughout American history because the “power” on 

display through the landscape is explicitly linked to great wealth.   

In the first half of the twentieth century, farming for many wealthy individuals 

was a competitive enterprise across the country. “The Farm Beautiful,” a term coined by 

architectural and design historian Clive Aslet, is a phrase that aptly describes a number of 

large American country estates whose owners had the means, scientific interest, and 

competitive desire to improve standards of livestock type, agricultural technology, and 

techniques of animal husbandry. According to Aslet, this type of extravagant farming was 

a “hobby that appealed to men, who, though they had withdrawn from the sharp edged 

world of business, missed the excitement of managing men, creating systems, and 

bending the world to their will.”  A few of these notable “farmers” included tire magnet 

Harvey Firestone, who owned a palatial estate and farm near Akron, Ohio; Henry F.’s 

cousin Pierre, who had a large herd of Holsteins at his Longwood estate just a few miles 

from Winterthur; and the writer Jack London, who eventually accumulated a 1,100 acre 

ranch in Sonoma County, California. 150   

For the gentleman farmer, the worlds of business and farming would often collide 

in a number of ways.  In 1936, Time reported that a Holstein cow named Carnation 

Ormsby Butter King set a new world’s record for production.  Her accomplishment was 

noted in the Business and Finance section.  A month later, M.S. Prescot, the editor of   

Holstein-Friesian World wrote a letter to the magazine in which he reported that    

several business leaders and men of means  “get pleasure and relaxation as well as a 
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sense of service to agriculture” through their efforts.  Prescot mentions Henry F. du Pont,  

Fred Pabst of the well-known brewery family near Milwaukee, Wisconsin; E.H. Maytag 

of the Maytag Appliance Corporation; F.E. Murphy of the Minneapolis Tribune; 

Governor Frank Lowden of Illinois, and the prominent businessman and politician Ogden 

Mills.151  All of these gentlemen farmers held active roles in their various business or 

political enterprises and also found time to develop and promote their herds.  These men 

also used their substantial financial resources and great influence to lay the groundwork 

for the Holstein breed’s dominance of the modern dairy industry. 

Today, the Holstein dairy cow is the most popular dairy breed in the United States 

and has in a sense become the most visible breed as well.  Known for their spotted black 

and white color pattern, these cows are even used by corporate America to sell everything 

from an entire state’s dairy industry in the guise of the “Happy Cows” advertising 

campaign from California to fast food chicken sandwiches from restaurant chain Chick 

Fil-A. 

The Holstein reigns supreme over other dairy breeds, but it was not always this 

way.  In the nineteenth century, the Jersey far outstripped other dairy breeds in 

popularity, prized for the high butterfat content of their milk.  High butterfat resulted in 

rich tasting milk.  However, after a group of farmers imported Holsteins to America 

around the middle of the nineteenth century, the breed’s reputation as a high milk 

producer became established.  As they grew in popularity, more than a hint of rivalry 

existed between old guard Jersey breeders and the up-and-coming Holstein enthusiasts. 

As one story from the world of dairying goes, in an exchange between a Holstein farmer 
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and Jersey farmer, the latter commented on the thin, watery milk of the Holstein.  He 

said, “If you milk a Holstein cow into a pail and drop in a silver dollar, you can see the 

dollar right through the milk!”  The Holstein man retorted, “If you milk a Jersey cow into 

a pail and then drop in a dollar, you’ll find the milk won’t even cover the dollar!”152  

While this humorous exchange captures a friendly sense of competition, it also 

illustrates the steady march towards agricultural industrial progress wherein milk quantity 

and efficiency became more highly valued than milk quality.  Today, the majority of 

Americans who consume dairy products are drinking milk almost exclusively produced 

by Holsteins. Nine out of every ten dairy producers milk only this breed.153  The rise and 

almost complete dominance of the Holstein within the dairy industry, a breed that is 

known for the increased quantity of milk it produces and a relatively low butterfat content 

compared to other dairy breeds, is one way to gauge the process of agricultural 

industrialization in America.  The Holstein’s reputation as a mega-milker has been firmly 

established and has come to define efficiency in the highly capitalistic world of modern 

dairying.   

Du Pont also belonged to a number of cattle associations that made it their 

mission to promote the Holstein breed.  The individuals with whom he consorted in 

organizations like the National Holstein-Friesian Association were often like himself: 

members of the extreme upper class.  One particular photograph taken at the National 

Holstein Meeting in the late 1920s illustrates Henry F. du Pont standing next to one of his 

most famous cows, along with a number of prominent men, including a well-known 

judge in the region and Governor Frank Lowden (Figure 2.2).  Du Pont would also 
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routinely host the state meetings at his farm.  In 1915, the association’s board of directors 

unanimously accepted his application for membership and elected him a life member 

only one year after du Pont had officially taken over management of the dairy herd.    

              

Figure 2.2. The National Holstein Meeting in the 1920s.  Henry F. du Pont is third from the 
left, while Governor Frank Lowden is from the right.   

(From the Winterthur Farm Archives, Winterthur Library) 
 

Much like other wealthy men of the era, the Winterthur farming organization was 

efficient and modern, yet it was also grandiose and explicitly linked to the display of 

wealth, and throughout the first quarter of the century, there was no shortage of wealth 

within the du Pont family. The financial windfall of World War I benefited the Du Pont 

Company and the entire du Pont family.  During the war the company held over one 

hundred war contracts and 85 percent of the company’s business was war related.  The 

company specialized in explosives and smokeless powder for the Allied powers, and 

business boomed.   

By 1915, the Du Pont Company’s earnings reached an all time high of $57.4 

million.  By the war’s end, the company had raked in $237 million in net profits.  Henry 
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Algernon du Pont enlarged the Winterthur estate considerably after the war while his 

cousins expanded their own estates throughout Delaware and the East Coast.  Pierre du 

Pont, first cousin to Henry Francis, presided over the company during the bullish war 

years and built one of the nation’s most extravagant estates, Longwood, located just a few 

miles from Winterthur.   Like his cousin who viewed Winterthur as his pastoral escape 

from the demands of everyday life, Pierre treated Longwood as his personal refuge from 

the world of business he occupied most of the time.  Like Winterthur, Longwood is now 

open to tourists and includes over one thousand acres of gardens and features a Japanese 

waterfall, sunken gardens, greenhouses, and colorful fountains.154   

 

Cows, Conspicuous Consumption, and ‘Good’ Society     

While journalists have long covered the activities of upper class society, the rise 

of American consumer culture in the Gilded Age and first several decades of the 

twentieth century led to a unique fascination with the lives of the ultra-rich, especially in 

the wake of Thorstein Veblen’s groundbreaking 1899 work The Theory of the Leisure 

Class.155  Twelve years after Veblen’s polemic against conspicuous consumption, 

Fredrick Townsend Martin’s The Passing of the Idle Rich also sharply critiqued the 

spending habits of the elite.  Martin provided vivid examples of rich socialites that took 

their propensities for spending to the absolute extreme.  Lavish parties for animals, 

including dogs, cats, and monkeys seemed a particularly fashionable indulgence: 
                                                
154Despite the controversial nature of this source which was written without the authorization of the Du 
Pont company and later became the subject of a federal lawsuit brought by the company against the book’s 
publisher, it does contain valuable facts concerning the inner workings of the company as well as 
information related to family dynamics, political influence, and the historical contexts related to each 
period of the company.  See Gerard Colby Zilg, Du Pont:  Behind the Nylon Curtain (Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ:  Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1974), 149-151.  
155Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class:  An Economic Study of Institutions (New York:  The 
Macmillan Company, 1899).  
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The wife of a Western man owns a pet monkey.  The little beast lives in a 

private room and is constantly attend by a valet.  It rides abroad behind its 

private trotter, has its own outfits of clothes, its dining table, and a bed 

made of solid ivory, tipped with gold ornaments.  All told, perhaps a 

dozen human beings minister to the comfort of the little simian and the 

mistress cheerfully pays from ten to fifteen thousand dollars yearly on this 

one extravagance.156 

As the du Pont family’s deep-rooted history with farming suggests, the American upper 

class has traditionally regarded agriculture as an almost noble form of recreation, 

particularly when compared to the outfitting of a pet monkey.  Still, it should be noted 

that activities with animals, from fox hunts and equestrian contests, to livestock 

competitions and farm auctions, have long served as convenient social venues for 

business networking and power brokering, especially in the early twentieth century as 

Henry Francis du Pont refashioned his estate as an agricultural showplace.     

During this period, Henry Francis du Pont took charge of the Winterthur farming 

operation, and the conspicuous display of agricultural wealth reached new heights.  This 

display took two major forms – in the animals and their pedigrees, and in the facilities 

that were used to house and maintain them. Although the cattle certainly proved their 

utility because they supplied the estate with milk and dairy products, they were also 

examples of breeding for aesthetic purposes, or as historian Katherine Grier describes, 

“the constant cultivation of animals in an effort to breed toward a standard of excellence, 

and in turn, the steady expenditure of money to support a leisure pursuit involving animal 

                                                
156 Fredrick Townsend Martin, The Passing of the Idle Rich (New York:  Doubleday, Page, & Company, 
1911), 38-39. 
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husbandry.”157  Du Pont was of course not alone in this endeavor.  Men of equal wealth 

across the nation had similar operations, often competed at the same agricultural 

expositions, and advertised milk records and bloodlines.  As Harriet Ritvo notes, the 

upper class’s leisurely pursuit of cattle breeding and exhibition took on great significance 

with regards to the power and class dynamics of Victorian England.  Her discussion 

illustrates that the heavy involvement of the upper class in numerous breed clubs 

throughout the United Kingdom not only encouraged the improvement of animal type but 

also perpetuated a form of “hegemonic discourse concealed beneath the rhetoric of public 

service.”158    

The book Holstein-Friesian Aristocracy (1914) offers useful insights into the 

ways farms, cows, owners, and bloodlines were promoted with equal attention by 

wealthy gentlemen farmers of the era.  Holstein breeder yearbooks containing 

information about production, type and show records were (and continue) to be published 

annually, but Holstein-Friesian Aristocracy seems to have been specifically targeted at an 

elite, wealthy audience because of the amount of attention it focuses on farm owners, 

family backgrounds, and fancy facilities.  In such a work, just as much attention seems to 

be focused on human pedigrees as on Holstein cattle pedigrees.  Bound in deep purple, 

the book is large and ornate with fancy gold lettering and glossy black and white 

photographs.  The men who owned the farms and cattle are pictured in suits, most 

looking confidently into the camera.  Often, two portraits appear in each farm’s profile – 

a father and a son. Scenic images of farms were also presented – one in particular from 

New Hampshire against the backdrop of the Green Mountains. Barns were showcased, 

                                                
157 Katherine Grier, Pets in America:  A History (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2006), 
210. 
158 Ritvo, 55. 
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particularly facilities that seemed to add to the comfort of the cows.  Secretary of the 

Association Frederick Houghton wrote in the introduction, “Connected with the breeding 

of Holstein-Friesian Cattle in America, are many distinguished men – some eminent as 

breeders, others who have entered the great work already wearing the laurels of outside 

fame or success.” 159  

Ritvo’s insights prove useful in illuminating the historical links between wealthy 

elites and animal husbandry.  In her discussion of beef cattle improvement in England 

during the Victorian age, she observes, “A collection of cattle portraits, the record of 

generations of celebrated stock, resembled a gallery of distinguished ancestors, and a 

collection of cattle pedigrees was like a family tree.”  She further suggests that the 

example of eighteenth-century breeding “inevitably led men to choose their wives as they 

would a brood mare, with great care for their personal genetic inheritance.”160 Even at the 

turn of the twentieth century, in the old moneyed worlds of the New York upper class, the 

collision of wealth and animals seemed a frequent occurrence evidenced by countless 

society columns that paid just as much attention to weddings, cotillions, and debutante 

receptions as horse shows, pedigreed dog exhibitions, or fox hunts.  The New York Horse 

Show for example, offered one such occasion to be seen in the company of “good 

society:” 

An evidence of the interest that the New York Horse Show excites 

throughout the country is afforded by the fact that a personally conducted 

party of seventy-five people from Virginia, which left Richmond 

yesterday, will arrive on the Old Dominion steamer Princess Anne from 

                                                
159 Eugene W. Harrington, ed.  Holstein-Friesian Aristocracy (Winterthur Farm Archives Box 518, 1915). 
160 Ritvo, 60. 
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Norfolk this afternoon.  The party was organized through an advertisement 

detailing the social glories of the New York Horse Show.161 

After his own high society wedding to Ruth Wales in June 24, 1916, du Pont’s attention 

quickly shifted to cattle.  He was so consumed with developing the perfect dairy herd that 

he talked his new bride into taking several detours on the way back from their 

honeymoon in order to see various dairy farms across the country.  Holstein Aristocracy 

likely served as an ideal guide for the budding agriculturist.  

Du Pont settled on a family of five animals from a herd owned by the E.C. 

Schroeder family of Moorhead, Minnesota. According to his profile in Holstein 

Aristocracy, Schroeder broke many records for milk and butter production and “won 

more prize money than any other herd...due to his strong personality and sound 

judgment.” His slogan as noted in his profile was “Show ring type with world's record 

production” and ends with “Moorhead breeding establishment merits the high esteem in 

which it is held by the breeding interests of the Northwest.”  A cow by the name of 

Spring Brook Bess Burke was the prize of the six animals purchased from Schroeder and 

had already achieved numerous milk and show records.  Two years later, du Pont 

purchased a bull that would become the centerpiece of his breeding program and wield a 

significant impact upon the Holstein world.  King of the Ormsby’s came to Winterthur 

from a farm in upstate New York.  Toward the middle of the twentieth century when 

artificial insemination became commoner within the dairy industry, Ormsby’s genetic 

potency became so established that vials of his frozen semen were sold for $1,000 

apiece.162  

                                                
161“Some Happenings In Good Society,” The New York Times, November 18, 1900.  
162Lord, 212. 
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Construction on the Winterthur barn began in 1915 and lasted for the next two 

years.  It featured state-of-the-art technology, even by modern standards, and included 

reinforced concrete floors, fireproof doors at hay shoots, and an elaborate ventilating and 

temperature control system.  As construction progressed, du Pont’s barn became a 

sophisticated farm complex and eventually included a large dairy barn and creamery, a 

test barn, a calf barn, heifer and bull barns, six barns for young stock, an ice plant, and a 

facility to conduct bacterial tests on milk (Figure 2.3).163   

The dairy herd at Winterthur Farm, like many other country estate operations 

lived in comfort and ease.  Photographs and prose in various herd brochures emphasize 

the care and management of the cattle as well as their high production and dairy type.  

One such brochure first published in the mid-1920s read: 

Over 300 head of cattle can be properly stabled at Winterthur Farms, and 

the present herd consists of about 310 head.  These have access to several 

hundred acres of excellent pasture lands and streams of pure spring water.  

They are housed in modern barns and cared for by attendants thoroughly 

familiar with the necessary requirements of dairy cattle to insure 

maximum growth, health and production.164 

Even in 1969, when the herd was dispersed after du Pont’s death, eight employees 

handled 142 head of cattle – an extremely high ratio of employees to cows, especially 

when seen in contrast to the modern mega-dairy operation where automation has largely 

replaced human farm workers.  Du Pont’s operation, according to one observer was 

always, “spic-and-span, clean, appetizing, and inviting” and according to his last herd 

                                                
163Fleming, 39. 
164 Winterthur Herd Brochure, WF Box 515A, Winterthur Farm Archive. 
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manager Bob Trivits, du Pont always wanted visitors and guests to see a “presentation” 

when they ventured up to the barns.165   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Figure 2.3.  Aerial View of the Winterthur Farm Complex from the mid-1920s  
(From the Winterthur Farm Archives, Winterthur Library) 

 
Oral histories conducted with a number of his farm employees and fellow 

breeders reflect du Pont’s ongoing desire to breed and own the best herd of dairy cattle in 

the region.  Hal Haskell, a fellow farmer and breeder of Jersey cattle in the region stated, 

“It seemed to me that he treated cattle like fancy objects, in his mind, it was sort of a 

challenge like collecting.  He liked to collect cattle, as we all did, as every breeder really 

liked to try and bring in a good cow or a good bull and do that sort of thing….it really 

was a competition between all of these guys around here.”166 Haskell’s statement reveals 

in several ways how the breeding and care of high quality livestock was for du Pont 

linked explicitly to the display of wealth.  His “collecting” of cattle foreshadowed his 

                                                
165Robert Trivits, Dairy Farm Symposium Transcript, Winterthur, Delaware, February 21, 2002.  
166 Hal Haskell, Dairy Farm Symposium Transcript.    
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collecting of antiques, his next major passion in life, and demonstrates the extent to 

which du Pont participated in the conspicuous consumption of agriculture.  Despite his 

interests in horticulture and antiques that would come to dominate his attention as he 

grew older, du Pont took an active role in all culling and purchasing decisions related to 

the cattle and was regularly informed of the herd’s performance both in the milk pail and 

the show ring.  He also held a membership in the Holstein-Friesian Association of 

America until his death in 1969. 

The Science of ‘Good Breeding:” Beautiful Bovines and Fitter Families 

Henry Francis du Pont’s devotion to scientific agriculture and the principles of 

livestock improvement at the turn of the twentieth century also came against a broader 

cultural preoccupation with heredity and genetics.  However, this nationwide fascination 

with “breeding” went far beyond the arena of animal husbandry.  From Margaret Sanger 

to Theodore Roosevelt, a variety of public figures, scientists, and progressive reformers 

held strong beliefs in the practice of human eugenics –a social philosophy built on the 

notion of racial purity and white superiority.  Seen in this historic context, du Pont’s 

interest in cattle breeding takes on a more complicated set of meanings.   

Shortly after purchasing his foundation stock, du Pont worked out a breeding 

program regarded as dubious by other dairy farmers at the time but later viewed as 

pioneering by the dairy industry.167  Du Pont believed that he could achieve genetic 

superiority by essentially breeding wholly within the group of foundation animals he had 

purchased (Figure 2.4).  Dairy industry historians and Winterthur historians alike believe 

that the Henry Algernon du Pont read about experiments conducted on rats at the Wistar 

                                                
167 “The Winterthur Family,” Holstein-Friesian World, December 12, 1959, 19. 
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Institute in nearby Philadelphia around the turn of the century and this in turn influenced 

his son’s thinking about genetics.  

Founded with the support of a hefty endowment in 1892 by General Isaac J. 

Wistar, the Wistar Institute of Anatomy and Biology operated under the auspices of the 

University of Pennsylvania.  General Wistar built a fortune as a former Vice President of 

the Pennsylvania Railroad Company, served as a Brigadier General in Civil War, and 

held a significant interest in science.  He served as President of both the American 

Philosophical Society and the Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia.  Wistar also 

owned a summer home in New Castle County, Delaware, home to Winterthur and 

numerous other du Pont properties.168  No doubt, he floated within the same social circles 

as the extensive du Pont family.    

At Wistar, scientists had developed a superior strain of white rat that could be 

counted on to breed “true” through the generations.  In fact, to this day, the Wistar strain 

continues as one of the most popular varieties of laboratory rat.  The breed was developed 

through highly selective inbreeding and ruthlessly culling any rats that showed 

undesirable traits.  Yet, as the experiments continued, the rats’ brain size decreased while 

their body weight increased.  Some observers pointed to the kinds of implications the 

development of the Wistar rats might hold for the “breeding” of “aristocratic families:”    

‘Blue blood’ does not necessarily decrease the size of brains.  One of our 

contemporaries reported Director Milton J. Greenman of the Wistar 

Institute of Anatomy and Biology in Philadelphia as saying so. To be sure, 

aristocratic families are given more or less to inbreeding and Dr. 

Greenman says…we have been inbreeding the white rat for nine 
                                                
168“Death List of a Day:  Gen Isaac J. Wistar,” The New York Times, September 19, 1905.  
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generations, with the result apparently that there is an increase in body 

weight and a decrease in brain weight.169 

Despite the risk of diminished intelligence in their cows, both du Ponts were 

anxious to try this breeding technique in their herd.  But, rather than true in-breeding, 

Winterthur engaged in line breeding whereby a generation is skipped.  Offspring with 

undesirable traits were culled and animals with desirable traits were perpetuated.  The 

result was a genetically superior strain of Holstein cattle that it was thought would 

reliably pass on their best genetic traits.170   This new system worked well in the herd 

until the 1950s when the structural and productive quality of the herd began to decline 

due to an overreliance on the technique.  Still, in the 1950s, the Winterthur Holsteins 

were the subject of a major study conducted by the University of Nebraska.  In the study, 

the authors wrote they were motivated learn more about du Pont’s breeding methodology 

because, “Breeding high producing dairy cattle has not yet become a science, and as an 

art few have been successful in its practice.  Therefore, it seems fitting to analyze the 

Winterthur herd, where a planned program has resulted in high production.”171   

                                                
169“Notes and Gleanings,” The New York Times, April 21, 1912.  
170Notes on the Dairy Day Symposium. 
171H.P. Davis, Wm. Reed, and Mogens Plum. “A Study in Breeding Cattle,” University of Nebraska 
College of Agriculture, 1953, WF Box 515A, Winterthur Farm Archive. 
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Figure 2.4.  The Winterthur Foundation Herd.  Du Pont bred wholly within this group of animals for 
several generations.  (From the Winterthur Farm Archives, Winterthur Library) 

  

All of this emphasis on “good breeding” applied to more than just cattle in the 

Progressive Era, especially when seen in the context of the social world occupied by the 

du Pont family.  Henry Algernon du Pont was particularly preoccupied with the family 

bloodline.  Although he had been celebrated as a war hero in the Civil War and later 

elected to the U.S. Senate, in his older years he became socially isolated and took up the 

study of genealogy.  He eventually became the unofficial family historian who was also a 

bit obsessed with the lineage of his upper-crust contemporaries.  Ruth du Pont Lord, the 

daughter of Henry Francis, reflected on her grandfather’s snobbery when she noted, 

His prickliness was apparent, and his snobbishness as well.  Never lacking 

for opinions, he had much to say about “vulgarians” and “people of 

refinement” and such topics as the social inferiority of dentists.  Mother 
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would mimic with a few harrumphs his standard question, “What was her 

– or his – mother’s maiden name?172 

 Several prominent individuals who likely traveled in social circles similar to those of the 

du Ponts were outspoken advocates of the Eugenics movement, founding organizations 

and donating millions of dollars to combat what they perceived as significant threats to 

white racial purity.  In 1906, after establishing his breakfast cereal empire, J.A. Kellogg 

founded the Race Betterment Foundation in Battle Creek, Michigan. Four years later, 

Mary Williamson Avrell Harriman, the widow of railroad magnate E.H. Harriman 

donated land and financial support at Cold Spring Harbor on the north shore of Long 

Island where the Eugenics Record Office was built.   

The work at Cold Spring Harbor in the early part of the twentieth century in 

particular offers some insight into how researchers attempted to link genetic studies they 

conducted on animals to possible “practical” applications for humans.  Scientists 

primarily focused on the notion of “experimental evolution” with breeding studies carried 

out on goats, sheep, fish, a variety of birds, and the “harmless necessary cat.”  In a 1906 

profile of the Cold Spring Harbor facility, Professor W.M. Wheeler justified his research 

and that of his colleagues, arguing that their work held important implications for the 

human race:   

The whole field is of the utmost importance and has nothing less for its 

end than the permanent betterment of the human race.  In detail to the 

uninitiated, many of the experiments may appear meaningless, trivial, 

even ludicrous.  But there is a unity of law [in] back of all the 

manifestations of nature, whether in plants or the lower animal forms, and 
                                                
172 Lord, 115. 
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a mastery of that law in any of its manifestations means a mastery of the 

law that dominates human life.  Hence the need for the study of heredity in 

botany and zoology in order to reach its exact working as a law in human 

life.173   

Further along in the piece, Professor Wheeler suggests one possible outcome to the 

research conducted at Cold Harbor: 

It is conceivable…that in some far distant time the State may take a 

controlling interest in marriages, exacting medical certificates of fitness 

from both parties to the contract before permitting their union.174 

Other distinguished individuals with these beliefs wielded a strong influence over 

academic institutions, most notably Governor Leyland Stanford who hired the well-

established eugenicist David Starr Jordan for the presidency of Stanford University. 175  

Jordan became one of the most outspoken supporters of enacting laws that would ban 

“marriages of the unfit.” Jordan spoke out against the marriage of the criminal or insane, 

but unions that were thought to perpetuate pauperism were deemed especially 

undesirable.176   

Leyland Stanford was also a prominent Thoroughbred horse breeder and in the 

early twentieth century, the world of Thoroughbred horse breeding (a common leisurely 

pursuit among the elite upper classes and even within the du Pont family) took on 

significant parallels to the Eugenics movement.  In 1917, a year after Madison Grant 

                                                
173“Experimental Evolution on Long Island:  A Visit to the New Carnegie Institution Laboratory at Cold 
Spring Harbor,” The New York Times, June 3, 1905.    
174Ibid. 
175 Steven Selden, Inheriting Shame:  The Story of Eugenics and Racism in America, (New York:  Teachers 
College Press, 1999). 
176“Marriage of the Unfit,” The New York Times, July 24, 1910.  
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published his highly influential book The Passing of the Great Race, W.E. Stoke, 

president of the Patchen Wilkes Stock Farm in Lexington, Kentucky, published The Right 

to Be Well Born; or, Horse Breeding in Its Relation to Eugenics. Stoke argued that the 

“highly organized racehorse is more like the high-bred man in his physical and nervous 

constitution than any other animal” and therefore, “if the problem of producing great 

racehorses could be solved, much light could be thrown upon the question of human 

inheritance.”177  Stoke recommended “humans unfit” be sterilized and this suggestion 

was based upon the castration of substandard colts:  “We never try to render fit a sire by 

education…the same rule should apply to humans.”  He asked, “Why do we not breed 

human beings to endure hard work and do it with ease, without straining, just as we breed 

the dray horse?”  He envisioned families of jockeys “who will always be fit and ready to 

meet any racing requirements.”  The outcome of this division of labor would be that “the 

working girl will be able to look over the health certificate of her prospective husband 

and see in what class he belongs.”178   

There is no evidence that Henry Francis du Pont was directly influenced by the 

tenets of human eugenics as advocated by men like Jordan, Stokes, and Grant.   As far as 

records indicate, his preoccupation with breeding revolved only around cattle and 

horticulture.  Yet, it is important to note that he was part of a social world that worked to 

legitimate eugenics as a science and he likely had some exposure to these ideas as they 

related to class and race, not simply livestock.    

 

 

                                                
177Rebecca Louise Cassidy, Horse People:  Thoroughbred Horse Culture in Lexington and Newmarket, 
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2007), 34. 
178 Cassidy, 34 
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Stepping Off the Pedestal: Cow Milking and Class Dynamics 

While no one could deny that du Pont wealth facilitated a special brand of 

farming – an enviable combination of scientific agriculture and pastoral escapism – the 

Winterthur dairy herd was not immune to unfortunate twists of fate or to the challenging 

financial period of the Great Depression.  During the summer of 1929, H.F. du Pont 

considered enlarging the herd, but the stock market crash later that fall put an end to any 

further discussions of expansion.  The next year, a fire broke out in the main barn.  

Although no cattle were harmed, the barn was a total loss.  A further drawback occurred 

when the Treasury Department disallowed any deduction for the loss and instead imposed 

higher taxes.179  All of these events plus the financial pressures from the Great 

Depression led to speculation within the Holstein world that du Pont would leave 

dairying entirely.  In the early months of 1933, he wrote a fellow member of the Holstein-

Friesian Association, “I am absolutely broke & cannot possibly send you a cent of 

money.”180   

 The Winterthur herd had established many production records throughout the 

1920s, but the animals were milked four times a day, their every need attended to by farm 

employees.  To reduce costs, du Pont decided to implement a twice-daily milking 

regimen.  However, other dairy farmers in the region greeted the plan with a curious mix 

of interest and skepticism.  By cutting the herd’s number of milking times, du Pont 

embraced the routine of the small, family farmer, but without the pampering, would the 

Winterthur Holsteins continue to produce the same outstanding milk records?     

                                                
179 Lord, 180. 
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Du Pont’s use of this milking regimen should not be underestimated in terms of 

the impact it had on class dynamics in the dairy industry.  Most farms within the 

Brandywine River Valley were also owned by men of wealth and had similar 

management styles and milking practices to du Pont.  When Winterthur changed to a 

twice-a-day milking regimen, yet continued to produce strong milk records, a message 

was sent to smaller-scale farmers across the nation that although management and 

facilities play significant roles in production, genetics are also key, especially Winterthur 

genetics.  The small family farmer might just be able to replicate those production 

records if they decided to purchase a Winterthur bull. Years later, Holstein-Friesian 

World remarked of the transition, “He [du Pont] knew that big records made under forced 

conditions were not true guides to the producing ability of the cow.  It seemed evident 

that a herd offering seed stock maintained under the same conditions as its buyers, would 

have a sound sales argument in a competitive market.”181  Professor George Haenlein 

discussed how this major change in the management of the cows significantly impacted 

the dairy industry more broadly.  Such a shift also had the desired effect of increasing du 

Pont’s livestock sales: 

Everybody said it couldn’t be done.  And he did it…He proved that it 

could be done with 2X a day milking…that you can still make outstanding 

records.  To me, du Pont’s embrace of the method of the dirt farmer…is as 

much a contribution as the birth of each of his famous bulls and cows.  

Because he came down from that pedestal where everybody said “Ah – 

you do special feeding, special milking and all this kind of stuff – that’s 

not my environment.”  So he came down to dirt farmer and said I’m 
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showing you what you can do in your environment with my genetics.  And 

I think that was a tremendous contribution.182 

Immediately, operating costs were reduced, and in May of 1933, one cow in particular, 

Winterthur Boast Ormbsy Ganne proved the skeptics wrong.  She produced 1,004 pounds 

of butterfat from 23,445 pounds of milk in one 305-day lactation period and achieved a 

world’s record for cows milked twice a day.  It was quite the sensation in the dairy world 

and du Pont highlighted his herd’s production records with renewed enthusiasm 

throughout the 1930s.183   

Despite the overt presence of prominent gentlemen dairy farmers like du Pont, in 

many ways, the breeding of dairy cattle did seem a bit more egalitarian than other types 

of animal husbandry.  A judging guidebook from 1940 contains the following sentiments: 

Most dairymen are operating under a false impression as far as dairy type 

is concerned.  They consider that type is more or less a wealthy man’s 

plaything and that they cannot afford to become interested in it.  Nothing 

could be further from the truth because there is very little difference in the 

cost of developing a herd of cows possessing desirable dairy type, 

compared to the cost of developing a herd possessing undesirable type.  

Unlimited capital is not a prerequisite for success.  Proper training in the 

art of selection, practical experience, and sound judgment however, are 

prerequisites.  Because of these facts, many wealthy would-be breeders 
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have failed, and many breeders with extremely limited finances have 

achieved outstanding success.184 

Much like Liberty Hyde Bailey’s warnings against “fancy farming” a generation earlier, 

this bit of dairy industry literature reflected the value of education and uplift.  It primarily 

targets the small-scale dairyman and conveys an agricultural bootstraps mentality.  By 

following the systematic methods of scientific agriculture gained through education and 

hard work, anyone, not just the gentleman farmer, could attain the same level of success 

with their breeding program.   

 “Special” Milk and Serious Concerns:  America’s “Milk Problem” 

Where did all that milk from those productive Holsteins go?  Much of it was 

consumed at the “big house” by Henry F. du Pont’s family and friends or shipped to his 

various residences in New York and Florida. All employees also had the opportunity to 

purchase milk, cheese, and butter.  The bulk of the milk, however, went to the Clover 

Dairy Cooperative made up of a number other dairies in the region.  The milk would then 

be bottled for the public’s consumption in nearby Wilmington.  However, from 1920 to 

1938, Winterthur also bottled, marketed, and sold raw milk to the public under its own 

label “Winterthur’s Special Holstein Milk.”185  This milk was promoted as “special” for a 

variety of reasons, including sanitization and handling procedures, the accredited 

tuberculosis-free status of the Holstein dairy herd, and then the “Winterthur” moniker 

that most likely held powerful meaning for the public in nearby Wilmington and 

surrounding communities because of its associations with the du Pont family.  

In the early twentieth century, milk was viewed as a healthy, yet potentially 
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dangerous food product – largely as a result of urban swill or slop milk dairies that 

became commonplace during the nineteenth century to meet the high demand brought on 

by rapid urban growth. In the spring of 1858, one of the most widely circulated papers, 

Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, published an in-depth investigation of the swill 

milk industry in New York City and Brooklyn.  Accompanied by a graphic drawing of a 

health warden conducting an autopsy on a diseased cow, this cover page editorial rails 

against the pervasive problem of tainted milk from unhealthy cows.   

We have laid the axe to the root of an evil that which is gigantic here, and 

extends to all the large cities of this continent, and the whole fabric must 

fall at once.  The papers of the rural districts are horror-struck at the 

iniquity of New York, as illustrated by our swill milk exposure, but the 

cities fear lest the evil extends to them.  It does.  Wherever large masses of 

people congregate, thus creating a great demand for milk, a distillery 

springs up at once, and while this furnishes the fiery alcohol which makes 

the fathers and husbands drunkards, loafers, and perhaps, murderers, the 

filthy cow stables which hang around, which hang around it like bloated 

parasites, dispense the poison that deals death to the mothers and children.  

Shall these manufactories of hell-broths be permitted to longer to exist 

amongst us?  Shall we tamely submit that a class of men shall grow rich 

upon our bereavements – upon the vacant places their poison creates in 

every family?     We ask these questions, and we know that the great voice 

of the people will answer with one accord – No!186 
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Additional pages showed the results of the warden’s autopsy, comparing images of 

healthy and diseased bovine body parts.  Indeed, the nineteenth century newspaper’s 

expose of these common urban dairying practices shares important parallels to 

contemporary accounts of factory farming, particularly films like Food, Inc. and King 

Corn that claim to unmask the inhumane realities of industrialized agriculture to the non-

farming public.  While strong public outrage resulted from this several part series, fifty 

years later America’s “milk problem” remained a major concern among progressive 

reformers and public health advocates.   

Towards the end of the nineteenth century the certified raw milk movement grew 

in popularity, was endorsed by a significant percentage of the medical profession, and 

enjoyed strong support from legislators and the public.  To become certified, a herd 

underwent regular management and sanitization inspections and had to be accredited as 

free from tuberculosis.  Though more and more milk was being pasteurized, many 

observers saw pasteurization as only a temporary measure that would no longer be 

needed once more careful regulation of the production and distribution of milk was in 

place.  The production and practices behind the certified raw milk movement played a 

significant role in raising the standards and improving the public image of the dairy 

industry as a whole.187   

Perhaps the most contentious subject related to raw milk at the turn of the 

twentieth century was tuberculosis (TB).  TB claimed more lives than any other disease 

throughout the world, including the United States from the 1800s until 1940. The 

National Association for the Prevention of Tuberculosis stated that milk from tubercular 
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cattle was “the medium through transmission of bovine tuberculosis to human beings 

most commonly takes place,” and recommended the “efficient pasteurization of milk as a 

safeguard against the transmission of bovine tuberculosis to mankind.” In 1911, the 

American Medical Association warned that milk must come from tuberculin-tested cows 

or be pasteurized.  That same year, New York City’s Health Department commissioner 

announced that the Department would require the pasteurization of all milk except 

certified milk.188 In 1920, almost 60% of cows in Delaware tested positive for TB, so the 

accredited TB free status of the Winterthur herd served as a major selling point for its 

milk.189  

 The marketing and sale of milk under Wintethur’s own label is also significant 

because it reflects early twentieth century conceptions of sanitization, cleanliness, and 

purity at a time when special emphasis was placed on these ideas in the realm of public 

health. The Pure Food and Drug Act was signed into law by President Roosevelt in 1906, 

only fourteen years before Winterthur began selling milk and only eight years before 

Henry F. du Pont took control of the dairy.  The estate promoted milk to the public by 

both utilizing the bucolic and pastoral imagery of the country and by tapping into the 

public’s concern over the purity and safety of the food supply, particularly with regards 

to children – and for good reason.   

Throughout the nineteenth century infant mortality had been extremely high and 

many public health observers and critics blamed bad milk. The percentage of deaths for 

children under five increased from around 32% in 1814 to around 50% in 1840.  What is 

striking about these figures is that while the percentage fell in European cities, in 
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American cities it rose, to the point that over half of all deaths in New York and 

Philadelphia and nearly half in Boston included children under 5 years of age. By the late 

nineteenth century, the yearly death rate of infants in cities remained around 50% of the 

yearly birth rate, and officials believed that this was due at least in part to the poor quality 

of much of the milk available.  And so the “milk problem,” as progressive reformers 

labeled it, created a strong public demand for healthy, certified milk from a trustworthy 

source.190   

The brochures that promoted Winterthur’s own brand of milk explicitly reflect 

these concerns.  One in particular reads “Winterthur’s Special Holstein Milk:  Best For 

Baby and You” and displays a bucolic image of the cattle grazing in the lush pasture.  

The next page explains just why Winterthur’s milk is the “best” milk available: 

Realizing the importance of special milk for infants, Winterthur Farms put 

on the market several years ago a milk known as WINTERTHUR 

SPECIAL HOLSTEIN MILK [emphasis in original].  This milk is put up 

exclusively for families desiring the very best milk obtainable, either for 

infant feeding or for high class table use, as well as those who object to 

using pasteurized milk.  Winterthur Special Holstein Milk is produced by 

a healthy herd of Holsteins cows known to be absolutely free from 

tuberculosis and all other infectious diseases.  It is bottled at the farm 

within 30 minutes from the time it is drawn from the cows and sealed with 

a special cap, which is a guarantee of the cleanliness and the purity of the 

                                                
190 Schmid, 49-50. 



 122 
  

  

milk.  This milk is not pasteurized and is therefore, more easily 

digested.191  

The brochure concludes with the photographs of two babies who had been raised on 

Winterthur milk and the statement “Good health is the natural result for both.”  Note the 

marketing phrase “high class table use.”  Where this milk was produced and its 

association with the du Pont family no doubt held powerful meaning to consumers who 

may have viewed their ability to purchase this food product as one small way to 

participate in the “high class” lifestyle of Henry Francis du Pont.  

 During the same period that the Winterthur Dairy sold milk under its own select 

label, there were seismic shifts in the organization of the dairy industry.  In 1925, 

businessman Thomas H. McInnerney spearheaded the consolidation of three major dairy 

cooperatives in upstate New York and Philadelphia.  The result of this corporate merger 

became the National Dairy Products Corporation, the eventual forerunner to Kraft Foods.  

A graduate of Harvard Business School McInnerney previously operated the Hydrox 

Corporation, an ice cream company located in Chicago, Illinois. In 1923 he ventured to 

Wall Street to seek the support from several notable banking firms to fund his plan for 

consolidating the United States ice cream industry. He initially encountered serious 

resistance from the financial establishment with one banker reportedly stating that the 

dairy industry “lacked dignity.” But, McInnerney prevailed and eventually convinced a 

consortium of investors to back the project.192  
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In McInnerney’s view, the broader dairy industry would significantly benefit from 

a business management structure that maximized efficiency by streamlining the 

distribution of milk and other dairy products.  Advertising and promotion became 

centralized as well.  In announcing the consolidation of 1925, McInnerney widely 

publicized his views on the benefits of the merger to both farmers and consumers.  In a 

lengthy newspaper article, he laid out his organizational approach based around the 

principles of efficiency and streamlined product distribution.  He also included detailed 

statistics about the national increase in milk consumption:      

Educational propaganda on the value of milk as a basic food has increased 

its consumption.  Increasing consumption calls for increased efficiency in 

the business management of this essential industry.  It is my opinion that it 

can be obtained only through modern organization methods.  An 

amalgamation of interests such as that which has recently taken place in 

the National Dairy Products Corporation permits of a standardization of 

general policy, a more economical purchasing system and coordination of 

advertising effort, all of which result in operating and merchandising 

economics, which are bound to be of direct benefit to the farmer and 

consuming public.193 

While it is unclear from archival records as to just how much money Winterthur branded 

milk brought in to the farm’s coffers, numerous employees including several former herd 

and farm managers claimed that the farm always operated without turning a profit.  

Indeed, gentleman farming as defined by a 1920 tax law manual outlined its economic 
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advantages for the upper class since all losses could effectively be written off.194 In light 

of McInnerney’s efforts, which significantly diminished the role and autonomy of the 

individual dairy farmer in the distribution and marketing of milk – an organizational 

model that effectively paved the way for modern agribusiness – it becomes apparent as to 

why Winterthur’s “special” milk market had a limited lifespan as an independent 

commercial enterprise.  The costs to produce, sanitize, and distribute Winterthur milk at 

the farm site for public consumption must have been staggering when compared to the 

tightly managed machinations of the National Dairy Products Cooperation.  By 1939, 

excess Winterthur milk was sold to the Clover cooperative or to private customers.195   

Du Pont Paternalism:  Labor and the Pastoral at Winterthur Farm 

The stories of those individuals who actually engaged in the manual labor 

necessary to keep large country estates operating are too often overlooked by scholars 

who have tended to focus on the social and cultural worlds occupied by the wealthy men 

who owned these expansive properties.  Scholars who have explored the significance of 

Winterthur are no exception, with most academic and popular works focusing on the 

personal histories of Henry Francis du Pont and his immediate family or on the material 

culture aspects of the Winterthur Museum’s antique collections. Highlighting the role of 

farm and garden workers in maintaining and running the Winterthur Farm operation is 

crucial to understanding the extent of wealth in the du Pont family, and provides a more 

nuanced picture of life at the estate.  Although Henry F. du Pont’s wealth financed the 
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farm, he was only minimally involved in the day-to-day operations and spent much of the 

time at his other residences in Long Island, New York City, and Florida. 

Margaret Mulrooney has explored the relationship between Du Pont as an 

employer and the largely Irish workforce who made up the majority of the gunpowder 

mill employees at Hagley Mills, only a few miles from Winterthur.196  Her examination 

has many similarities to how employees at Winterthur viewed their positions and their 

connections to the estate and Henry Francis du Pont.  One of Mulrooney’s key projects is 

to explore the paternalistic relationship the Du Pont Company had with its workforce.  

She emphasizes that most employees viewed the company in an extremely positive light 

despite the major risks involved in manufacturing gunpowder.  Among a number of 

employees, Mulrooney includes the reflections of the son of an Irish saltpeter refinery 

worker named Philip Dougherty.  Born in 1874, he grew up in the powder mill 

community and eventually worked for Du Pont: 

I like them all.  All the du Ponts.  I’ll tell you why.  Especially those 

fellows I worked under.  I knew them all.  I had reason to like them.  We 

called them by their first names.  These du Ponts were good men.  All of 

them.  All that I saw around here.  They were brainy.  Didn’t take any 

back step.  They were good men.  They were smart men too.  I don’t 

believe we would ever have had this country if it hadn’t been for Du Pont.  

I believed they saved this country, myself.  I really do.197 

Most employees at Winterthur viewed Henry Francis du Pont and their work in a 

similarly glowing manner.  Bob Reynolds, for example, began working at the estate in 
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1945 as a farm employee.  Of his employer he said, “Mr. du Pont was the kind of man if 

you were really interested in work, he would appreciate you.”198  

When he officially took control of the estate in 1914 and decided that developing 

the farm was a major priority, du Pont searched for the best men on the East Coast to hire 

for the design of his farm complex and the management of the dairy herd.  He began to 

correspond with Elmer J. Humphries, a partner in the building firm of Stafford and 

Humphries located in McGraw, New York.  The company had considerable experience in 

barn design and construction. Humphries supervised construction, but for the actual 

building, du Pont turned to immigrant labor.  Former farm superintendent, Howard 

Lattomus discussed the role of Hungarian immigrants:   

When they built the dairy barn, they got a boat load of Hungarians to work 

as laborers.  Down back of where the sawmill is now they had a house 

built for ‘em to live in.  Well, they had a cook there and they had their 

own water and washing facilities.  They worked there all the time the barn 

was being built.  After the barn was done, they all left, except Mondo and 

Lucien and Jack Salvadore.  They were part of the crew that came in.  

Took ‘em right off a boat, I understand.  But they all disappeared after the 

barns were done.199   

After building was complete, du Pont lured Humphries away from McGraw and 

convinced him to stay on at Wintethur as farm superintendent.  Humphries would hold 

this position until his death in 1952.  Du Pont also created a herdsman position after he 

took over management of the farm.  The herdsman was directly in charge of the dairy 
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herd and made most breeding, culling and management decisions.   For the position Du 

Pont hired J. Russell Danks who had worked for a nearby farm in New Jersey.200  

Although du Pont made many significant decisions regarding his breeding program, it 

would be Danks, and years later Robert Trivits who handled correspondence with 

prospective livestock buyers and made most of the herd management decisions –running 

everything by du Pont first.  The farm’s herdsman was also in charge of the showstring – 

some of the top animals in the herd exhibited by Winterthur at local shows, including the 

Delaware and Maryland State Fairs as well as the occasional national dairy exposition.     

By 1927, when Henry Francis du Pont finally owned Winterthur Estate outright 

after the death of his father, the estate numbered more than 2,200 acres of farmland and 

was comprised of several agricultural tracts.  The property included some 90 houses for 

families working on the farm, which essentially was a small community with its own 

water supply, crops, shops, post office and railroad station.201 Du Pont’s daughter Ruth 

reflected, “The high morale at Winterthur stemmed from my father’s presence and his 

policies.  Winterthur was a good place to live.”202 

And working at Winterthur was generally thought to be a coveted job throughout 

the region. Milliard and Martha Wagner moved to Winterthur in 1947 and Millard began 

working as general farm help.  Soon after taking a farm position, the staff found out 

Millard had heavy equipment experience and until 1955, he was in charge of thirty-five 

vehicles and fourteen tractors.  Farm superintendent E.J. Humphries offered the Wagner’s 

a house to rent on the estate.  The house had four bedrooms, two living rooms and was 

                                                
200 Magnani,133. 
201 Magnani,133. 
202 Lord, 217. 



 128 
  

  

half furnished.  Rent was a penny a month, and Millard noted that the penny was never 

collected.   The Wagner’s loved the home and felt very lucky.203   

Employees had access to inexpensive housing and could also purchase excess 

milk, meat and vegetables at a reduced price from the estate’s dairy, butcher, and 

vegetable gardener.  Many employees also viewed Winterthur as a “place apart” and a 

unique and wonderful environment to raise children.  Frankie Reynolds, the wife of Bob 

Reynolds, was amazed at the vastness of the estate and likened it to a “fairyland.”204  

Jeanette Toulson Carey was born on the estate and spent much of her childhood there.  

Her father was hired as farm worker and her mother took in boarders.  Carey reflected 

that Winterthur was “a nice world” and that “We felt like we owned what was around us.  

Winterthur was our home.”205  After the death of Carey’s father in 1951 her mother and 

the rest of the family had to move, but du Pont continued to play a significant role in the 

family’s life when he paid for the eldest Toulson brother’s education at MIT.206 

Du Pont’s goals for his operation, a top-rate dairy facility, farm crops, pampered 

cattle, and extensive and elaborate gardens required a variety of intensive labor practices 

that sometimes led to some questionable management practices and employee turnover.  

From a purely aesthetic standpoint, the pastoral, ordered landscape on the estate was 

perhaps the first thing noticed by visitors.  Du Pont’s large horticultural staff labored 

constantly to maintain everything from the pasturelands to the flowerbeds to the 

vegetable garden.  Employees’ young children even worked on the estate in what was 
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loosely known as the “Weed Gang.”  Lattomus, the former farm superintendent who had 

spent most of his life working at Winterthur recalled that in his childhood, Henry 

Algernon du Pont was especially stern when it came to eliminating summertime weeds.   

“…They had about 30 of us kids [who] walked around in the various 

fields.  Dock, wild carrots, mustard, dandylion, and thistles – we had to 

dig every damn one of them out.  The fields were clean.  They had a 

man…who handled all the boys.  He always carried a black snake whip.  

He never used it but he’d crack it once and while to let you know he had 

it.  The kids were scared to death of him.”207 

The 4 X day milking regimen du Pont implemented throughout the 1920s required 

the labor of a special group of dairymen who fed and milked the cows around the clock.  

The men were paid “according to [their] ability to wring every drop of milk from [their] 

charge[s].”208 These men’s lives revolved around the cows for which they were 

responsible, and they lived in a small dormitory above the milk testing barn.  There was 

usually a fairly significant turnover rate among dairy milkers probably due to boredom 

and low pay, but these employees found some ways to alleviate the monotony of their 

work.  Thelma Humphries Sharpe, the daughter of the first farm superintendent, E.J. 

Humphries, recounted how the dairy’s milking men amused themselves with dancing and 

social activities:   

They had this great big pool table on the second floor [of the clubhouse] 

and there was this stage and they used to have dances and they had them 

pretty regularly until a lot of people who worked on the place would tell 
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about it and invite their friends and they would they would tell friends and 

then too many people started coming in so Dad had to stop it and then 

after that they only had them once and a while.  They had a real live band 

up there and that’s really where I learned to dance.209   

In 1956, du Pont approved a pension plan for his many employees.  In a letter to 

his lawyer, du Pont wrote, “For some time, Mrs. Du Pont and I have given consideration 

to adopting a pension plan for our faithful employees – office employees, employees of 

Winterthur Farms, and personal employees whether employed in connection with our 

home or elsewhere.  The purpose of the plan will be to provide an income for our 

employees, in addition to Social Security benefits, following retirement or disability.  

Such a plan has been approved by the IRS effective June 1st, 1956.”  These records show 

that the farm employed 24 individuals in 1955.  Farm supervisor William Cannon earned 

the most money at $430 per month and had been employed at the farm since 1930.  On 

the other end of the pay scale was a woman named Irma D. McElhinney, who had been 

employed at the farm since 1952 and earned $215 per month.210 

As du Pont’s pension plan suggests, an almost aristocratic brand of “familiar 

paternalism” characterized the relationship between him and his workers and continued 

throughout his life.211  Indeed, the entire du Pont family could be seen as the very 

definition of a paternalistic and hegemonic ruling culture in the state of Delaware and 

surrounding region, having established their cultural and economic dominance in the area 
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beginning at the turn of the nineteenth century.  As Anthony Wallace observes in his 

study of the small industrial village of Rockdale, “Even in Republican America, where no 

nobility or rigid system of classes arrogated to itself a monopoly of rank, there was a 

visible social order based on the exercise of power by men of capital.  With that power 

came a responsibility to use one’s position as God’s steward on Earth:  to punish those 

who made mistake or behaved wrongly as parents punished children, and to reward the 

virtuous and competent.”212 With his early commitment to the values of republican 

enterprise, E.I. du Pont laid the groundwork for a unique brand of familiar paternalism 

that lasted generations.  Until Henry Francis du Pont’s death, a visible social order at the 

Winterthur Estate informed and guided daily professional life.     

Even throughout Delaware today the Du Pont Corporation continues to be one of 

the state’s largest private employers, and workers remain steadfastly loyal.  Even at 

Winterthur, second and third generation employees now occupy the positions held by 

their parents or grandparents.  Many of these workers take pride in their family’s long 

association with Henry Francis du Pont.      

Conclusion:  A Complex Legacy of Pastoral Privilege and Industrial Cows  

There were no provisions made by the Winterthur Museum to provide for the 

upkeep of the herd after Henry F. du Pont’s death in 1969.  Du Pont himself made 

provisions in his will to sell the herd immediately after his death, fearing that the dairy 

herd’s expense would place too much of a burden upon the museum.213  The auction was 

held on September 12, 1969, and attracted prominent dairy cattle breeders from across 

the country.  Local media covered the event with sadness.  “To other Holstein breeders, it 
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was a shock.  For the museum, perhaps it was just as well; historians and scholars do not 

necessarily hold any interest in dairy cattle.  But the herdsmen of Winterthur held firm 

faces of restraint as their charges were sold, one by one, to strangers.  It was tangible for 

them – very, very, real.  Henry du Pont is dead.”214   

The hasty sale of the cattle drew the ire of some Winterthur’s farm employees.  

Former farm superintendent Howard Lattomus’s sentiments clearly assigned blame to 

museum administrators:    

The people in charge here, they didn’t give a damn about the farm.  Didn’t 

mean a thing to ‘em.  All they were interested in was [the area around the 

museum].  You can’t blame ‘em too much I guess.  But it did make people 

that had worked here all their life feel bad, I’ll tell you that.  I know I did 

feel bad about it.  I still do.215    

Henry F. Du Pont’s daughter Pauline wanted to keep the herd as well, but the museum 

board abided by the terms of the will.216  Holstein-Friesian World, a publication long 

patronized by du Pont noted a month before the auction, “There are few herds of our 

breed whose passing from the scene will bring more widespread regret and nostalgia.217 

The auction attracted buyers from across the nation and the 148 cattle brought in a total 

$140,370.  The era of gentlemen farming to which Henry F. du Pont and his Winterthur 

Holsteins belonged ended as the auctioneer’s gavel came down for the last time.  A 

young bull calf named appropriately enough, Winterthur Finale, brought $15,000.    
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Carnation Dairy near Seattle, Washington, purchased the promising young sire.  At that 

time, Carnation stood as one of the most prominent commercial herds in the country.   

Today, the agricultural heritage of Winterthur has been relegated to the sidelines 

while museum administrators over the years have instead emphasized the extensive 

American antiques collections to visitors.  Tourists rarely venture far from the house, 

museum galleries, and nearby gardens.  Despite the estate’s gradual erasure of its farming 

past, however, the promotion of the Winterthur Museum as “An American Country 

Estate” continues.  It remains largely undeveloped with acres of woodland and pasture 

and represents to many tourists an idyllic rural escape from urban life.  While entirely 

reinstituting the dairy herd and refurbishing the dairy barns to their former glory would 

be an unrealistic goal for the Winterthur Museum because of high labor and construction 

costs, museum administration officials are finally beginning to take major steps to more 

fully incorporate living agricultural exhibits at Winterthur.  In recent years, one of the 

many barns was refurbished.  It now houses a small herd of Merino sheep, two centuries 

after “Merino Mania” captured the imagination of so many farmers across the Eastern 

seaboard.   

Most of the dairy herds and farms owned by Henry F. du Pont’s gentleman farmer 

contemporaries are now gone as well.  Pabst Farms, which at one time consisted of more 

than seven different farms around the Milwaukee area, now exists as a housing 

development, a “1,500 acre master-planned community” that offers such amenities as 

retail shops, hotels, and a business park. 218  The development company in charge of this 

twenty-first century version of Pabst Farms has the blessing of the Pabst family.  For 

some longtime Milwaukee residents however, the new incarnation of Pabst Farms has 
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come to represent simply more suburban sprawl at the expense of a once rolling, pastoral 

landscape that came to symbolize a small piece of Wisconsin’s rich dairying heritage.219 

Maytag Farms by contrast, continues to thrive.  E.H. Maytag, son of the founder 

of the well-known appliance company, established the herd in 1919 and showed great 

interest in breed improvement, exhibiting his animals at dairy shows throughout the 

Midwest.  His son, Fred Maytag II, began to produce blue cheese with all of that Holstein 

milk in 1941 with the help of a new and more efficient cheese making process developed 

by Iowa State University.  Today, Maytag Farms is owned privately by members of the 

Maytag family and continues to produce a celebrated variety of blue cheese near Newton, 

Iowa.220  

Despite the overwhelming dominance of the Holstein in the dairy industry, the 

current state of Holstein breed development is problematic.  The pioneering work in 

Holstein genetics represented by the Winterthur farm and the innovative techniques of 

close linebreeding has caught up with the entire breed in recent years.  The purebred 

Holstein now faces unique genetic challenges.  Over the last 50 years, Holsteins have 

gotten bigger – some too big to fit into a barn stall.  Increased instances of lower 

conception rates and difficulties with calving have also been documented along with 

many cows that demand an extraordinary high level of management.  Some studies 

indicate that about 30 percent of the current international Holstein gene pool can be 

traced back to just two bulls.  Indeed, there are some dairy geneticists that now strongly 
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advocate crossbreeding to re-energize the breed, relegating du Pont’s celebrated breeding 

methods based on the purity of bloodlines to the dustbins of dairy history.221   

The tireless efforts of Holstein promoters, work that began so earnestly at the 

dawn of the twentieth century paid off in terms of the breed’s popularity around the 

globe.  The Holstein is now found in 128 countries and in all regions of the world.  

Winterthur Holsteins were exported to Japan, Puerto Rico, Argentina, Australia, and 

several countries in Europe, doing their part to influence the breed’s quality overseas.222 

However, after years of importing the Holstein to Africa and other warmer regions of the 

world, some scientists have begun to question the dominance of the breed there at the 

expense of more traditional livestock species.  According to a recent study released by 

the UN Food and Agriculture Organization, the total dominance of imported breeds like 

the Holstein is causing the loss of an average of one livestock breed every month.  For 

example, scientists predict that Uganda’s indigenous Ankole cattle, well know for their 

massive sets of horns, could face extinction within 50 years because they are being 

rapidly supplanted by Holsteins which produce much more milk.  

Carlos Sere, the director of the International Livestock Research Institute, notes 

that importing animal breeds like Holsteins to developing nations, “offer short-term 

benefits to their owners because they promise high volumes of meat, milk, or eggs, but 

they also pose a high risk because many of these breeds cannot cope with unpredictable 

fluctuations in the environment or disease outbreaks when introduced into more 

demanding environments in the developing world.”  The issue became abundantly clear 

in Africa when during a recent drought, farmers that had kept their hardier Ankole were 
                                                
221 Dr. Leslie Hansen, interview with author, August 14, 2007. 
222Robert Trivits, interviewed by John A.W. Sweeney and Dorothy W. Green, Winterthur Archive Oral 
History Collection, Winterthur, Delaware, April 2, 1975. 
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able to walk them long distances to find water while farmers that owned Holsteins and 

other imported breeds lost their entire herds.223   

Henry F. du Pont could never have anticipated these more troubling issues that 

now swirl around the Holstein cow in the twenty-first century, but his legacy to 

agriculture and dairying is firmly established.  His devotion to scientific agricultural 

improvement resulted in a model cattle herd that significantly influenced the production, 

type, and popularity of the modern mega-milker.  The Winterthur farm’s operational 

practices also set a high standard for sanitation, cleanliness, and milk quality that in turn, 

held significant implications for the complex relationship of agriculture and public health 

in the twenty-first century.  Finally, Henry Francis du Pont’s agricultural efforts represent 

an idyllic, yet privileged vision of American agrarianism, one that melds power, high 

social standing, and pastoralism.  This vision shares parallels to such influential thinkers 

as Thomas Jefferson, men that simultaneously romanticized the small yeoman farmer and 

owned vast country estates.  Consequently, it becomes important to consider how class 

dynamics color our nation’s perception, understanding, and definition of rurality.    

Today, as tourists roam the gardens of Winterthur or take a tram up to the now 

desolate barns that are slowly falling into a state of disrepair, one cannot help imagining 

cows dotting the pastoral landscape.  The attention to detail that Henry F. du Pont 

brought to so many projects on his estate, from the careful installation of period rooms in 

what would eventually become the Winterthur Museum, to his close supervision of the 

flower plantings each spring in fact extended to a landscape design that understatedly 

melded farm and garden.  Various lookout points throughout the estate frame the bucolic 

                                                
223 “A ‘Livestock Meltdown’ is occurring as hardy African farm animals face extinction,’ Science in Africa, 
October 2007 http://www.scienceinafrica.co.za/2007/october/farmanimals.htm (accessed October 1, 2008). 
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pastureland where during du Pont’s lifetime, guests were sure to spot groups of cattle 

grazing next to the creek or lounging in a flowery meadow.224 Perhaps the Merino sheep 

that now once again call Winterthur home may prove to be a prelude to a more concerted 

effort to reclaim Henry F. du Pont’s agricultural legacy. The landscape at the estate is 

fundamentally an agricultural one and the absence of cows that once graced the 

pastureland seem a glaring omission.  Perhaps someday the dairy herd will be back, 

returning to resurrect Henry Francis du Pont’s dreams of pastoral perfection. 

The next chapter will consider another individual’s efforts to construct an idyllic 

vision of American country gentility that shares much in common with the privileged life 

of Henry Francis du Pont.  A historic and contemporary examination of Martha Stewart’s 

appeal offers many useful insights into how this brand icon has successfully blended the 

forces of rural nostalgia, New England regional identity, inconspicuous consumption, and 

increasingly, contemporary concerns about the state of industrial agriculture in order to 

craft a glossy agricultural aesthetic for her audience.  As a savvy businesswoman and 

arbiter of taste, she has also established a fervently loyal following among consumers that 

are eager to buy into her explicit commodificaion of privileged country gentility.  

Ultimately, in an age of modern consumerism, Stewart presents a complex public image 

that frequently links country life with the good life.   

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
224 Chris Strand, “interview with author,” August 16, 2006. 
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Chapter Three: 

Dreams of the Prairie:  Consuming Laura Ingalls Wilder and Little House 

 

Our fourth night of a 17 day mother-daughter annual odyssey.  This year we 

choose Minnesota as our main destination.  We are seeing all of the “northern” 

Laura sites – yesterday Burr Oak, today Spring Valley and Walnut Grove, 

tomorrow De Smet.  We are saving Pepin for the drive home.  When I found your 

Sod House on the internet, I knew we had to stay.  Have had fun reliving my 

childhood night stories by dressing up in prairie clothes, writing by kerosene 

lamps, and sleeping in a soddy.  Thanks for a wonderful experience! 

           --Tara & Rebecca, Laura Ingalls Wilder fans from the Midwest, May, 2002 

 

The mother-and-daughter duo of Tara and Rebecca shared their experience of 

staying overnight in a sod house in a book of guest comments collected by Stan and 

Virgina McCone, proprietors of the Sod House Bed and Breakfast located near Sanborn, 

Minnesota, about 130 miles southwest of the Twin Cities.  Throughout the tourist season, 

the McCones play host to a wide variety of visitors, many of them ardent fans of 

children’s author Laura Ingalls Wilder.  For a small fee, visitors can stop and view a 

reconstructed sod house as well as a number of other structures built by Stan.  However, 

tourists also have the option of spending the night or several days in the house, which sits 

on the edge of a wide, expansive prairie.  A small hint of “civilization” in the guise of 

Sanborn is just barely visible off in the distance. Houseguests are encouraged to wear 

prairie dresses and other old fashioned clothing supplied by the McCones during their 
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stay, and in a truly authentic, escapist fashion, the house is not equipped with either 

electricity or indoor plumbing.   Rates for an overnight stay at the Sod House begin at 

$110 per night.225       

Tara and Rebecca planned their mother-daughter “odyssey” around one of the 

most iconic literary figures in American culture:  Laura Ingalls Wilder.  The name alone 

of this classic children’s author conjures up wholesome images of covered wagons, 

pioneer adventures, and frontier settlement (Figure 3.1).  Continuously in publication 

since the 1930s, Wilder’s books remain on elementary school reading lists across the 

United States and abroad, and have been translated into 40 languages.226 The stories are 

situated in different locations across the American Midwest and follow the trajectory of 

the Ingalls family’s migrations during the last third of the nineteenth century.  From 

Pepin, Wisconsin, through Independence, Kansas, and Walnut Grove, Minnesota, to Burr 

Oak, Iowa, and finally De Smet, South Dakota, the Ingalls family moved often.  Today, 

each of these sites trade on their association with Laura Ingalls Wilder and her stories, 

ranging from a simple wayside marker near Pepin to larger festivals held each year in 

Walnut Grove, De Smet, and Wilder adult home in Mansfield, Missouri.   

Wilder began writing these books in the 1932 from her home in Mansfield and 

with the publication of each new title, her popularity steadily increased.  In 1937, Wilder 

published On the Banks of Plum Creek, the story of her young childhood spent in a 

dugout near the burgeoning village of Walnut Grove, Minnesota.  Her subsequent books, 

                                                
225Visitors to the region certainly have other inexpensive options.  Rates at the much more utilitarian 
“Wilder Inn” in nearby Tracy, Minnesota, begin at $40 a night and the regional center of Marshall, 
Minnesota, is home to numerous national chain motels.  The Sod House Bed and Breakfast’s rates are 
definitely on the higher end of the accommodation rate spectrum in southwestern Minnesota, despite the 
lack of modern amenities.   
226Doris Haugen, “’Little House a big draw,” LJWorld.com, August 14, 2005 
http://www2.ljworld.com/news/2005/aug/14/little_house_big_draw (accessed November 13, 2006). 
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By the Shores of Silver Lake, The Long Winter, Little Town on the Prairie, and These 

Happy Golden Years were all set in the railroad town of De Smet, South Dakota.    

 

Figure 3.1.  Laura Ingalls Wilder at 70, photographed in 1937.   
(From the Herbert Hoover Presidential Library) 

 

      

Figure 3.2.  Covers of selected Little House titles.  The illustrations by Garth 
Williams were produced in late 1947 and the books were reprinted in 1953 with 
these now iconic illustrations.  (From Harper & Row Publishing) 

 
For many fans, Wilder’s writing evokes a nostalgic sense of family togetherness, 

a wholesome way of life, and a bygone era.  Although her appeal is particularly strong 

among women and young girls, my research suggests that the Wilder mystique cuts 

across boundaries of social class, geography, and ethnicity.  The Little House series in 
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both book and television form is quite popular in Japan, for example, where the books 

became one of the first American children’s stories to be translated from English into 

Japanese after World War II.   Busloads of Amish and Mennonite families show up to 

Wilder tourism sites during the summer months, sometimes sharing tour guides with 

families who call apartment high-rises in New York City home.   

This chapter focuses on the formation and cultivation of a commercialized Wilder 

mystique consumed by a wide variety of readers, tourists, fans, cultural producers, 

community residents and, most recently, new immigrant groups.  This commercialization 

hinges on the commodification of rural nostalgia, antimodernism, and highly traditional, 

conservative views of American history, especially westward settlement.  At the center of 

the Wilder mystique is Laura Ingalls Wilder herself.  The now iconic mid-twentieth 

century book covers and illustrations by Garth Williams keep Wilder perpetually frozen 

in time as an adventurous child, mischievous youth, and finally, responsible young adult 

(Figure 3.2).  Widely distributed grandmotherly images of Wilder seem to frequently   

surprise new readers, so thoroughly have we come to identify Laura Ingalls Wilder with 

childhood (Figure 3.1).   

The little girl in the little house is long gone, yet a complex set of cultural 

meanings connected to Wilder’s youth and literary works extend beyond the written 

words of her stories.  These cultural meanings, what I term the “Wilder mystique,” are 

primarily rooted in childhood nostalgia, but they can also be tied in part to an ever-

present antimodern impulse in American culture. As literary scholar Chilton Williamson, 

Jr. observes, “While Mrs. Wilder, as a former hardscrapple pioneer girl, was certainly not 

opposed to ‘progress’ and ‘modern conveniences,’ an implicit criticism of dependency on 



 142 
  

  

modern technology is perceptible throughout her books, and so is the (also implicit) 

suggestion that the old ways were somehow better, not just because they were simpler but 

because they helped develop character and moral stamina.”227  This antimodernist 

sentiment has its roots in the early twentieth century, however, as this chapter 

demonstrates, antimodernism continues to be a significant force in the twenty-first 

century, directly contributing to contemporary beliefs about agriculture, rural life, gender, 

and whiteness. Wilder’s continued popularity also demonstrates how rural nostalgia, 

family-oriented tourism, and the heavily freighted notion of authenticity function in a 

postmodern industrial age.  

As Stan and Virginia McCone, as well as other business owners in the region, 

realized long ago, many Wilder fans are motivated not only to seek out Laura’s childhood 

home sites that are so vividly described in her books, but also to engage in various forms 

of consumption once they get there (Figure 3.3). And as the opening quote demonstrates, 

tourists like Tara and Rebecca are willing to pay top dollar to experience this form of 

tourism. Wilder’s enduring cultural currency and lasting popularity are also connected to 

the following topics, each of which will be explored in depth throughout this chapter:  the 

still salient role of frontier and rural nostalgia in popular culture which in turn relates to 

highly conservative interpretations of American history; the complex relationship 

between authenticity, literature, and heritage on the American landscape – core concepts 

within the field of Tourism Studies, and finally; the economic sustainability of small 

towns and rural communities in an increasingly postindustrial era.       

                                                
227Chilton Williamson, Jr.,“Big Little House in American Literature,” Laura Ingalls Wilder Lore 18, No. 1 
(Spring/Summer 1992): 1-3. 
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Figure 3.3.  The brochure for the Sod House Bed and Breakfast along with a photograph of 
proprietors Stan and Virginia McCone   

(Brochure in Author’s Collection; Photograph by Author) 
 

Frontier Nostalgia and Family Values: The Wilder Mystique in American Culture 

At its core, the allure of the Wilder mystique rests on an antimodernist sensibility 

that relates to deeply held beliefs about the place of the nineteenth-century American 

frontier in popular culture.  Patricia Nelson Limerick analyzes how popular culture has 

effectively imbued “frontier” with quaint, nostalgic notions that effectively remove the 

more negative aspects of nineteenth-century pioneer life.  As she observes, “Whatever 

meanings historians give the term, in popular culture it [frontier] carries a persistently 

happy affect, a tone of adventure, heroism, and even fun very much in contrast with the 

tough, complicated, and sometimes bloody and brutal realities of conquest.  Under these 

conditions, the word ‘frontier’ uses historians before historians can use it.”228  Because 

Wilder chose to craft her stories for a children’s audience, she participated in this cultural 

                                                
228Patricia Nelson Limerick, “The Frontier in the Twentieth Century,” in The Frontier in American Culture:  
Essays by Richard White and Patricia Nelson Limerick (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1994), 
75.  
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process, and minimized the hard realities her family faced as they migrated across the 

upper Midwest. 

A seemingly unyielding wanderlust marked the pioneer experiences of many 

settlers and their families in the nineteenth century. As Jackson Lears has argued, in the 

late nineteenth century, the hallowed vision of a “stable yeomanry was undercut by the 

prevalence of the westering pioneer.”229  

While Wilder painted a heroic picture of her father, his relentless drive to migrate 

west took a toll on the Ingalls family. A darker literary view of that restless pioneer drive 

emerged in the writings of Hamlin Garland, a contemporary of Wilder’s.  The Garland 

family’s migrations closely paralleled the Ingalls, as Hamlin’s father, Richard, pushed 

west from Wisconsin, to Iowa, and eventually, like the Ingalls family, South Dakota.230  

Garland’s recollections of the prairie landscape were mixed in their assessment of how 

they affected him and his family.  “My heart filled with awe as well as wonder,” Garland 

remembered when writing of his family’s resettlement in Mitchell, South Dakota.  “The 

majesty of this primeval world exalted me.  I felt for the first time the poetry of the 

unplowed space.”  Garland wrote of his father’s restless impulses in a more measured 

tone, however.  “Hour after hour he pushed into the west, the heads of his tired horses 

hanging ever lower, and on my mother’s face the shadow deepened, but her chieftain’s 

voice cheerily urging his team lost nothing of its clarion resolution.  He was in his 

element.”  Garland worried about his mother, however, and questioned why his father 

again chose to uproot their family, asking “why should this suffering be?  Why should 

                                                
229Jackson Lears, Rebirth of a Nation:  The Making of Modern America, 1877-1920 (New York:  
HarperCollins Publishers, 2009), 138.  
230 John E. Higgins, “A Man from the Middle Border: Hamlin Garland's Diaries,” The Wisconsin Magazine 
of History 46, No. 4 (Summer 1963):  294-302. 
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mother be wrenched from all her dearest friends and forced to move away to a strange 

land?”231  Garland’s reflections on the frontier experiences of his youth celebrated his 

parents’ unwavering pioneer spirit, but also provided a clear window into the harsh 

realities associated with constant upheaval and migration during this period.    

Unlike Garland, Wilder never questioned her father’s motives in her writing, nor 

the effect of the family’s migrations on her mother.  As Holly Blackford has suggested, 

Wilder instead expressed a profound anxiety and ambivalence about her mother’s 

civilizing influence.232  Yet, she did address some of the bleaker elements of her own 

childhood experiences on the frontier in a speech she gave at a book fair in Detroit, held 

during Children’s Book Week in 1937 stating in part, “All I have told is true, but it is not 

the whole truth.  There were some stories I wanted to tell but would not be responsible 

for putting in book for children, even though I knew them as a child.”  Wilder goes to 

recount several examples  – of the many children who froze to death on the Dakota 

prairie in the blizzard of 1888, the grief her family experienced after the death of her 

infant brother, and perhaps most disturbingly, of the Bender family near Independence, 

Kansas, who always had a garden that was “freshly plowed, but never planted.”  After a 

number of people disappeared on the road near the Bender’s tavern a vigilante group of 

settlers in the area gathered at the Bender home and discovered the horrible truth.  The 

“garden” was a mass grave, filled with human bones and bodies, one of which had been 

“a little girl who had been buried alive with her murdered parents.”233  

                                                
231Hamlin Garland, A Son of the Middle Border (New York:  Macmillan, 1930),  82-83, 238.  
232Holly Blackford, “Civilization and Her Discontents:  The Unsettling Nature of Ma in Little House in the 
Big Woods,” Frontiers, 29, No. 1 (2008): 147-187.  
233Laura Ingalls Wilder, “Laura’s Book Fair Speech,” in A Little House Sampler, ed. William T. Anderson, 
(Lincoln, NE:  University of Nebraska Press, 1988), 220-22.  



 146 
  

  

While Wilder’s Little House books certainly touch on the struggles her family and 

other settlers faced – natural disasters, poverty, and even starvation – all of these events 

are secondary to the key values emphasized in the stories, like perseverance, self-

reliance, domesticity, faith, community solidarity, and perhaps most importantly, the 

institution of the family. The priority placed on the nuclear family is perhaps one of the 

most compelling themes of the books.  As Anita Clair Fellman has observed, “the values 

and relationships described in Wilder’s stories have in fact served as benchmarks against 

which Americans have measured their own families.”234 The appeal of the Wilder 

mystique hinges on those values as well as the filter of nostalgia that conveniently masks 

those darker elements of frontier life.  With twenty-first century tourism in particular, the 

seeming inexhaustible supply of “old timey” merchandise available in gift shops, from 

penny candy, to corn cob dolls, to locally made prairie dresses and bonnets, 

commercializes the past and imbues these items with a nostalgic sheen that obscures their 

original significance.   

Nostalgia itself has often been associated with more conservative strains of 

intellectual thought, and the frontier nostalgia present in Wilder’s books has led to her 

identification with conservative values and the paradigm of American exceptionalism.235  

Wilder herself held highly critical views of President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal 

policies.  The broader themes within the Little House series can be linked back to the 

                                                
234Anita Clair Fellman, “Laura Ingalls Wilder and Rose Wilder Lane:  The Politics of a Mother-Daughter 
Relationship,” Signs:  Journal of Women in Culture and Society 15 (1990):  535-561. 
235For more on nostalgia’s link to conservatism and/or popular culture throughout the twentieth century, see 
the following:  Bernard Crick, “The New Conservatism:  The Politics of Nostalgia,” Reporter, Vol. 12, 
(June 12, 1953): 9-12; Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday:  A Sociology of Nostalgia (New York:  Free 
Press, 1979); Allison Graham, “History, Nostalgia, and the Criminality of Popular Culture,” Georgia 
Review, 38:2 (1984):  348-364; Janice Doane and Devon Hodges, Nostalgia and Sexual Difference:  The 
Resistance to Contemporary Feminism (New York:  Methuen, 1987); Paul Grainge, “Reclaiming Heritage:  
Colourization, Culture Wars, and the Politics of Nostalgia,” Cultural Studies (1999) 13:4, 621-638.   
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frontier nostalgia imbedded in the books, and what Limerick identifies as “a presumption 

of innocence and exceptionalism [that] is interwoven with the roots of frontier 

history.”236This exceptionalist view of America’s frontier past is closely aligned with 

Frederick Jackson Turner’s frontier thesis. Elizabeth Jameson in fact links Wilder to 

Turner, observing that the Ingalls family history was “pruned to emphasize conservative 

values and to construct images of frontier independence.”  For example, the narative in 

Little House on the Prairie, the second book in the series, culminates with a conflict 

between the Ingalls family and the federal government.  The Ingalls must leave their 

home in Kansas after it has been deemed “Indian Territory.”  Wilder paints a mostly 

unsympathetic portrayal of the government, prioritizing the perseverance of her father 

and family in the face of more upheaval and migration.237             

While her books provided one venue to implicitly emphasize conservative values, 

Wilder also gave public talks usually near her home in Missouri, where she used her 

parents’ pioneer experiences to explicitly critique the government assistance programs of 

the 1930s:   

In the Depression following the Civil War, my parents lost all their 

savings in a bank failure.  They farmed the rough land on the edge of the 

Big Woods in Wisconsin.  They struggled with the climate and fear of 

Indians in the Indian Territory.  For two years in succession they lost their 

crops to grasshoppers on the Banks of Plum Creek.  They suffered cold 

and heat, hard work and privation as did others of their time.  When 

                                                
236Limerick, 74.  
237Elizabeth Jameson, “Unconscious Inheritance and Conscious Striving:  Laura Ingalls Wilder and the 
Frontier Narrative,” in Laura Ingalls Wilder and the American Frontier:  Five Perspectives, ed. Dwight M. 
Miller (New York:  University Press of America, Inc., 2002), 71. 
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possible, they turned the bad into good.  If not possible, they endured it.  

Neither they nor their neighbors begged for help.  No other person, nor the 

government, owed them a living.  They owed that to themselves and in 

some way they paid the debt.  And they found their own way.238   

In the depths of the Great Depression, such rhetoric found an audience, 

particularly among conservatives that felt a profound ambivalence and anxiety about the 

perceived encroachment of the federal government into local and state affairs as well as 

the sweeping societal and cultural changes brought by the policies of the New Deal.239 

This rhetoric also possessed a strong antimodern impulse in the face of many 

technological changes of the 1920s and 1930s. Small towns and rural communities 

became less insular as the increased use of the automobile and wider implementation of 

rural electrification made the outside world much more accessible.  Wilder’s stories 

nostalgically represented a time and place where families and towns seemed to be closer-

knit because they really were much more isolated.  

Anita Clair Fellman, in fact, identifies two types of conservatism that converge in 

the Little House series.  One originates with Wilder’s daughter Rose Wilder Lane, a 

bohemian journalist, who played a significant role in editing and reshaping Wilder’s 

stories before they were published.  Lane self-identified as a libertarian and vocally 

supported Herbert Hoover.  The second holds up Wilder as the poster child for the 

nuclear family, and by association, the Republican “values voter.”  Through her books, 

she romanticized the strong, heroic father figure, a mother that did her best to domesticate 

                                                
238Laura Ingalls Wilder, “My Work,” in A Little House Sampler, ed. William T. Anderson (Lincoln:  
University of Nebraska Press, 1988), 180.  
239Alan Brinkley, “Prosperity, Depression, and War,” in The New American History, ed. Eric Foner, 
Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 1997),140.  
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and civilize, despite the perils of pioneer life, and thoughtful children that found 

amusement in the simple pleasure. As Fellman observes, “The popularity of the Little 

House books…helped create a constituency for politicians like Reagan who sought to 

unsettle the so-called liberal consensus established by New Deal politics.”240The fact that 

Wilder’s books and her literary persona continued to wield such significant cultural 

power during the years of Regan administration and beyond, again illustrates her lasting 

appeal and affiliation with a more conservative approach to American history.    

Ultimately, Wilder’s books and literary persona, infused as they are with frontier 

nostalgia and an implicit conservative worldview, endure because her own mythic origin 

story shares parallels to Frederick Jackson Turner’s pivotal “frontier thesis.”  Like the 

formation of American democracy, which, as Turner suggests, was formed by 

overcoming obstacles in the wilderness, Wilder’s experiences with hardship and 

deprivation out on the frontier shaped her character and form an integral piece of her 

timeless appeal in the American popular imagination.241This appeal carries over to the 

realm of tourism, where the Wilder mystique has partially merged with what Michael 

Kammen terms the “heritage phenomenon,” defined in part as a highly selective, 

nostalgic, and sanitized version of American history.242      

 

 

                                                
240Anita Clair Fellman, Little House, Long Shadow:  Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Impact on American Culture 
(Columbia, MO:  University of Missouri Press, 2008), 234-35.  
241Edward Bruner’s utilizes a similar argument in his discussion of Abraham Lincoln’s lasting appeal in the 
popular imagination in “Abraham Lincoln as Authentic Reproduction:  A Critique of Postmodernism,” 
American Anthropologist 96, No. 2 (June 1994): 399.  
242Michael Kammen, In the Past Lane:  Historical Perspectives on American Culture (New York:  Oxford 
University Press, 1997), 214.  See also David Lowenthal, The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History 
(New York:  Cambridge University Press, 1998); Michael Wallace, Mickey Mouse History and Other 
Essays on American Memory (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 1996). 
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Tourism and the Wilder Mystique 

In the twenty-first century, tourists continue to seek out heritage experiences 

across North America that sentimentalize the distant past.  Edward Bruner, in his study of 

the “authentic reproduction” of New Salem in Illinois, develops three major reasons that 

this form of tourism holds appeal:  to consume nostalgia that is linked to a yearning for a 

simpler time and place in opposition to today’s perceived machine age; to buy into the 

idea of American progress; and to participate in the commemoration of a traditional 

America closely associated with values like neighborliness and wholesomeness – in other 

words, an idyllic time warp of an invented small town America.243 The tourist sites 

associated with the life of Laura Ingalls Wilder fit squarely into the category of heritage 

tourism, but they also cross over into the genres of rural, literary, and popular culture 

tourism as well, again illustrating the range of meanings ascribed to the Wilder mystique.  

It should also be noted however, that when it comes to the appeal of Wilder tourism, the 

boundaries between these various genres are fuzzy.  Much like Wilder in her authorship 

of the Little House books, the tourist sites blend the history, heritage, and nostalgia of the 

stories.  Some sites also unabashedly incorporate more recent popular interpretations of 

Wilder’s books into their exhibitions in order to appeal to visitors that are perhaps more 

strongly influenced by popular culture than history or literature.      

While there are actually eight different Wilder-related tourist sites around the 

country, and I have been able to visit six, this chapter focuses primarily on the towns of 

Walnut Grove, Minnesota, and De Smet, South Dakota.  The two towns’ geographic 

proximity allowed me to spend a sustained amount of time in each community, 

conducting fieldwork and archival research.  Additionally, both towns claim to have more 
                                                
243Bruner, 411. 



 151 
  

  

substantive ties to the Wilder mystique than the other literary sites.  De Smet serves as 

the setting of four of the Little House books, and Wilder spent most of her childhood and 

young adulthood there.  While Walnut Grove is the setting of only one book, it became 

the televised home to the Ingalls family on “Little House on the Prairie,” the imaginative 

but influential 1970s TV version of Wilder’s stories.  

Walnut Grove and De Smet are just over 100 miles from each other and located 

along the same highway that links the fertile farmland of southwestern Minnesota to the 

wide-open plains of South Dakota. As one drives through miles of seemingly endless 

corn and soybean fields to get to Walnut Grove and De Smet, only the road that connects 

them both – officially designated as the Laura Ingalls Wilder Memorial Highway –

provides travelers and tourists a few hints about the small level of notoriety and fame 

each community first achieved in the late 1940s (Figure 3.4).  On the outskirts of each 

town, signs welcome visitors and point them in the direction of the local museum and 

other Wilder related points of interest.  

In their respective museums, these communities present corresponding narratives 

of Wilder’s life, literary legacy, lasting impact on American culture, and her personal 

connection to each town. The height of tourist season occurs in July when each town 

stages an outdoor pageant retelling one of Laura’s stories.  Both pageants attract roughly 

the same number of visitors, over 20,000 annually, and generate well over $300,000 in 

revenue that helps support area retailers and other local businesses.244  Additionally, 

Walnut Grove and De Smet share similar histories, communities united by the 

ascendance of the railroad in the late nineteenth century Midwest.   

                                                
244 Cheryl Palmud, Vona Leckey, “Interviews with Author,” September 22, 2006.  
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Figure 3.4.  Officially designated as the "Laura Ingalls Wilder Historic Highway" in 1994, Highway 
14 connects Walnut Grove to De Smet.  (Photograph by Author) 

 
However, in some ways, the two towns are a study in contrasts.  In each museum, 

one town emphasizes literature while another emphasizes popular culture.  The Laura 

Ingalls Wilder Society in De Smet began in 1957, just a few months after Wilder’s death.  

The museum in Walnut Grove began in 1974 as a response to an incredibly fast influx of 

visitors to the town after the TV show “Little House on the Prairie” debuted on television.  

In a significant departure from the books, the show made Walnut Grove its chief setting. 

The slightly different orientations of the museums stand as good indicators of the various 

types of Wilder tourists.  Many of them are merely curious roadtrippers who read one or 

two of Wilder’s books as children and have foggy memories of the TV series.  For others, 

visits are carefully planned family vacations that coincide with their children’s first 

encounter with the Little House series.  Still others equate their trip to Laura Ingalls 

Wilder country to a kind of sacred pilgrimage, a long held dream to visit a seemingly 

mythic landscape far removed from the realities of their everyday lives.   
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Whatever expectations or preconceptions visitors bring to their Wilder-related 

sightseeing, there is no doubt that a curious blend of history, heritage, literature, and 

popular culture informs their tourist experiences.  As I will demonstrate, the vague 

boundaries between all of these various elements to Wilder tourism work in tandem with 

rural nostalgia ultimately to facilitate commerce, sustained economic viability, and has 

even resulted in population growth in these rural communities. 

Railroad Origins and Booster Dreams 

Like many towns in predominantly rural areas, Walnut Grove and De Smet’s 

early histories are intimately connected to the “booster dreams” prophesized by the 

railroad industry.245  Settlers from the eastern United States and northern Europe began to 

arrive in both towns throughout the last quarter of the nineteenth century, lured by the 

promise of affordable, fertile land. Charles Ingalls and his family were part of this 

migration as they moved west from Pepin, Wisconsin, to Walnut Grove, Minnesota, in 

1867.  In his discussion of railroad towns, John Hudson emphasizes the optimism and 

excitement that surrounded the promotion and development of such communities, writing 

that there “often were high hopes for individual success and, beyond that, a shared spirit 

of civic pride that emerged well before the first false front store building was raised.”246  

The Chicago and Northwestern Railroad arrived in Walnut Grove in 1873. 247  But 

the train’s arrival would ultimately prove to be a false start for the community.  

Grasshoppers followed, and the insects ravaged the farmland of southwestern Minnesota 

                                                
245William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis:  Chicago and the Great West (New York:  W.W. Norton and 
Company, 1991), 31-46.   
246John Hudson, “Railroad Towns,” in A Place Called Home:  Writings on the Small Midwestern Town, 
eds. Richard O. Davies, Joseph A. Amato, David R. Pichaske (St. Paul:  Minnesota Historical Society 
Press, 2003), 49. 
247Wayne E. Webb and Jasper I Swedberg, Redwood:  The Story of a County (Redwood Falls, MN:  
Redwood County Board of Commissioners, 1964), 65.  
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for the next four years. Wilder wrote about her family’s experiences as they encountered 

thick, dark clouds of the locusts in On the Banks of Plum Creek. “Grasshoppers beat 

down from the sky and swarmed thick over the ground.  Their long wings were folded 

and their strong legs took them hopping everywhere.  The air whirred and the roof went 

on sounding like a roof in a hailstorm.  Then Laura heard another sound, one big sound 

made of tiny nips and snips and gnawings.  ‘The wheat!’ Pa shouted.”248 Wilder’s highly 

descriptive account of the grasshoppers’ devastation captured the frustration, despair, and 

utter disbelief felt by many of the settlers throughout the region.       

Wilder would certainly not be the only author to transform her searing memories 

of the grasshopper plagues into a work of literature.  Ole Rölvaag, a contemporary of 

Wilder’s, also immortalized the grasshopper plague in his novel of Norwegian immigrant 

identity, Giants in the Earth.   Through the eyes of his protagonist Per Hansa, Rolvaag 

captures the intolerable sense of dread many settlers must have felt as Hansa and his 

fellow farmers prematurely anticipated a bountiful harvest.  “Never had the Lord sent 

finer weather for wheat to ripen in!” they all agreed.  In a festive and exultant mood, one 

of the neighbors rejoiced, “Well boys, in my opinion the Land of Canaan didn’t have 

much on this country – no, I’m damned if it had!”  In the midst of this gladness Per 

Hansa peered into the west and muttered to himself, “What in the devil!”  What he saw 

he did not understand, but it “sent a nameless chill through his blood.”249 While aimed at 

a more adult reading audience, Rölvaag’s narrative about frontier hardship shared many 

similarities to Wilder’s account.     

                                                
248Laura Ingalls Wilder, On the Banks of Plum Creek (New York:  HarperCollins, 1937), 195.  
249O.E. Rölvaag, Giants in the Earth:  A Saga of the Prairie. (New York:  Harper and Brothers, 1927), 340-
341.  
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In 1874, the Ingalls family left Walnut Grove for the first time, the year which 

also proved to be the most disastrous for grasshopper damage.  The United States 

Entomological Commission estimated the devastation amounted to $100 million.250  The 

population of the region shrank dramatically as many settlers moved on, defeated and 

impoverished.  Others passed up the region entirely in favor of a more hospitable 

landscape.  New homestead entries in nearby Worthington, Minnesota, dropped from an 

average annual rate of 946 between 1871 and 1873, to an average of only 354 between 

1874 and 1877.  The numbers finally began to rebound in 1878.251   

In the aftermath of the grasshopper plagues, businessmen in Redwood County and 

Walnut Grove renewed their efforts to construct an image of the region as an agricultural 

paradise in an attempt to draw settlers back into the area.  One popular strategy involved 

portraying the East as a worn out, barren land compared to the seemingly limitless 

opportunities available to prospective settlers in the west.   A section of one pamphlet 

published in 1879 entitled “Redwood County Minnesota:  Its Advantages to Settlers” 

reads:    

It would be difficult to find another locality in the west where the same 

quality of lands, with the same superiority of surroundings, can be 

purchased as advantageously as in Redwood County.  Productive soil, 

easily cultivated, adapted to diversified farming, or any specialty that the 

farmer may prefer, convenient to timber market and schools, developed by 

railroads; in fact all the business and social advantages of a settled and 

well organized farming community.  Many a man, owning a small farm in 

                                                
250Annette Atkins, Harvest of Grief:  Grasshopper Plagues and Public Assistance in Minnesota, 1873-78 
(St. Paul:  Minnesota Historical Society, 1984), 13-15.  
251Atkins, 34.  
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the Eastern states, from which he obtains a bare subsistence, could sell it 

for enough to purchase and put under cultivation here farms of 160 acres 

each for himself and a half dozen children, and from any one of which he 

could obtain better and more profitable returns than he can from his 

Eastern farm.252   

In its assessment of Kingsbury County, South Dakota, home to the village of De 

Smet, one early twentieth century publication engaged in a similar rhetorical strategy, 

announcing, “Here in the heartland of the North American continent, a blessed land, 

room enough for fertile plains and prairies…Such elegant farms and farmhouses would 

astonish the man back east who has been spending his days making faces at western 

resources and western enterprise.”253 These boosters promoted the region as civilized, but 

not entirely untamed.  While commerce and trade thrived (at least according to these 

publications), there would still be plenty of room for prospective immigrants and restless 

settlers to carve out their own piece of pastoral paradise and ultimately fulfill their 

dreams of prosperity out on the prairie.     

                                                
252Redwood County Minnesota:  Its Advantages to Settlers. Issued Under the Auspices of the Business 
Men’s Association of Redwood Falls by the Committee on Immigration, WM. B. Herriott, Chairman 1879, 
(St. Paul, MN:  Ramaley and Cunnigham, Partners, 1879), Minnesota State Historical Society Collections, 
St. Paul, Minnesota.  
253 Carol Lynn Meyer Poppen, De Smet Yesterday and Today (De Smet, SD: City of De Smet, 1976), 8.   
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Figure 3.5.  Looking East from Calumet Avenue in De Smet around 1883 
(From the South Dakota Historical Society) 

 

Surveyors working for the Chicago and Northwestern staked out De Smet in 1880 

as the company extended track from Tracy, Minnesota, to Pierre, South Dakota, on the 

Missouri River.254  As John Miller observes in his examination of De Smet, Main Street 

served as the focal point of the young frontier town (Figure 3.5).  “Despite its 

architectural shortcomings, Main Street was the place where community identity was 

forged.  It was the part of town visitors noticed when passing through on the railroad and 

the place where most village activity occurred.”255  The town’s competing newspapers 

often reported on events in the town that symbolized the coming of “civilization” during 

the community’s formative years.  Again as Miller notes, the installation of a 400-pound 

church bell in December of 1883 provided one such opportunity for the editor of the De 

Smet Leader.   

                                                
254John E. Miller, Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little Town:  Where History and Literature Meet (Lawrence, KS:  
University Press of Kansas, 1994), 22-23.  
255Miller, 29.  
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This is the first church bell in Kingsbury County.  So, one after another the 

institutions, the refinements, the social, intellectual and religious 

privileges of America’s Christian civilization become naturalized and at 

home where only four years since was but a vast wilderness of prairie 

grass, whitened by the bones of the bison, and the poles of Indian 

wigwams still standing, but not filled with a population of intelligent, 

moral, and enterprising people.256 

Decades passed, but the booster rhetoric continued as the towns grew in 

population.  By 1925, a promotional pamphlet about Walnut Grove proclaimed, “This is a 

cosmopolitan community whose citizens are congenial, thrifty, industrious and 

progressive, who liberally support public schools and churches.”  Other brochures from 

the 1920s promoted Walnut Grove’s home county of Redwood as a land “Where Corn, 

Clover, Cows and Hogs Make Wealth.” Photographs of purebred hogs, productive 

Holstein cattle, and high quality seed corn abounded in regional newspapers and 

brochures that almost certainly found their way to newly arrived immigrants in major 

metropolitan areas (Figure 3.6).257 

 

                                                
256De Smet Leader, December 29, 1883, Quoted in Miller, 33.  
257Webb and Swedberg. 



 159 
  

  

 

Figure 3.6. An advertisement for Redwood County placed by the Corn Belt Land Company, ca. 1925 
(From the Laura Ingalls Wilder Museum Archives, Walnut Grove) 

 

Generally, Walnut Grove and De Smet thrived throughout the first half of the 

twentieth century, but beginning in the 1960s, both towns suffered many of same 

setbacks faced by small farming towns across the nation.  The farm crisis of the 1980s 

compounded by serious droughts throughout the Midwest led to an exodus of many 

residents to larger communities and urban centers.  Today, life in these towns runs at a 

quiet, slow pace for most of the year, a far cry from the “cosmopolitan” proclamations 

made by the Chicago and Northwestern a century ago.  Census figures from 2000 showed 

Walnut Grove with just under 600 residents while De Smet’s numbers are roughly twice 

that amount with 1,200.258Yet for some Wilder fans, the towns’ relative lack of 

                                                
258 Walnut Grove Census Figures, http://www.city-data.com/city/Walnut-Grove-Minnesota.html (Accessed 
May 10, 2009); De Smet City website http://desmet.govoffice2.com (Accessed Oct 10, 2006). 
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development over the years adds to their appeal and perceived authenticity as idyllic rural 

havens from the cares and concerns of urban life. 

The Rural Idyll and the Allure of the Prairie     

All of the Wilder sites can be understood as “rural idyll” destinations. Michael 

Bunce uses the term “rural idyll” as a way to define how the idealization of the 

countryside has been shaped by images closely tied to the pastoral, picturesque, and the 

bucolic, in Bunce’s words, “an old symbolic imagery of the rural world.”259   The 

countryside is seen as tranquil, escapist, and restorative to industrialization and urban 

malaise.  The “rural idyll” has long held a symbolic place within the American 

imagination.  Thomas Jefferson wrote about it in the late eighteenth century, and E.I du 

Pont straddled the boundaries between industrialization and pastoralism on the banks of 

Brandywine Creek.  It has also had links not only with ideas related to farming, but also 

with the natural world, from Niagara Falls and the Hudson River Valley in the early part 

of the nineteenth century, to the national parks of the American West in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

A wide variety of rural tourist economies across the United States and in Great 

Britain fall into this category.  In New England, the notion of the rural idyll has long held 

sway with urban tourists seeking refuge from nearby New York City.  Regional boosters 

throughout New England constructed this image, beginning in the late nineteenth century, 

after suffering through several decades of agricultural decline due to poor soil fertility.  In 

the 1890s, Vermont’s state board of agriculture launched an aggressive marketing 

campaign that advertised farm vacations to former residents and prospective tourists. 

                                                
259 Michael Bunce, “Reproducing rural idylls,” Country Visions (Essex, UK:  Pearson Education Limited, 
2003), 14-15.   
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Soon Vermont and farm vacations in particular became fashionable getaways for middle 

class urban dwellers.260  As Dona Brown observes, “The nostalgic rhetoric used by farm 

promoters and by returning tourists sounded the same, but it led in radically different 

directions:  one toward a viable and renewable agricultural economy, the other toward a 

nostalgic imitation of rural life – a place where urban people could play out their 

fantasies of rural values and experiences.”261As I will demonstrate more fully later in the 

chapter, Wilder-related tourism fits perfectly into the “imitation farm vacation” mold 

while also appealing to tourists’ sense of American history, heritage, and nostalgia.   

While the money brought into the region by tourism is certainly welcome, there are also 

drawbacks, chiefly that visitors come away with highly static impressions of the region. 

Again, as Brown notes, “tourists from across the northeast increasingly viewed 

New England “as though it were a kind of museum, a storehouse for a whole collection 

of old-fashioned ways of being, of old-fashioned values and beliefs.”262 It is important to 

remember, however, that much like the community leaders in Walnut Grove and De 

Smet, Vermont’s state government was complicit in constructing a regional identity 

predicated on rural nostalgia in order to maintain a viable economy.  

The “rural idyll” qualities of Walnut Grove and De Smet are readily apparent. 

Both towns are situated in areas with small populations and relatively little urban or 

industrial development.  Many tourists are lured to the towns by Laura Ingalls Wilder’s 

stories, but are also enchanted with the rustic and the seemingly unaltered landscapes.  

                                                
260Brown, 135-168. 
261Ibid. 
262Dona Brown, “Introduction,” in A Tourist’s New England:  Travel Fiction, 1820-1920, ed. Dona Brown 
(Hanover, NH:  University Press of New England, 1999), 12. 
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Three miles north of Walnut Grove, tourists have the opportunity to see one 

example, the setting of Wilder’s fourth book, On the Banks of Plum Creek.  It was here 

that the Ingalls family lived in dugout, a popular form of home construction for settlers in 

southwestern Minnesota and other parts of the Midwest because trees were scarce and 

dugouts were inexpensive and relatively easy to construct.  The dugout site (the Ingalls’ 

home caved in long ago) now sits on property owned by Stan and Hazelle Gordon 

(Figure 3.7).  Stan’s parents, Della and Harold Gordon, discovered that their property had 

once been home to the Ingalls family shortly after purchasing the homestead in 1947.263  

Interestingly, they learned of their link to the Ingalls from children’s illustrator Garth 

Williams, who had been commissioned by the publisher to devise a new set of images for 

the most recent editions of the series.  The publishers also sent Williams on a literary 

quest to find the locations Laura described in her books.  Still living at the time, Laura 

vividly recalled her years in De Smet, but the Walnut Grove years were a bit hazy and 

she could not provide Williams with the exact location of her family’s dugout.  With a 

little sleuthing and help from the local newspaper, Williams found the site, “On the 

Banks of Plum Creek,” just as Laura had nostalgically described.264 

                                                
263 Stan and Hazelle Gordon, Interview with Author, September 14, 2006. 
264William Anderson, The Walnut Grove Story of Laura Ingalls Wilder (Walnut Grove, MN:  Laura Ingalls 
Wilder Museum, 1987), 32-33.  
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Figure 3.7. Stan and Hazelle Gordon near the site of “Laura’s Dugout Home.”   
(Photograph by Author) 

 

The Gordons have done very little to the site over the years.  Short of erecting a 

sign and a small bridge over the creek, much of the landscape appears as it would have 

during Laura’s childhood.  Several years ago, the Gordons also restored native prairie 

grasses to the site.  Travel writer Maria Baca recently recounted her family’s visit to the 

dug out site.  Her observations reflect the “rural idyll” appeal of the prairie while also 

prioritizing Wilder’s connection to that landscape: 

The sun was getting low; we headed out, prairie on our left, plum groves 

on our right.  The fruit was small and wormy, but these were Laura’s plum 

trees.  The prairie was a riot of coneflowers, black-eyed Susans and purple 

prairie clovers.  Laura’s prairie.265     

            

                                                
265Maria Elena Baca, “On the trail of Laura Ingalls Wilder:  A mother and her sons take their passion for 
‘Little House’ books on the road,” Minneapolis Star Tribune, May 6, 2009, 
http://www.startribune.com/lifestyle/44451872.html  (Accessed May 6, 2009). 
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Figure 3.8.  A series of "rural idyll" images near Walnut Grove and De Smet.  
(Photographs by Author) 

Top Row (from left):  The largely undeveloped prairie landscape at the Ingalls Homestead;  

Plum Creek on the Gordon’s property;  

Bottom Row:  Marker by “Silver Lake” which is in actuality, no longer a lake;  

A Black-Eyed Susan flower at the Dugout Site near Walnut Grove. 

 

Like many of the guests at Stan and Virginia McCone’s bed and breakfast, Baca 

also explicitly links the seemingly untouched rural landscape with the pre-modern 

through her evocation of Laura (Figure 3.8).  Other visitors to the region find 

contentment simply through a quiet, contemplative atmosphere, so different from their 

regular lives.  A family from Salem, Oregon, wrote a contemplative entry after their 

overnight stay in the nearby Sod House that nicely illustrates their enchantment with the 

rural surroundings: 
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We found ourselves being free from modern day distractions and 

absolutely loved the solitude, magnificent sky, and smell of a warm stove 

fire, and the joy and freedom to explore on our children’s faces.  As we 

pack our things tomorrow we will be sad to leave and many snapshots of 

this experience will stay in our hearts.266 

Intriguingly, the above tourist comments also illustrate the increasingly tenuous 

link between “rural” and “agriculture.” As David Crouch argues, one of the dominant 

ingredients that characterize how rural life has more recently been commodified in 

popular culture is the “erosion of the post-war primacy of agriculture in the image of the 

rural.”267  Wilder tourist sites illustrate how the popular image of rural life has shifted 

somewhat from its association with conventional agriculture to a more fractured 

postmodern pastiche made up of twenty-first century school girls adorned in homemade 

prairie dresses and covered wagons that conveniently double as photo backdrops or motel 

lodgings (Figure 3.9).268   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
266 Entry made on September 11, 2006 in the guest journals kept by Stan and Virginia McCone, proprietors 
of the Sod House Bed and Breakfast near Sanborn, Minnesota.   
267 David Crouch, “Popular Culture and What we Make of the Rural, with a Case Study of Village 
Allotments,” Journal of Rural Studies, 8, No. 3 (1992): 230. 
268Frederic Jameson, Postmodernism:  The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism  (Durham, NC:  Duke 
University Press, 1992).   
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Figure 3.9.  A pair of tourists poses in a covered wagon that sits near the parking lot of the Wilder 
Museum in Walnut Grove. (Photograph by Author) 

 
The Wilder Mystique:  Where Literary and Heritage Tourism Collide    

In July of 2006, the Miller family from West Creek, New Jersey, set out on a 

cross-country Laura Ingalls Wilder themed road trip (Figure 3.10).  Bethany Miller read 

Wilder’s books as a child and she along with her husband Chuck were in the process of 

reading the stories to their two young children, Chad and Paige.  They began their trip in 

Pepin, Wisconsin, and leisurely headed west.  They sought out every museum and tourist 

site associated with the Little House books and attended multiple Wilder pageants.  The 

Millers even stayed in a stationary covered wagon, at the Ingalls Homestead, a living 

history attraction on the outskirts of De Smet.   The Miller’s love of the books hinged on 

Bethany’s childhood memories of reading the Little House series as a young girl, but as 

adults, the Millers were drawn to the stories because of their historical significance, 

Wilder’s still vivid writing, and Chuck and Bethany’s desire to instill their children with 

a love of reading.269     

                                                
269Bethany and Chuck Miller, Interviews with Author, July 8-10, 2006.    
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Figure 3.10.  The Miller Family:  Bethany, Chuck, Chad, and Paige outside their covered 
wagon accommodation at the Ingalls Homestead, July 2006 (Photograph by Author) 

 

Laura Ingalls Wilder’s books continue to be taught in elementary schools across 

the nation and many of the tourists who seek out her childhood home sites have read the 

books or, like the Miller family, are in the process of reading them to their own children. 

Therefore, literary tourism is another main category of tourism associated with her 

various home sites.  David Herbert argues that people most often are drawn to literary 

sites if they feel some connection to the life of the writer.  A place where a writer lived or 

worked may create a sense of nostalgia or reverence.  Walden Pond, for example, draws 

fans of Henry David Thoreau because of its role in inspiring the author with a sense of 

environmental awareness and a reverence for nature.  Tourists could also be drawn to 

literary places that form the settings for novels.  Fiction is set in locations that writers 

know and a merging of the ‘real’ and ‘imagined’ takes place.270  Tourists may also be 

drawn to a literary site because they feel some broader and deeper emotion tied to the 

writer or story.  An author’s book may tap into a fan’s feelings related to childhood, 

                                                
270 David Herbert, “Literary Places, Tourism and the Heritage Experience,” Annals of Tourism Research 
28, no. 2 (2001): 312-333. 
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nostalgia for a bygone era, or have strong family or religious connotations.271  This last 

point relates particularly to understanding the appeal of Laura Ingalls Wilder associated 

tourism.   

To illustrate just how relevant Wilder’s books still are, one need look no further 

than the recent past of the Bush administration and former First Lady Laura Bush’s 

efforts to promote literacy.  On September 17, 2002, Wilder’s books were celebrated in 

the White House Salute to America's Authors series in a literary symposium entitled 

“Women of the West.”  Other authors included Willa Cather and Edna Ferber, and the 

program explored their literary legacies, as well as their lasting impact on American 

mythologies and popular culture.  

The literary fandom associated with Wilder’s stories began soon after Little 

House in the Big Woods was published in 1932. Throughout the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, 

thousands of fans wrote to Laura.  Comprised chiefly of children, Wilder’s letter writing 

audience often emphasized their personal identification with the stories, asked Wilder 

about additional details of her childhood, and told her something of their own lives.  One 

little girl from Michigan wrote, “My Grandmother lived when you did.   Do you 

remember the Grasshopper Weather?  My Grandmother said she remembers it, but she 

lived in Missouri by the Mississippi River.”272 Wilder often responded with handwritten 

notes back to many of those children until arthritis in her hands made it too painful to 

continue. While Laura Ingalls Wilder still lived, many fans also took the additional step 

of visiting her at home in Missouri.  She and her husband Almanzo usually obliged these 

                                                
271 Shelagh Squire, “The Cultural Values of Literary Tourism,” Annals of Tourism Research, 21, no. 1 
(1994): 103-120. 
272“Jeannine,” in Dear Laura:  Letters from Children to Laura Ingalls Wilder (New York:  HarperCollins, 
1996), 5. 
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literary tourists with pictures and lively conversation (Figure 3.11).  On one occasion a 

group of visitors arrived at the Wilder’s doorstep around 7 a.m., and Laura remarked that 

“summer tourists beat even farmers for getting up early!”273      

 

Figure 3.11.  Wilder with visiting schoolchildren at Rocky Ridge Farm, July 4, 1948  
(From the collection of William Anderson) 

 
Despite the lack of commercialized Wilder tourism sites throughout the 1940s and 

1950s, these early Little House fans participated in a combination of literary and heritage 

tourism that became extremely popular in the immediate postwar period. The growth in 

civic-minded heritage tourism combined with a fascination in the West also laid the 

groundwork for the development of what has now become the “Laura Ingalls Wilder 

Pilgrimage Trail,” which today runs west from Pepin, Wisconsin, down to Independence, 

Kansas, and then back up to Highway 14 which links Walnut Grove to De Smet.  The 

trail also includes additional sites in Burr Oak, Iowa, Spring Valley, Minnesota, the 

Wilder’s adult home in Mansfield, Missouri and Almanzo Wilder’s boyhood home in 

Malone, New York.   
                                                
273In Dear Laura:  Letters from Children to Laura Ingalls Wilder (New York:  HarperCollins, 1996), 51. 
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Susan Sessions Rugh points to the multi-layered meaning of civic tourism 

throughout the United States during the 1950s, paying particularly close attention to a 

several page spread in a 1951 issue of National Geographic detailing one family’s 

pilgrimage-like journey to all of the sites associated with the life of Abraham Lincoln.274  

As Rugh observes, “The linkage of education, democratic values, and travel reassured 

Americans of their superiority as they dealt with cold war politics.  War veterans toured 

the United States as an affirmation of their own vales and as a means of passing them on 

to their children.  Travel to historic sites nurtured a commitment to the nation for which 

they had fought.”275While Rugh chiefly identifies Washington, D.C. as the prime 

destination for this form of tourism, the modern recreational economy associated with 

Laura Ingalls Wilder also fits squarely within this category.  Wilder’s elevation of her 

family in the Little House stories as a nuclear, cohesive unit along with ideas about the 

American west, the frontier, and agrarian values neatly align with the dominant cultural 

values of the 1950s and early 1960s.   

Within weeks of Laura Ingalls Wilder’s death in 1957, several community leaders 

in De Smet founded the Wilder Memorial Society.  Rocky Ridge Farm, Wilder’s adult 

home in Missouri, also opened to tourists soon after Wilder’s death.  The De Smet 

Society worked throughout the next decade to erect memorials and plaques to anything 

with Little House literary significance or that related to the Ingalls family, culminating in 

the acquisition of the Surveyor’s House (home to the Ingalls family during The Long 

Winter and also mentioned in By The Shores of Silver Lake), in 1968 and the Ingalls 

family home in 1972 (Figure 3.12).  A key figure in the formation of the Memorial 

                                                
274Susan Sessions Rugh, Are We There Yet:  The Golden Age of American Family Vacations (Lawrence, 
KS:  University of Kansas Press, 2008), 41-42. 
275Ibid.  
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Society included Aubrey Sherwood, the editor of the De Smet News newspaper.  

Sherwood corresponded with both Wilder and her daughter Rose Wilder Lane and 

became one of the most prominent tourism boosters in the community. Over the years, 

the Wilder Memorial Society also benefited from the financial contributions of Rose 

Wilder Lane’s adopted son, Roger MacBride.276  Today, the society continues to maintain 

the structures associated with Laura Ingalls Wilder and provides tours to visitors.  They 

also preserve a number of Ingalls-Wilder artifacts, from family photographs to quilts, and 

furniture.  

 

Figure 3.162.  Tour information outside the Surveyor's House, run by the Laura Ingalls Wilder 
Memorial Society in De Smet. (Photograph by Author)     

 

Walnut Grove’s recognition of Wilder’s link to the community began with that 

visit from Garth Williams in 1948.  Charles Lantz, a lawyer and columnist for the Walnut 

Grove Tribune along with wife Doris perhaps did more than anyone for the promotion of 

Walnut Grove’s link with Laura Ingalls Wilder in these early years (Figure 3.13).  His 

brother Everett published the Tribune, and Charles often used his column as a tool for 

                                                
276Bev Pechan, “What Happened Next?  Bill’s Scholarly Journey into the Life and Writings of Laura 
Ingalls Wilder,” The Rapid City Journal, 1999. 
http://billanderson.homestead.com/WhatHappenedNext.html (January 27, 2010). 
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community boosterism.  Along with his brother and wife, Lantz also printed the first 

informational brochures about Laura Ingalls Wilder’s connection to Walnut Grove that he 

distributed to the small numbers of tourists that stopped by throughout the 1950s and 

1960s.     

 

Figure 3.13.  Charles and Doris Lantz pictured in an article from the Rochester Post-Bulletin  
(From the Collection of Stan Gordon)      

 

In late 1965, Lantz wrote of the A.G. Bignell family of Melbourne, Australia, who 

arrived in late December to see all of the childhood home sites associated with Laura 

Ingalls Wilder.  Mrs. Bignell, according to Lantz, was an author and “active in the 

Children’s Book Council of Victoria.”  Lantz further reported in his column: 

Alarmed by the influx of literature such as some ‘comic books,’ the 

Council was formed to help educate children to distinguish between the 

good and bad in literature.  She became interested in the Wilder books 



 173 
  

  

both for their literary value and their depiction of agricultural 

pioneering.277     

The Bignells journeyed to De Smet shortly after their visit to Walnut Grove and then 

planned a visit to Pepin and Mansfield, incorporating all of the major Wilder childhood 

sites into their itinerary. The travels of Bignell family very much mirrored that young 

family profiled in National Geographic over a decade earlier that had made Abraham 

Lincoln the focus of an American heritage-themed vacation.   Yet, they also 

demonstrated that by the 1960s, Wilder’s books held an appeal outside the boundaries of 

the United States.  In the years after World War II, the books became especially popular 

in Japan where, as John Dower has shown, Japan engaged in a “sensual embrace with its 

American conquerors” immediately after World War II until the U.S. occupation ended in 

1952.  This embrace extended to the consumption of Western culture and values and 

became an integral part of the reinvention and reconstruction of Japanese identity in the 

wake the devastation the country suffered after the war. 278  

Mrs. Bignell’s contention that the Little House series is superior in quality to other 

forms of children’s literature (i.e. comic books), also cast the books into the realm of 

“classic” children’s literature, a category that in the minds of elementary school librarians 

across the country, the books still belong.  A year later, in 1966, Wilder’s place within the 

educational literary establishment seemed clear when a group of over 200 teachers from 

seven different towns throughout southwestern Minnesota visited Walnut Grove and 

toured the dugout site.  Their visit was arranged to coincide with the annual meeting of 

                                                
277Charles Lantz, “Charlie’s Corner,” The Walnut Grove Tribune, December 27, 1965, and Mary Doms, 
“Australian Family Tracing Laura Ingalls Wilder Lore,” The Walnut Grove Tribune, (date unknown – 
collection of Stan Gordon).  
278John W. Dower.  Embracing Defeat:  Japan in the Wake of World War II (New York:  W.W. Norton and 
Company, Inc., 1999), 23. 
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the Redwood County Education Association. 279Even though this event primarily drew 

the interest and attendance of regional educators, it marked a key moment in the 

recognition of Walnut Grove’s association with the Little House books while also 

furthering Wilder’s canonization as an author of significant merit within the domain of 

children’s literature.        

The Wilder Mystique and the Search for Authenticity 

Whether a reader first encounters the Little House series as a teacher, parent, or 

child, a major component of the books’ enduring appeal lies in the perceived authenticity 

of Wilder’s stories. The appeal of that authenticity in the books easily extends to the 

tourism sites associated with her life.280 Again, because Wilder’s writing often obscures 

the boundaries between history, heritage, and literature, for many prospective tourists, 

seeing the places associated with the Little House stories authenticates not only Wilder’s 

narratives, but also represents a kind of living history, a step back into the nation’s 

frontier past. 

In her analysis of the attraction Plimoth Plantation, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 

writes of a “shifting locus of authenticity” that informs the tourist experience as visitors 

learn about colonial history through interactions with costumed performers.  At this site, 

it is perpetually 1627, and the theatricality of living history stands side-by-side with a 

museum of artifacts gathered from numerous excavations from those actual Pilgrims that 

                                                
279“200 Teachers Attend Meeting Here on Tuesday,” The Walnut Grove Tribune, October 16, 1966,  
Archival Collection of Stan Gordon, Walnut Grove, Minnesota.   
280For a thorough scholarly treatment of authenticity as it relates to tourism see Daniel Boorstin, The 
Image:  A Guide to Pseudo Events in America (New York:  Harper and Row, 1964); Dean MacCannell, 
The Tourist:  A New Theory of the Leisure Class (New York:  Schocken Books, 1976); Erik Cohen, “A 
Phrenology of Tourist Experiences,” Sociology 13, no. 2 (1979):  179-201.  
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descended on Plymoth Rock so long ago.281 Similar shifts underlying the meaning of 

authenticity take place at the different Wilder tourism sites, most especially in De Smet, 

where the Laura Ingalls Wilder Memorial Society firmly lays claim to the author’s 

legacy.  The Society holds many artifacts once owned by the Ingalls family and, as 

previously mentioned, owns and operates the Surveyor’s House and Ingalls Family 

Home.  The philanthropic contributions of Roger MacBride, heir to Rose Wilder Lane 

and the literary estate of Laura Ingalls Wilder, also provide the Society with an air of 

legitimacy.  However, the presence of another popular Wilder-related attraction on the 

outskirts of town demonstrates the complexity of authenticity’s definition, and illustrates 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s point that a tension between “an aura of actuality and virtuality” 

informs the tourist experience.282  

The Ingalls Homestead, the original 160 acres claimed by Charles Ingalls in 1880   

is located just east of De Smet.  The small cluster of cottonwood trees planted by the 

Ingalls family and described by Laura in By the Shores of Silver Lake still stands with a 

marker placed nearby by the Laura Ingalls Wilder Memorial Society in 1957.  The 

homestead meanwhile is now home to a living history attraction.  Promoted as “Laura’s 

Living Prairie,” tourists here have the opportunity to roam the farm site, take in immense   

country vistas, speak with costumed interpreters, ride in a covered wagon, sit in a one 

room school house, and engage in a variety of hands-on activities inspired by Wilder’s 

books.  For those visitors who crave something more, the Ingalls Homestead also offers 

overnight or weekend stays in stationary covered wagons or the larger bunkhouse.  

 

                                                
281Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “Plimoth Plantation,” in Destination Culture:  Tourism, Museums, and 
Heritage (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1998), 189-200.  
282Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 195. 
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Figure 3.14.  Joan Sullivan owns and operates the Ingalls Homestead, and entertains visitors 
in prairie dress (From Doug Dreyer, the Associated Press) 

 

The owners of the attraction, Tim and Joan Sullivan, are embodiments of the turn 

towards post-productivist agriculture (Figure 3.14).283  As Richard Yarwood and Nick 

Evans observe, “Central to many of these activities has been the selling of places and 

products associated with an idealized rural lifestyle.”284  The Sullivans were once small-

scale family farmers in Earling, Iowa, but found themselves victims of the farm crisis in 

the 1980s.  They purchased the Ingalls Homestead in 1997.  The homestead had been 

operated as a tourist attraction since the 1970s, but had a somewhat ramshackle 

appearance and a motley crew of exhibits with few connections to the Ingalls family or to 

the Little House books.  The Sullivans proceeded to update, modify and expand the 

attraction with a keen eye towards incorporating material from the books and designing 

interactive exhibits and attractions specifically targeted at children.  In preparation for the 

                                                
283British rural studies scholars characterize post-productivism as the involvement of farmers in diversified 
enterprises, not simply agriculture.  Some recent articles on post-productivism including definitions, 
implementation, challenges, and the controversies associated with its practice include Geoff A. Wilson, 
“From productivism to post-productivism and back again?  Exploring the (un)changed natural and mental 
landscapes of European agriculture,” Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 26, No. 1 (2001):  
77-102; Nick Evans, Carol Morris, and Michael Winter, “Conceptualizing agriculture: a critique of post-
productivism as the new orthodoxy,” Progress in Human Geography 26, No. 3 (June 2002): 313-332; 
Alexander S. Mather, Gary Hill, and Maria Nijnik, “Post-productivism and rural land use: cul de sac or 
challenge for theorization?” Journal of Rural Studies 22, No. 4 (October 2006):  441-455. 
284Richard Yarwood and Nick Evans, “New Places for ‘Old Spots’:  The Geographies of Domestic 
Livestock Animals,” Society and Animals 6, No. 2 (1992): 152. 
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homestead’s redesign, the Sullivan’s visited all of the Laura Ingalls Wilder sites from 

Pepin to Mansfield, and also modeled their more interactive activities on the Living 

History Farms near Des Moines, Iowa.285      

While the Sullivans independently run the Ingalls Homestead, they compete 

locally for tourist dollars with the Laura Ingalls Wilder Memorial Society, an institution 

with strong historic ties to the community.  Vona Leckey, a Society board member, and 

resident of De Smet since 1953, firmly believes that the Society’s appeal to prospective 

tourists rests on the authenticity of the buildings and the artifacts that are housed there.  

In my discussion with her, I brought up the Ingalls Homestead and asked how she views 

the attraction.    Leckey responded, “They [Ingalls Homestead] don’t have anything 

authentic out there except the land.  Nothing is real.”286   

Vona Leckey’s comments get to the root of the debate in tourism studies and 

popular culture that has long compared the authentic reproduction to the original.287  

Umberto Eco observed that “the past must be preserved and celebrated in full-scale 

authentic copy; a philosophy of immortality as duplication” while Jean Baudrillard wrote 

that “Americans constantly construct imitations of themselves” and that the perfect 

definition of the simulacra is when the reproduction is “more real” than the original.”288 

One might argue that the Society has a greater claim to the term “authenticity” than the 

Ingalls Homestead because actual Ingalls family artifacts are on display in the homes the 

Ingalls family actually lived in.  Yet, the appeal of the Ingalls Homestead rests on the 

                                                
285 Tim and Joan Sullivan, Interviews with Author, July 11, 2006 and September 19, 2006. 
286Vona Leckey, Interview with Author, July 12, 2006.  
287Bruner, 397-415.   
288Umberto Eco, “Travels in Hyperreality.” Travels in Hyperreality:  Essays (San Diego:  Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1986), 3-58; Jean Baudrillard, America.  London:  Verso, 1988. 
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complex definition of authenticity and closely mirrors scholarly discussions about such 

sites as the Pilgrim’s Plimoth Plantation and Lincoln’s New Salem.   

The Sullivans emphasize that at the Ingalls Homestead, the “authentic tourist 

experience” doesn’t come from the artifacts themselves (which are all replicas), but from 

the ways tourists are encouraged to interact with the artifacts.  Children and adults can try 

their hand at running laundry through a ringer, twisting hay into sticks or grinding flour – 

all tasks Laura describes in her books.   These demonstrations of “forgotten” country 

skills are central to the tourist experience and work to authenticate Wilder’s own 

experiences both for children and adults.289 

Another level of authenticity comes from the land itself.  Most of the attractions at 

the Ingalls Homestead are outdoors and blend into the prairie landscape.  Because this 

part of South Dakota had relatively little commercial and residential development 

throughout the twentieth century, tourists can easily imagine how the land might have 

looked during Laura’s childhood.   The unpredictability of weather also adds an 

uncomfortable level of authenticity at times.  Several years ago, this became all too clear 

when a thunderstorm hit during visiting hours.  A lightening bolt struck a pair of draft 

horses that were used to pull the covered wagon around the perimeter of the homestead.  

They were killed instantly and employees had to figure out how to quickly haul away 

their bodies while a costumed interpreter in the one room schoolhouse entertained a 

group of tourists.290  In light of the Sullivans’s unfortunate modern day experience with 

their horses, it is easy to imagine such a tragic event striking the Ingalls family or any 

                                                
289Yarwood and Evans, 153. 
290Maggie McGuire, Interview with Author, July 11, 2006.  
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other homesteaders who were subject to the harsh and unforgiving weather realities of the 

Dakota prairie.     

The two types of tourist experiences available to visitors in De Smet reflect the 

various kinds of authenticity available to Wilder fans.  The Ingalls Homestead offers that 

“shifting locus of authenticity” commonly found at living history sites. 291 The Wilder 

Society, by contrast, engages in artifact-based authenticity tied closely to objects and 

relics.   To walk through the cozy Surveyor’s House where the Ingalls family spent “the 

long winter,” to see needlework delicately hand crafted by Mary Ingalls, or the 

handwritten manuscripts completed by Laura holds powerful meanings for some fans that 

simply cannot be replicated out on the Ingalls Homestead.  The significance of these 

artifacts reaches far beyond their original use or intent.  In a sense, they have become 

fetishized and idolatrized by tourists because of their association with the Ingalls family 

or Laura.292 Rocky Ridge Farm in Mansfield, Missouri, is home to perhaps the most 

powerful Ingalls-Wilder artifact of all, the fiddle owned by Charles Ingalls.  Wilder wrote 

often of the “Pa’s Fiddle” in the Little House series, often identifying the instrument with 

happy, festive occasions and family togetherness.  The curators of the museum in 

Mansfield seem to realize the symbolic power of the fiddle.  Displayed prominently near 

the museum entrance, it commands the attention of visitors who wander through the 

exhibits.   The gift shop offers postcards that feature images of the fiddle as well as a 

musical album comprised of songs recorded by a local artist that recently brought the 

fiddle out its glass-encased retirement. 

                                                
291Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 195.  
292Bill Brown, “Thing Theory,” Critical Inquiry 28, No. 1 (Autumn 2001):  1-22; For a less theoretical and 
more humorous discussion relating historical relics to tourism, see Sarah Vowell, Assassination Vacation 
(New York:  Simon & Schuster, 2005).  
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Such debates and discussions over authenticity are less overt in Walnut Grove, 

although residents have their own set of challenges, chiefly to do with their town’s 

relationship to popular culture. The most significant issue for the town’s residents was 

how quickly fame and the resulting tourist influx hit the community after the television 

show “Little House on the Prairie” first aired in 1974.  The Gordon family’s experience 

before and after the television show illustrates the effect of a more popularized 

representation on their property and daily lives. For many years, only several hundred 

fans a year would stop by Gordon’s farm.  Redwood County erected a small marker near 

their home in the early 1960s during the county centennial celebration.  They could 

handle the small crowd on their own, even treating visitors to lemonade and cookies in 

their kitchen.  “My parents loved meeting all the different people.  My dad especially 

really enjoyed it,” said Stan Gordon.293   

But the pleasure Harold Gordon derived from his encounters with tourists took a 

sharp turn in 1974, the year the television version of “Little House on the Prairie” 

debuted on NBC. Suddenly, the Gordons found themselves deluged with visitors.  One 

day they came home and met strangers coming down their staircase.  The tourists had just 

walked right in, thinking that the Gordon’s home was part of the attraction.  Harold and 

Della called an emergency ‘Town Meeting’ and spoke to the community about the 

pressing need for another place in town besides their farm to corral the influx of visitors.  

Why had the tourists felt so compelled to cross the line?  Once again, David Herbert’s 

discussion relating literary fandom to tourism – how some tourists feel such a deep 

connection to a writer that seemingly obvious boundaries become invisible – 

                                                
293Stan Gordon, Interview with Author, September 14, 2006.  
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demonstrates the profound emotional power of literature and popular culture.294 Yet, the 

experience of Walnut Grove’s residents and especially the Gordon family also illustrates 

how the production of place images impact the social, economic, and cultural identity of 

a real community.295  “Little House on the Prairie,” dramatically re-envisioned as a 

television program, indelibly reshaped how millions of people discovered the stories of 

Laura Ingalls Wilder, and strongly influenced how tourists imagined the places associated 

with her life.     

The Wilder Mystique and the Long Shadow of Michael Landon 

A brief return to that “Women and the West” literary symposium, of which 

Wilder was one of the featured authors, clearly demonstrates how the Wilder mystique 

functions in the arena of popular culture, blurring the boundaries between history, 

literature, and television.  Speakers at the event were made up of a curious blend of 

academics and popular figures, and included Melissa Gilbert who portrayed Laura in the 

long running television show, “Little House on the Prairie.”  Gilbert also introduced the 

film portion of the symposium that focused on how these authors’ works had been 

adapted for film and television.296   

While Wilder scholars often protest how her stories have been adapted for film 

and television (particularly the decade-long NBC series), these representations have 

provided an additional layer of cultural meaning for prospective tourists.297  Walnut 

                                                
294Herbert, 312-333. 
295Stephen P. Hanna, “Is it Roslyn or is it Cicely?  Representation and the Ambiguity of Place,” Urban 
Geography 17, no. 7 (1996):  633-649.  
296 “Laura Ingalls Wilder's works celebrated at ‘Women of the West’ symposium,” Laura Ingalls Wilder 
Lore 28, No. 2 (Winter 2002):  1-3.  
297See the various writings of William Anderson, perhaps the most prolific Wilder scholar.  He outlined his 
criticisms of the show in an editorial in Laura Ingalls Wilder Lore, a newsletter published by the Laura 
Ingalls Wilder Memorial Society; William Anderson, “Little House on the Prairie,” Laura Ingalls Wilder 
Lore 4, No. 2 (1978): 10. 
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Grove owes its prominence on the Wilder trail to the creators of the television show.  In a 

significant departure from the books and historic fact, executive producers and writers 

made Walnut Grove the chief setting for all of the dramatic action on the program.  There 

is an open acknowledgement and embrace of the program at the town’s museum.  

Museum director Amy Ankrum states outright that Walnut Grove is “the TV place” and 

that Wilder herself only lived in Walnut Grove for three years as a young child.298  As a 

result, there are very few items in the display that actually belonged to either Laura or her 

family.  One section of exhibits is instead devoted entirely to the television program and 

consists of props, photographs of the cast, and a continuous loop of “Little House” 

episodes playing on a nearby TV set (Figure 3.15). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.15.  Two of the display areas in the Walnut Grove museum that highlight the 
television show.  (Photographs by Author) 

 
Today Walnut Grove continues to endure a number of misconceptions that some 

visitors bring to their community, almost always tied to the town’s depiction on 

television.  “They look for hills, or are surprised we even exist because they think we 

were blown up [like in the series finale],” said one business owner.  Another stated, “I’ve 

                                                
298 Amy Ankrum, “Interview with author,” July 6, 2006. 
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had some visitors who are surprised we even drive cars.”299  Carole Johnson, owner of 

Nellie’s Cafe constantly gets questions from tourists wanting to know if Nellie’s is “the 

original” or if the series was filmed there.  In fact, the café wasn’t even named Nellie’s 

until 1996 when Carole and her husband bought the place.300    

Despite the misconceptions the show imposed upon the small town, it still entices 

visitors. Shirley Knakmuhs, former director of the museum echoed those sentiments 

when she noted that “We would definitely not be where we are today without the TV 

series.  We wouldn’t even had have had a museum. We thank Michael Landon very much 

for bringing tourists to Walnut Grove.” 301  Stan and Hazelle Gordon also admit that if it 

hadn’t been for the television show, there would simply not be a tourism industry in the 

town.302 

 

Figure 3.16. Michael Landon on the cover of TV Guide as Charles Ingalls. 
 December 7, 1974 

 
                                                
299 Walnut Grove Retail Committee, Interviews with Author, September 7, 2006. 
300 Carole Johnson, “Interview with Author,” September 18, 2006. 
301Shirley Knakmuhs, Interview with Author, October 4, 2006. 
302Stan Gordon, Interview with Author, September 14, 2006.  
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For television fans, Walnut Grove became meaningful precisely because it was 

represented, despite the historical inaccuracies.  The television show has also played an 

instrumental role in keeping Wilder’s stories alive in American popular culture. As a 

cultural producer ascribing his own set of unique meanings to the Little House series, 

Michael Landon played a pivotal role in reshaping the stories for television audiences 

(Figure 3.16).  He was highly committed to presenting a traditional, conservative vision 

of family life and the program’s creation was part of a larger movement to bring more 

family-friendly programming to television. Landon’s portrayal of Charles “Pa” Ingalls in 

fact made him the darling of conservatives, including Ronald Reagan, who claimed that 

“Little House on the Prairie” was his favorite television show.303   

The turbulent 1960s had seen an erosion of previously rigid censorship guidelines 

for both film and television and religious and educational groups persuaded the networks 

to turn their 7-8 p.m. timeslot into the “family hour.”304 Ed Friendly, a former network 

vice president for NBC, purchased the dramatic rights to the books thinking that they 

would fit perfectly within the wholesome family hour concept but at first could not find a 

network interested.  His next step was to tie the series to a major star.    Friendly thought 

Landon would be ideal for the role of Charles Ingalls.  Landon had just come off a 

fourteen year run as Little Joe Cartright on the popular family western Bonanza, had 

considerable influence with NBC, and saw great potential for “promoting moral values in 

a family setting.”305 As a popular television star with creative aspirations, Landon 

exercised a great degree of control from the program’s beginning.  He also felt that key 

                                                
303Anita Clair Fellman, Little House, Long Shadow (Columbia, MO:  University of Missouri Press, 2008).    
304Gary A. Yoggy, “The Saga of “Little House on the Prairie,” in Riding the Video Range:  The Rise and 
Fall of the Western on Television (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 1995), 527.    
305 Yoggy, 531. 
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aspects of the true Charles Ingalls should be minimized, most notably the wanderlust that 

defined the actual Ingalls’ real life.  First, it was important to situate the family in one 

location for the majority of series.  Landon felt that it was important to emphasize 

Ingalls’ courage and adventurous spirit, but contain his wandering tendencies.  Regarding 

this creative divergence from the books, Landon later explained that Charles Ingalls was 

the type of man who could “lose a crop and sing a song.  Nothing ever bothered him.  He 

was a dreamer.  He always wanted to do well but never had the knack for it.  He 

sometimes moved five times in year...”306 Landon’s creative decision to settle down the 

roaming spirit of Charles Ingalls reveals how, in observations of Tim Cresswell, “the 

practices of mobility have been historically variable” and been “central to the 

construction of worldviews in wildly different ways.”307  While the television program 

certainly highlighted the many hardships the Ingalls faced with extreme dramatic effect, 

in Landon’s view, the numerous migrations, false starts, and setbacks endured by the 

actual Ingalls family as they crisscrossed the upper Midwest, seemed at odds with a 

carefully crafted televised representation of family and community that became such an 

intriguing, albeit somewhat anachronistic part of the 1970s pop culture landscape.    

As much as Wilder scholars and book fans protested against Landon’s creative 

liberties, the show soon established a small but loyal audience that found the moral 

themes and wholesome depictions of family life irresistible.  In his review of “Little 

House on the Prairie,” for the Christian Science Monitor, Arthur Unger perfectly 

encapsulates the rural nostalgia and broader cultural values that the program embodied 

for its audience: 

                                                
306 Marsha Daly, Michael Landon:  A Biography (New York:  St. Martin’s Press, 1987), 114. 
307Tim Cresswell, On the Move:  Mobility in the Western World (London:  Routledge, 2006), 21.  
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Little House is neither pure fantasy nor pure reality…[rather it] somehow 

combines the two into a unique child-adult, real-unreal world reflecting a 

purity and truthfulness all its own.  Walnut Grove, Minn., represents a sort 

of moral Shangri La:  the way things ought to be once more.  If by chance 

things were never actually quite like that – well, they should have been. 

…[T]o watch Little House on the Prairie is to fall in love with a time, a 

place, a way of life, a particular family…it [the show] evokes an 

ambivalent response of mixed joy and sorrow in the viewer.  The sweet 

sadness of innocence? …or is it that we weep for the loss of 

innocence…in ourselves and in society?308 

In essence, Unger describes the program as a hybrid of nostalgia and upright morality   

that tugs at viewers’ heartstrings while allowing them to escape into a kind of pseudo-

historic fantasyland, its tenuous links to Wilder barely intact as show evolved over the 

years.  While most reviews were not nearly as positive, or as lyrically written, NBC 

gained a lot of positive press from parent and teacher groups.  By the end of the first 

season, it had climbed into the top twenty, finishing at number 13, and predictably, the 

show was especially popular among children.309  A 1975 poll of Scholastic Newstime, a 

publication for elementary students, named the show their national favorite by a wide 

margin.  Throughout its nine year run, it was almost always found in the Nielsen top 25.  

For four years (1977-1981) it was NBC’s highest rated show, reaching seventh on the 

Nielsen chart during the 1977-78 season.310  

                                                
308 Arthur Unger, “In Love,” Christian Science Monitor, September 18, 1974. 
309 Yoggy, 534-535. 
310 Ibid. 
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As Ann Weller Dahl observes, “Although the shows frequently strayed from the 

original stories, they nonetheless did retain the most important theme that runs from 

beginning to end of the classics:  the love and strength of the family unit.”311 Landon was 

interviewed at several points throughout the run of the show and credited the program’s 

success in part to how family relationships were depicted: 

I think the show is successful because it’s what real families are all about.  

Despite what you see in the movies and on many TV screens, loving 

families do exist.  They don’t spend hours screaming and yelling at each 

other.  What’s wrong with a show that depicts family love?  I feel sorry for 

people who think Little House is too sweet to be true.  That’s baloney.312   

As recently as June 1993, nearly ten years after the show originally ended, some 65,000 

readers polled by TV Guide named the series the “All Time Best Family Show.” The 

editors commented:   

[Readers] voted for “Little House on the Prairie” followed by “The 

Walton’s.”  It hard to argue with these preferences – they’re both 

warmhearted period pieces that hark back to a kind of simple, close-knit 

family life that seems all but extinct.313 

The program’s appeal then hinged not only on a sort of historic nostalgia, but also 

on a wholesome family-centered nostalgia.  Incidentally, as the show hit its peak years in 

popularity, growing public disillusionment with President Jimmy Carter’s administration 

paved the way to the presidency for a charismatic politician from California that 

                                                
311Ann Weller Dahl, “Laura Ingalls Wilder:  An Elementary School Teacher’s Perspective,” in Laura 
Ingalls Wilder and the American Frontier:  Five Perspectives (New York:  University Press of America, 
Inc., 2002) 99.  
312Aileen Joyce, Michael Landon:  His Triumph and Tragedy (Los Angeles:  Zebra Books, 1991), 75. 
313 “The All-Time Best TV, Reader’s Edition,” TV Guide, June 19, 1993, 14-16. 
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espoused a feel-good family values laden rhetoric.   Landon eventually became affiliated 

with the Reagan administration when he was approached by Nancy Reagan’s anti-drug 

“Just Say No” campaign.  Landon’s stepdaughter had struggled with a drug problem 

throughout the 1970s.  Beyond his public engagements with that high profile initiative, 

Landon shared the Reagans’ similar political views and moved within the same social 

circles in southern California.314   

While the show’s cultural relevance has diminished with the passing of time (it 

officially ended in 1984 and Landon died of pancreatic cancer in 1991), at the beginning 

of 2003, the Hallmark cable network announced it had purchased the exclusive rights to 

broadcast the program in syndication.  By November of 2004 the network had increased 

its subscriber base by 15% and revenues by 30%.  Although it’s not likely the network’s 

increase in popularity comes solely from one program, the show’s enduring appeal 

probably played a central role in Hallmark’s growing success.315 Today, the program 

enjoys some additional afterlife through ubiquitous DVD volumes, and most of the 

Wilder home sites offer the program for sale along with the books.   

More intriguingly, over the years cast members from the television series have 

visited Walnut Grove and De Smet, continuing to blur the boundaries between history, 

popular culture, and tourism.  Dean Butler, who portrayed Almanzo Wilder on the 

television series, has been the most frequent visitor to the Wilder tourist sites and now 

owns his own production company, “Legacy Documentaries.”  He has produced extended 

content explicitly for the new DVD releases of the television show that highlights Wilder 

                                                
314 See the following sources for links between the Reagans and Landon: Pamela Lansden, “Family Is 
Michael Landon's Real Highway to Heaven, but He's Had a Devil of a Time Along the Way,” People 
Weekly, May 27, 1985, 35-37; Marsha Daly, Michael Landon:  A Biography (New York:  St. Martin’s 
Press, 1987), 135; Melissa Gilbert, Prairie Tale:  A Memoir (New York:  Simon and Schuster, 2009), 245.  
315John Dempsey, “Reruns ring up ratings for Hallmark,” Daily Variety, Nov 7, 2003. 
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tourism and history.   His next project, entitled “Almanzo Wilder:  Life Before Laura,” 

will no doubt find some convenient shelf space between the books and DVDs at all of the 

Wilder home site gift shops.316 

Although the Ingalls settled in De Smet and Wilder’s real life association with the 

community endured much longer, civic boosters continue to grapple with tourist 

misconceptions related to the television program.  De Smet was not mentioned once by 

name during the entire nine-year span of the series.  Wilder historian William Anderson 

observed in the late 1970s, when the show was at the height of its fame, “Since the NBC 

television series ‘Little House on the Prairie’ had its debut in 1974, there has been some 

disappointment, a good deal of confusion, and some definite criticism because the weekly 

shows do not follow Mrs. Wilder’s original stories.  As I often tell tourists who visit here, 

or groups I visit with at a Wilder program, ‘The books are the true stories; the television 

show is only based on the basics from the books.’  Yet we still have many confused 

persons visit De Smet, people who have not read the books.”317Anderson fails to mention 

in this piece however, that the Little House books are not exactly historically accurate, 

comprised of prose drawn from Wilder’s memories, reshaped by Wilder’s daughter Rose 

Wilder Lane, and strongly influenced by a thick veil of nostalgia. 

  In 1977, some community resentment bubbled to surface when a De Smet 

resident published an editorial entitled “De Smet Should Have What is Due,” in the local 

paper.  The writer scolded the show’s creators for omitting De Smet as a location in the 

show.  “What right has Mr. Landon to tamper with history to the point of ignoring the 

substantial influence De Smet and the area had on the books written by Laura Ingalls 

                                                
316Legacy Documentaries, “Capturing Life’s Moments,” http://www.legacydocumentaries.com (accessed   
Aug 15, 2009).  
317Anderson,10.     
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Wilder?”  The resident goes on to encourage community residents to send in letters to 

NBC and writes, “We should have the publicity, no matter what else is done on the 

television series.  De Smet should be as important to the series as Laura herself.”318 

The resentment felt by the devoted Wilder fans in De Smet should come as no 

surprise.  The television program introduced a whole new generation to Laura Ingalls 

Wilder, even if its episodes more accurately captured the hairstyles and social mores of 

the 1970s rather than the 1870s. As tourism scholar Chris Rojek points out, “Myth and 

fantasy play an unusually large role in the social construction of all travel and tourist 

sites.”  And, he adds, “It should not be assumed that either the fictional or the factual 

have priority in framing [a given] site.”319 Rojek’s argument illustrates just why tourist 

sites related to film, literature, and, in this case, television have the potential to hold 

powerful meanings for visitors.  Tourists often bring expectations to a particular place 

that are bound directly to what level of emotional investment they have made in a popular 

representation.  However, television fans soon realize that their image of Walnut Grove – 

created out on a ranch a stone’s throw away from Hollywood – does not quite measure up 

to their preconceived expectations.  

Twelve years after the television version of “Little House on the Prairie” went off 

the air, the wide gulf between the nostalgic, sweet vision of America’s frontier past as 

portrayed in the program and the harsh realities of nineteenth century pioneer life again 

came into sharp focus.  In 2002, PBS debuted the historical reality show “Frontier 

House.” More than 5,000 families applied to be a part of the project, reflecting the 

ongoing fascination with the nation’s frontier heritage.  Three families were selected.  

                                                
318 Dale Blegen, “De Smet should have what is due,” The De Smet News, November 1, 1978.  
319 Chris Rojek.  “Indexing, dragging and the social construction of tourist sights,” in Touring Cultures:  
Transformations of Travel and Theory, eds. Chris Rojek and John Urry, (London:  Routledge, 1997), 57. 
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“Mythologized, fictionalized, frequently romanticized,” intoned the show’s narrator, as 

the set up for the program was revealed to viewers. As cameras rolled, “Frontier House” 

followed these families who agreed to live in a remote area of Montana for six months.   

Each family hauled their belongings in a covered wagon as they made their way to a 160-

acre homestead.320 PBS hired over twenty historical consultants to craft a 1880s-era 

living environment, and provide an air of authenticity to audiences. Soon though, 

“Frontier House” quickly became well known for “hissy fits instead of history,” and, as 

one journalist noted of the series, “PBS thought ‘Frontier House’ would be Laura Ingalls 

Wilder come to life.  What it got was ‘Little Grouse on the Prairie.’”321    

The de-romanticization of life on the frontier occurred before viewers’ eyes as 

participants pleaded for modern creature comforts, frequently broke down in tears, and 

one family imploded, resulting in a couple’s divorce shortly after the series ended. The 

real-life drama resulted in compelling television, with critic David Bianculli trumpeting, 

“These pioneers give reality a good name.”322 Perhaps one of the best lessons of “Frontier 

House,” as voyeuristic as the program may have been, is the small semblance of 

nineteenth century reality the program did possess.  The drudgery of farm life, primitive 

living conditions, and profound sense of isolation deeply affected these modern families 

more than they could have ever anticipated.  

The Merchandising of Laura and Little House 

One of the most persistent features of my own relation to the Little House 

story has been an attachment to the things in the Little House.  Like other 

                                                
320Michele Hewitson, “It’s a Madhouse out there,” The New Zealand Herald.  December 9, 2002.    
321Marc Peyser, “Television:  Prairie Home Companions:  Hissy fits and history class on ‘Frontier House,’” 
Newseek, April 29, 2002, 76.  
322David Bianculli, “Home Run on Range:  These pioneers give reality a good name,” Daily News, April 
29, 2002.   
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fans, I crowd the museums to see the objects that Wilder and Lane evoked 

with such intensity, poring over Laura’s china jewel box and cardboard 

name cards, longing – always! – to catch a glimpse of Ma’s china 

shepherdess.  Remember the intensity that commodities provoke in these 

books!323 

At each Wilder home site, shopping is a major part of the tourist experience.  To 

business owners in Walnut Grove and De Smet as well as the other communities who lay 

claim to some aspect of Wilder’s childhood, selling souvenirs is a key component to their 

small town economies.  Beyond the Sod House Bed and Breakfast thirty miles east of 

Walnut Grove, visitors can shop at Oleson’s Mercantile or eat lunch at Nellie’s Café, 

both located in town.  In De Smet, visitors have their choice of Wilder themed bed and 

breakfasts -- Prairie House Manor or Heritage House, a red brick historic structure that 

previously served as the community’s bank.  To make sure prospective lodgers know of 

the Heritage House’s link with Wilder, promotional brochures proclaim, “Historic Bank 

where Ma Ingalls did her Banking!”   

Items available for purchase at the museum and town gift shops now encompass 

products far beyond the basic Little House book series, although special boxed sets and 

commemorative editions are prominently displayed.  Cookbooks, travel guides, compact 

discs of fiddle music, locally made prairie dresses, jams, jellies, and old fashioned candy 

are just a few of the twenty-first century commodities offered for sale.  If the Ingalls 

family could be magically transported to the twenty-first century, they would surely stare 

                                                
323Ann Romines, “The Frontier of the Little House,” in Laura Ingalls Wilder and the American Frontier:  
Five Perspectives, ed. Dwight M. Miller (New York:  University Press of America, 2002), 39.    
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in wonder at the healthy exchange of commerce predicated on their austere way of life 

(Figure 3.17).    

      

Figure 3.17.  Business card from Nellie’s Café in Walnut Grove and an image of the Loftus 
Store in De Smet (In Author’s Collection; Photography by Author) 

  

As Stephen Frenkel and Judy Walton observe in their study of Leavenworth, 

Washington, a Bavarian theme town, tourists are drawn to sites that offer the promise of 

“shopping with a difference.”324  The themed surroundings impart a novelty that livens up 

the act of consumption.   Other small communities that benefit from this practice include 

places like Solvang, California (a Danish theme town), Fredricksburg, Texas (German 

themed), and Lindsborg, Kansas (Swedish themed).   

Walnut Grove and De Smet are not nearly as commercialized as these places, or 

as painstakingly “themed.”  In fact, it is Walnut Grove and De Smet’s very lack of 

commericialization that contributes to their perceived authenticity as the settings for 

Wilder’s books.  However, the communities’ historic link with the Little House series 

still paves the way for a novel consumption experience, and business owners and town 

residents share in the emotional labor so often associated with tourism.   In De Smet for 

example, most businesses allow their employees to take time off during the summer 
                                                
324Stephen Frankel and Judy Walton, “Bavarian Leavenworth and the Symbolic Economy of a Theme 
Town,” Geographical Review 90, no. 4 (Oct 2000): 559-584.    
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months, with no reduction in pay, to attend training sessions conducted by local experts 

on the Ingalls family, Wilder’s life, and the books.325  Perhaps the most explicit example 

of both towns actively working to create Wilder-driven consumer experiences come in 

the form of community pageants. Unlike other community pageants, I argue that civic 

leaders in De Smet and Walnut Grove created these events not solely for the celebration 

of community heritage, but in large part   to serve the needs and expectations of visitors.    

In that regard, they form an integral piece of a commercialized Wilder mystique and add 

economic value to the tourist experience. 

The residents of De Smet and Walnut Grove work throughout the spring and 

summer months to put on elaborately themed Laura Ingalls Wilder heritage pageants 

performed at the height of tourist season in July.  The mounting of both productions 

requires a massive volunteer effort and months of planning and preparation.  Although 

the scripts and key cast members change very little from year to year, stage rehearsals 

dominate the late spring and summer months, and the social calendar for both towns is 

fairly limited in the lead up to “pageant time,” as residents ready themselves for the 

eventual onslaught of tourists (Figure 3.18).  

       

Figure 3.18.  Selection of Images from both pageants  
(WG Postcard in Author's Collection; DS Pageant Photograph by Author) 

                                                
325Chuck Cecil, “Hometown Spotlight:  Little Town on the Prairie,” American Profile, July 2006, 12-13.    
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In the twenty-first century, an age marked by a fractured media landscape and a 

seemingly ceaseless supply of fleeting cultural distractions, community heritage pageants 

seem like quaint, almost throwback forms of entertainment.  In many ways, they are.  In 

the United States, the heyday of heritage or “historic” pageants came at the turn of the 

twentieth century, products of Progressive reform movements that sought to uplift the 

public through the cultivation of regional and national pride.    Those individuals who led 

the historic pageant movement believed that by looking backward, the public would be 

inspired to improve the future.326  In New Glarus, Wisconsin, for example, in 1935 Dr. 

John Schindler set forth to write the town’s first historical pageant with these goals in 

mind. As Steven Hoelscher notes in his study of New Glarus, “History, John Schindler 

believed, was filled with romance and dripping with nostalgia.  If studied and lived, the 

use of that history –heritage—could lead to the good life.  The past, removed from the 

forces of modernity, held the key to a better future.”327 

However, the pageant still has a place in contemporary culture.  Small towns 

across the country continue to keep the heritage pageant tradition alive.  Halfway 

between Walnut Grove and De Smet, for example, the community of Pipestone, 

Minnesota, continuously produced the Song of Hiawatha from 1947 to 2008, enjoying a 

remarkable sixty-year run. There are several notable religious examples as well, from the 

Church of Latter Day Saints’ lavish Hill Cumorah, to the Great Passion Play near Eureka 

Springs, Arkansas, that draws thousands of tourists from across the nation.   

                                                
326David Glassburg, American Historical Pageantry:  The Uses of Tradition in the Early Twentieth Century 
(Durham:  University of North Carolina Press, 1990), 4.  
327Steven Hoelscher, Heritage on Stage:  The Invention of Ethnic Place in America’s Little Switzerland, 
(Madison:  University of Wisconsin Press, 1998), 89. 
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According to Hoelscher, pageants have historically served as theatrical forms that 

effectively made use of “abstract virtues of a state or nation.”328  Community pageants 

also venerate local legends, myths, or notable residents. The Wilder pageants engage in 

both of these practices.  They began roughly ten years apart. The pageant in De Smet 

predates Walnut Grove’s by ten years, and was first performed on an annual basis in 

1968.  De Smet’s pageants rotate from the different stories that are set in the community 

each year, while Walnut Grove has performed the same pageant, with some minor 

changes, since 1978. Throughout the years, the productions have become more elaborate 

and have gone from being staged in local high schools to outdoor amphitheaters that 

seamlessly blend into the prairie landscape. Walnut Grove set an attendance record in 

1989 with 12,082 paid admissions, and the 1980s generally saw strong audience numbers 

for both communities.329  This may be due in part to the still salient cultural memory of 

the television show.  Attendance dropped off a bit in the 1990s, but as the twenty-first 

century approached, remained stable between 6,000 and 7,000.  In 2009, attendance for 

both pageants over three weekends was up slightly from recent years with Walnut Grove 

at 7,111 and De Smet at 6,348.330   

Beyond simply providing tourists with something more to consume on their 

Wilder themed vacations, the pageants are truly vernacular, folkloric events that bring the 

majority of residents together in order to bring Laura’s vision of their communities to 

life. From actors to parking lot attendants, to ticket takers and prop masters, both 

pageants require countless volunteers drawn from throughout the region. However, once 

                                                
328Ibid.  
329“Wilder Pageant Attendance,” http://www.walnutgrove.org/attendance.htm (Accessed Aug 10 2009).  
330Ibid and Sarah Uthoff, “De Smet Pageant,” Sarah’s Notebook: A weekly update of news and projects, 
August 9, 2009 http://trundlebedtales.wordpress.com/tag/de-smet-sd/page/2 (accessed August 15, 2009). 
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again, these events are produced primarily for the benefit of tourists, require a great deal 

of emotional labor, and represent yet another integral part of the commercialized Wilder 

mystique. 

Wilder’s link to conservatism also extends to the marketplace, and her appeal 

contains an educational component that is firmly couched in a kind of nostalgic, 

conservative vision of history and schooling.  For example, several of the Wilder home 

site gift shops offer reprinted copies of McGuffey Readers.  Primarily used in elementary 

schools from 1836 to the 1890s, the texts began to fall out of wide use as other types of 

schoolbooks gradually replaced it in the academic marketplace. The desire for distinct 

grade levels, less overtly religious content, and broader societal changes throughout the 

twentieth century led to the decline. However, McGuffey Readers never entirely 

disappeared, and in the 1980s, the series experienced a small resurgence among Christian 

conservative groups, a following they continue to hold.      

A newly formed McGuffey Society promoted the use of the books by appealing to 

prospective users’ sense of nostalgia at a time when President Regan’s undersecretary of 

education, Gary Bauer, argued at the 1986 McGuffey Society annual meeting that schools 

should adopt the Readers again because “children must be taught virtue.” Bauer went on 

to state, "It is my firm belief that this trend toward 'value-neutral' classroom instruction 

has contributed significantly to massive increases in youth drug and alcohol abuse, 

delinquency, promiscuity and illegitimacy, violent crime in school, and disregard for the 

authority of parents, teachers and elders."331  The McGuffey Societies’ promotional 

literature echoed Bauer’s sentiments by relying on highly nostalgic rhetoric that placed 

                                                
331Kevin Wilson, “The Memory of McGuffey:  Conclusion, Politicization of Readers,”  
http://oak.cats.ohiou.edu/~kw190706/McGuffey/tmom21.htm (accessed August 15, 2009). 
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the notion of “values” front and center:  "School authorities, in explaining the return of 

McGuffey to the classroom, credit a yearning for a simpler life and the desire to promote 

honesty, industry and more humane behavior. McGuffey Readers are well designed for 

these ends.”332   

The staunch declarations of William McGuffey’s biographer Dolores Sullivan 

also illustrate a kind of rhetorical McGuffey-Wilder link, similar notions of self-reliance, 

pioneer heritage, and virtuous educational opportunities:  "The virtues of hard work, self-

discipline, perseverance, industry, and respect for family, for learning, and for country - 

these values have no relevance for American children? They are precisely the traditional 

values that guided the framers of the Constitution, that spurred the pioneers as they 

wrested homes form the western wilderness, that provided the solid foundation for a 

country that was to emerge as the world's leader. They are the same virtues embodied in 

the McGuffey Readers.”333  Along with the Little House books, McGuffey Reader 

replicas, and numerous other spin-off book titles, most gift shops also offer The Prairie 

Primer, an educational curriculum offered through a Christian schooling company.  

According to the curriculum’s developer Margie Gray, the Primer covers “literature and 

history, social studies, geography, writing, science, health, nutrition, Bible, character 

building, and life application.”  Prospective educators also have the option to buy “Primer 

Packs A or B” which include additional books related to cooking, crafts, and contextual 

history.334   

                                                
332Ibid. 
333Dolores Sullivan, William Holmes McGuffey:  Schoolmaster to the Nation (Madison, NJ:  Fairleigh 
Dickinson University Press, 1994), 190.   
334Margie Gray, “The Prairie Primer,” Cadron Creek Christian Curriculum,   
http://www.cadroncreek.com/Merchant2/merchant.mvc?Screen=PROD&Store_Code=CCCC&Product_Co
de=Pioneer_001 (accessed August 17, 2009). 
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Christianity and faith more generally are important aspects of Wilder’s appeal for some 

readers, and contributes directly to her marketability as an icon of family values.     

The Christian home schooling movement in fact provides Laura Ingalls Wilder 

related tourism a small financial boost during the school year when the majority of 

families are unable to travel for long periods of time.  Several residents in De Smet and 

Walnut Grove remarked on its importance from an economic perspective. Larry Cheney, 

owner of the Prairie House Bed and Breakfast in De Smet, estimated that home schoolers 

represent about 10% of his overall business.335 

Lavonne Garry, a tour guide for the Laura Ingalls Wilder Society in De Smet has 

also noticed the increasing presence of home schoolers on her tours.   “Home schooling is 

getting to be a bigger business than it has been before, and many of those families buy the 

educational plan that we sell.”  Intriguingly, Garry also highlighted the popularity of the 

Little House series among the Amish.  “In the wintertime we have Amish almost every 

week.  We have Amish all winter long!”336Several other tour guides I spoke with also   

speculated on the popularity of the Little House series among the Amish, noting that this 

religious group, often romanticized for their rejection of the technologies associated with 

modern life, perhaps sees their own world and lifestyle reflected in Wilder’s stories.337   

Based on my own observations, it is also clear that the consumption of the Little 

House books and related merchandise is most common among young girls, and there are 

parallels with the highly successful American Girl series of dolls and books.  Developed 

by Pleasant T. Rowland in 1985, the American Girl Company markets dolls and books 

                                                
335Larry Cheney, Interview with Author, July 11, 2006. 
336Lavone Garry, Interview with Author, September 19, 2006.  
337Marian Cramer, “Interview with Author,” July 10, 2006; Anne Poppen, “Interview with Author,” July 
12, 2006. 
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based on different periods in U.S. history.  According to Rowland, the collection’s goals 

hinge on “bringing history alive” and “provide girls with role models.”  Key to American 

Girl’s wide appeal is its sense and appreciation of history, its wholesome presentation, 

and the sense that mothers and daughters can share in the “experience” of owning an 

American girl doll.338  Similar forces are at work when it comes to the appeal of Laura 

Ingalls Wilder, as a longtime primarily female fan base reads the Little House series and 

flocks to the home sites (Figure 3.19). 

 

Figure 3.19.  A contestant in the “Laura Ingalls Wilder Look-a-Like Contest from 2006.   
(Photograph by Author) 

   

A major part of the Wilder mystique rests on an idyllic vision of family and 

maternal relationships, as mothers and daughters often share in the experience of a Laura 

Ingalls Wilder themed vacation.  The irony of this wholesome mother-daughter appeal 

however, is that Wilder had a tumultuous relationship with her own daughter, journalist 

and writer Rose Wilder Lane.339  Lane was fiercely independent, married and divorced 

                                                
338Carolina Acosta-Alzura and Peggy J. Kreshel, “’I’m an American Girl…Whatever That Means”:  Girls 
Consuming Pleasant Company’s American Girl Identity,” Journal of Communication 52, no. 1 (March 
2002): 139-160.  
339See Fellman, 535-561; Judith Thurman, “Wilder Women:  The Mother and Daughter Behind the Little 
House Stories,” The New Yorker, August 10, 2009, 
http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/atlarge/2009/08/10/090810crat_atlarge_thurman (accessed August 
12, 2009).  
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young, and entered the intrepid and mostly male world of early twentieth century 

journalism and writing at a time when few single and divorced women sought such 

opportunities.  She lived in Albania for several years in the 1920s, and published 

magazine pieces and novels throughout her long life, perhaps most incredibly, serving as 

a correspondent in Vietnam for Woman’s Day magazine in 1965 at the age of 78.   

While Lane is mentioned to varying degrees at each Little House site, discussions 

about her childhood as well as her role in editing and reshaping the books is 

minimized.340  In Mansfield, Missouri, where Rose Wilder Lane spent the most sustained 

amount of time as an adult while her parents were living, a separate display highlights her 

writing accomplishments, travels, and life after her mother’s death.  In De Smet, several 

rooms in the Ingalls House Museum are filled with Rose’s furniture from her last home in 

Danbury, Connecticut.  Still, on house and museum tours, Lane is often regarded as a 

“rebellious youngster,” “a free spirit” and as “having a mind of her own” in relation to 

her mother’s depictions of idealized, wholesome family life.341   

In multiple ways the commodification of Laura Ingalls Wilder reflects the range 

of meanings ascribed to the Wilder mystique, from the frontier nostalgia associated with 

the souvenirs and knickknacks sold in gift shops, to the theatrical commemoration of the 

various Little House pageants performed throughout the upper Midwest.  The 

merchandising of Wilder extends into more intimate realms as well, with a plethora of 

products linked to Christianity, political conservatism, and highly traditional views of 
                                                
340Most Wilder scholars agree that Lane played a significant role in the editing and writing process of the 
Little House series.  William Holtz first advanced his theory about Lane as ghostwriter to her mother’s 
writing in The Ghost and the Little House:  A Life of Rose Wilder Lane (Columbia:  University of Missouri 
Press, 1995).  Subsequent authors, including William Anderson, Anita Clair Fellman, and John Miller 
regard Wilder and Lane’s relationship as a tense collaboration. Lane herself adamantly claimed that her 
mother wrote the books alone.   
341These phrases describing Rose were commonly employed during the guided tours of the Ingalls family 
home on Third Street in De Smet and Rocky Ridge Farm in Mansfield. Missouri.   
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family and gender dynamics.  Meanwhile, in Walnut Grove, an entirely different cultural 

group has moved into the community.  Transforming the ethnic fabric of the region, this 

group has brought fresh significance to the stories of Laura Ingalls Wilder. 

Little Town in Transition:  The Hmong Community in Walnut Grove 

Imagine Little House on the Prairie. That was, what, in the 1800s? That's 

[how] the Hmong lived 26 years ago.342 

In 2002, Krystal Vujongyia used those words to describe her struggle to adapt to a 

new way of life in the United States after fleeing Laos in 1976.  Speaking at the Regional 

Cultural Diversity Coalition's fourth annual conference in Worthington, a small town out 

on the far southwestern edge of the Minnesota prairie, Vujyongyia’s literary analogy was 

certainly not lost on the small audience of Minnesotans who listened intently. Most were 

keenly aware of their regional claim to   famed children’s author Laura Ingalls Wilder. 

Beginning in 2001, several Hmong families moved to Walnut Grove.  More families soon 

followed, and today close to a quarter of the community’s population is Hmong or of 

Hmong descent.  Journalists emphasized Walnut Grove’s long association with Laura 

Ingalls Wilder as they chronicled this new chapter in the community’s history.  “Hmong 

migrate to little houses on the prairie” and “A Little Diversity on the Prairie” proclaimed 

regional and state headlines.343  

The story of the Hmong in Walnut Grove aptly demonstrates how more recent 

waves of migration and settlement has significantly transformed the ethnic fabric of rural 

America in the twenty-first century. To paraphrase Karen Halttunen, Walnut Grove in the 

early twenty-first century is a community that embodies a simultaneous awareness of the 

                                                
342Franny White, “Hmong Culture on Display,” Worthington Daily Globe, August 9, 2002. 
343Chao Xiong, “In Walnut Grove: a little diversity on the prairie; Small town tries to adjust to its new 
Hmong residents, but progress is slow,” Minneapolis Star Tribune, Metro-State section, July 28, 2002.       
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regional and the global.344  This awareness is found everywhere in the community.  

Perhaps no place better symbolizes this than Main Street, where the local grocery store 

stands next to an Asian food mart.  A pair of enterprising Hmong brothers owns both 

businesses (Figure 3.20).  At the same time, the community maintains a strong Laura 

Ingalls Wilder infused identity as a site of pioneer history and family values.  

At first glance, it might be assumed that Hmong immigrants share little common 

or cultural ground with the descendents of the Norwegian and German immigrants who 

founded the town so long ago.  The very presence of the Hmong complicates traditional 

perceptions of the Midwestern small town, particularly one that is so closely identified 

with a writer that has become the poster child for white, Christian conservative families 

and causes.  But collectively, the Hmong who have moved there seek many of the mythic 

qualities the books of Laura Ingalls Wilder embody.  As one member of the Hmong 

community put it, a priority on family life, a wholesome, safe environment, and the 

ability to more easily hold on to cultural traditions away from the commotion and 

influences of the big city are key attractions.345  

 The Hmong, who emigrated from Laos, were granted special refugee status from 

the United States after the Vietnam War.  Many had secretly fought with the United 

States against the Viet Cong during the war, but after the Communists declared victory, 

the Hmong were persecuted and many fled to refugee camps in Thailand.  In Laos, they 

often live in mountain villages or in extremely rural and remote locations.  Farming is 

                                                
344Karen Halttunen, “Groundwork:  American Studies in Place,” Presidential Address to the American 
Studies Association, November 4, 2005, American Quarterly 58, no. 1 (March 2006):  1-15. 
345Harry Yang, Interview with Author, July 6, 2006.   
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central to their way of life.346  When the Hmong first began to emigrate to the U.S., 

several regions and major metropolitan areas were designated as resettlement zones.  As 

of 2006, Minnesota was home to the second largest concentration of Hmong in the 

United States with an estimated population of 49,200 and the Twin Cities became the 

primary location for resettlement.  While the size of the Hmong community acts as a 

magnet in attracting additional families and individuals to the Twin Cities, over the years, 

the resettlement of many of these immigrants to urban areas has been fraught with 

difficulty.  The stark contrast between life in the city and the largely agrarian way of life 

back in Laos has led to culture shock for many former refugees.  Some practices that 

were legal or socially acceptable back in Laos are taboo in this country.  Polygamy and 

opium use for instance – both common practices in Laos – are illegal in the United States.  

Some family rituals and customs, from the use of a shaman to traditional animistic 

beliefs, are misunderstood by the outside world.347  For some of these reasons, more 

Hmong are looking to rural areas and small towns.  Across the nation, the Hmong have 

left cities and moved into places like Gentry, Arkansas; Fairview, Missouri; Braselton, 

Georgia; and beginning in 2001, Walnut Grove, Minnesota.348     

The history of the broader Hmong presence in southwestern Minnesota can be 

traced to the early 1990s.  Initially, Heartland Foods, an expanding turkey processing 

facility near the regional center of Marshall recruited recently arrived Hmong.349  Soon 

                                                
346Lillian Faderman, I Begin My Life All Over:  The Hmong and the American Immigrant Experience 
(Boston, MA:  Beacon Press, 1998). 
347Jean Hopfensperger, “Some tough going for recent Hmong immigrants; Resettlement issues were among 
the topics at the National Hmong Conference, held in Minneapolis this weekend,” Minneapolis Star 
Tribune, Metro-State section, March 18, 2006. 
348John Krupa, “Cultures Collide in Gentry:  An influx of Hmong immigrants forces residents to confront 
the realities of change as the newcomers pursue prosperity in Northwest Arkansas,” Arkansas Democrat-
Gazette, Arkansas section, June 18, 2006. 
349Brady Averill, “Hmong refugee influx will include Tracy,” Tracy Headlight Herald, July 7, 2004.  
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smaller communities in southwestern Minnesota began to see an influx of the population 

as these workers began to tell family and friends in larger Midwestern metropolitan areas 

about their experiences.  The town of Tracy, about seven miles west of Walnut Grove, 

was the first community that developed a small, but tight-knit enclave of both Hmong 

and Cambodian immigrants.  A group of families founded the Hmong Community 

Alliance Church in Tracy in 1991 and the population since that time has steadily 

increased.  The low cost of living in the region combined with a decent supply of low 

skilled jobs in the fields of manufacturing, agriculture and food processing initially drew 

many Hmong.  Marshall, about thirty miles west of Walnut Grove, is also home to the 

Schwans Foods, a multibillion-dollar frozen food company with over 22,000 employees.  

The company employs a mix of blue and white collar workers including many from the 

Hmong community as well as other immigrant groups that have recently moved to the 

region.350    

For some of these reasons, Harry Yang, one of the first Hmong residents of 

Walnut Grove, decided to give life in southwestern Minnesota a try.  Yang came to the 

United States in 1980, first to Massachusetts, then to Minnesota. He settled in the Twin 

Cities, but was always aware of “big city temptations” and worried how those 

temptations might affect his seven children. Gangs, crime, and drugs, problems prevalent 

especially among the younger generations of Hmong in Saint Paul was major a concern 

for Yang.  Once he had made the decision to move, Yang first looked at the outer suburbs 

of the Twin Cities, but found housing prices too high.  Then he researched the cost of 

homes, job availability, school systems and living conditions in several southwestern 

                                                
350Jean Hopfensperger, “Some tough going for recent Hmong immigrants; Resettlement issues were among 
the topics at the National Hmong Conference, held in Minneapolis this weekend,” Minneapolis Star 
Tribune, Metro-State section, March 18, 2006. 
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towns before deciding on Walnut Grove.  Yang settled on Walnut Grove for a number of 

reasons but the advice of his oldest daughter also played a significant role. “Little House 

on the Prairie,' that's her favorite show,” said Yang.   

The televised image of the community as a safe, wholesome environment where 

people were neighborly and families were the priority contributed to Yang’s decision. “It 

is a very good place that I have lived since I came to America,” Yang said.   He 

continues, “I feel like its more freedom and no scary thing. And the children they come 

home every night.”351  Other families moved with Yang, and more soon followed – some 

from as far away as New York, California, and North Carolina.  

 

Figure 3.20.  Harry and Terry Yang outside their grocery store in Walnut Grove  
(Photograph by Author) 

 
Sean Yang moved with his family to Walnut Grove from the Twin Cities a few 

years after Harry.  He now works as a Voice Communications Specialist at Schwan’s and 

stresses that the “emphasis on family” and the small and safe environment Walnut Grove 

offers to its residents has been the major draw for Hmong families. Sean also ran for the 

                                                
351Mark Steil, “Hmong migrate to little houses on the prairie,” Minnesota Public Radio, July 28, 2004  
http://news.minnesota.publicradio.org/features/2004/07/28_steilm_hmong/ (accessed July 29, 2004); Harry 
Yang, Interview with Author, July 6, 2006.  
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Walnut Grove city council this past November.  Although he was not elected, he works 

hard in the community to facilitate communication and cultivate relationships between 

the Hmong and long time residents.  Sean represents a slightly younger generation as 

compared to Harry and he takes his responsibilities as an emerging leader in the 

community quite seriously: 

Being involved both in the white community and the Hmong community 

is sometimes not a one-person-job.  Acting as a liaison/communicator 

between the two communities is literally a full time job with extensive 

overtime, however, it gets exciting at the same time.  I feel as though with 

me and other young leaders being involved in the community brings a lot 

of joy to the elders in the Hmong community as well as the older folks 

within the local residents.  It's gets the awareness out that our neighbors 

aren't just whites or just Hmong or just a specific group.  It also generates 

and energizes the community to be more involved in each event as it 

happens because the communication is there for clearing the 

misunderstanding of the intention of the event.352 

Sean’s positive outlook for the future of the Hmong in Walnut Grove illustrates the 

progress that has taken place in recent years, but also reflects the need for ongoing 

community-wide initiatives that promote cultural understanding.     

The Hmong have had a major impact on the population of Walnut Grove, with an 

increase from around 600 and declining in the late 1990s to around 825 and increasing in 

2006.  In terms of school enrollment, for example, elementary principal Paul Olson stated 

that the dwindling enrollment of the late 1990s changed dramatically after the Hmong 
                                                
352 Sean Yang, e-mail message to author, July 5, 2007. 
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began moving to town. In the fall of 2006, 42% of the elementary enrollment was Hmong 

while 1/3 of the total school enrollment was Hmong.  Olson also highlighted the some of 

the challenges that have come along with the sudden influx of immigrants.  “We are in a 

transition period still, between the long standing residents and people that are moving to 

town.  We are in a much more transient period too, and see a lot more of a transient 

population than in years past.  Hmong community members are sometimes lonely, and 

especially lonely for friends and family in the Twin Cities.  Adjustment for the older 

population has been a bit harder, and assimilation is a bit difficult for that older 

generation.”353  Despite these issues, Olson sees the Hmong as truly benefiting the 

school.  In 2006, the district hired four more half-time teachers along with 15 

paraprofessionals, of both Hmong and Caucasian descent.354   

The Hmong’s move into the community and the transition to small town life has 

not always been smooth for other reasons too.  Olson admits that in a town populated by 

the descendents of Scandinavian and German immigrants, some attitudes toward the 

Hmong were initially uncertain, and heavily based around Asian stereotypes.  “You 

always have some people – usually old timers who’ll say really outlandish things like 

‘oh, we’d better keep an eye on the dogs in this town now,’ but for the most part this 

community has been very accepting.”355   

Bonnie Lomen, a pastor in the community moved to Walnut Grove in 2003.  After 

she moved into the area, she noticed how quickly the ethnic landscape of the town was 

changing:  “I’ve not seen diversity hit so fast.  Especially when you’ve got 250 out of 825 

people who are Hmong all of sudden.  That wasn’t what anybody had expected and it’s 

                                                
353Paul Olson, Interview with author, September 12, 2006.  
354Ibid. 
355Ibid.  
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not the life they signed up for growing old.”356  To help bridge the cultural divide that had 

hit the community so quickly, Lomen contacted a faith based non-profit group called The 

Center for New Community early in 2006.  Based in Chicago, the Center’s mission is 

committed to achieving social justice for new immigrant groups and is particularly 

interested in helping small Midwestern communities and church congregations adjust to 

cultural changes through increased education and communication.  Lomen first learned 

about the Center through the Rural Pastor’s Institute.  “I heard about the whole idea of 

the one-to-one interviewing and gathering information.  And it kind of struck me that that 

was really what we need not only in our community, but in our churches.  There’s always 

an assumption that you know what everyone is thinking if you’re the establishment.  And 

then, there were all these new people certainly in the community, so it was a good model 

for getting information.  And it was obvious that information was needed.”357   

Lomen’s comments reflect the ongoing challenges faced by a number of 

communities in the upper Midwest much like Walnut Grove, that have dealt with 

growing pains and culture clash associated with the sudden influxes of ethically diverse 

populations.  In the late 1990s and early 2000s, several scholars released sociological 

studies of small towns like Postville, Iowa, and Eau Claire, Wisconsin, that grappled with 

such themes as racial discrimination, economic disparity, assimilation (or non-

assimilation), and nativist beliefs. 358  A litany of serious issues in a new era of 

                                                
356 Bonnie Lomen, Interview with author, October 11, 2006. 
357Ibid. 
358See the following titles:  Stephen Bloom, Postville:  A Clash of Cultures in Heartland America (New 
York:  Mariner Books, 2001); Mark Grey and Michele Devlin, Postville:  USA:  Surviving Diversity in 
Small-Town America (Boston:  GemmaMedia, 2009); Jeremy Hein, Ethnic Origins:  The Adaptation of 
Cambodian and Hmong Refugees in Four American Cities (New York:  Russell Sage Foundation 
Publications, 2006).   
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globalization, the residents of Walnut Grove now faced these topics head on in their own 

community.    

Reverend David Ostendorf, executive director of the Center, visited Walnut 

Grove on several occasions to meet with community members and facilitate discussions 

between the longtime white residents and Hmong residents.  Between forty and sixty 

individuals took part in the process.  They filled out extensive questionnaires and were 

told to gather information from one another through one-on-one interviews on topics 

ranging from economic development to leadership in the community to the need for more 

inter-cultural events.   

Several positive initiatives came out of the project.  Inter-cultural cooking and 

quilting groups mainly involving the women of Walnut Grove developed and met 

throughout 2006.  A farmer and vendor’s market in the city park involving both Hmong 

and white residents began in the summer of 2007.  The Hmong also made a more 

concerted effort to more widely promote their own cultural events like the annual New 

Year’s celebration, held each October through advertising and word-of-mouth. Most 

importantly, white residents gained a better understanding of the how the Hmong 

community functions in their small town from an organizational perspective.  Many 

white residents initially perceived the Hmong as unconcerned with the larger community 

and not interested in joining various civic groups.  The reality was that the organizational 

structure in the Hmong community dictated that only elders in the various Hmong clans 

would attend various events, serve as representatives and then bring information back to 

their families, friends, and other relatives. 
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Education for both groups has really been the key to bridging cultural divides.  In 

addition to the efforts undertaken by the Center for New Community, school 

superintendent, Loy Woelber along with Harry Yang developed a Hmong cultural center 

in the school in May of 2003 (Figure 3.21).  The center is used for adult basic education 

classes and also acts as a resource center for newly arrived families.  Although many of 

the adult Hmong residents have limited English skills, and that has made wider 

community involvement difficult, most are very happy to be in Walnut Grove.  Harry, 

along with his brother Terry, are viewed as indispensable members of the community and 

have perhaps done more than anyone to promote Walnut Grove as a destination for 

Hmong families.  They emphasize the small town atmosphere, the quiet way of life, and 

the safe environment that exists in the community to prospective Hmong residents.  Harry 

and Terry have also given many presentations about their homeland of Laos and their 

culture to a number of civic organizations throughout town.     

           

Figure 3.21.  Inside the Hmong Cultural Center at the Walnut Grove Elementary School  
(Photographs by Author) 

 
Perhaps some of the best ambassadors of Hmong culture are the various troupes 

of dancers that perform frequently at a variety of community functions.  Most of the 

dancers are high school students from Walnut Grove and the surrounding area.  For the 

past several summers, the dance troupes have performed at the Laura Ingalls Wilder 
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Festival.  A variety of Hmong vendors also sell embroidery and textiles at the festival.  

Tourists who are initially drawn to Walnut Grove because of their interest in Laura 

Ingalls Wilder find themselves exposed to Hmong culture, even if only for an afternoon. 

  As Karen Halttunen observes, “globalization – with its acceleration of border 

crossings – has made place more important, not less.”359  The story of Walnut Grove in 

the twenty first century demonstrates that today’s rural communities are also not nearly 

as isolated as they once were.  Global markets, global migration, and the currents of 

global culture in fact, profoundly influence an increasing number of small towns.  The 

patterns of migration and settlement that brought Charles Ingalls and his family to 

Walnut Grove over a century ago have transformed significantly to include new 

immigrant groups that differ considerably in language, customs, and appearance from the 

community’s founders.  And yet, the mystique of Laura Ingalls Wilder remains as 

important as ever to the town’s identity and may have even played a role in helping to 

bring the Hmong to Walnut Grove in the first place.  Only time will tell if the stories of 

Laura Ingalls Wilder will have any meaning and resonance for those generations of 

Hmong Americans who are born and grow up in Walnut Grove.   In the years to come, 

the Hmong’s own story of migration and settlement to the community will perhaps 

someday assume its own significance for residents and tourists alike in the local museum 

alongside the artifacts and mementos of Laura Ingalls Wilder. 

Conclusion 

  The stories of Laura Ingalls Wilder continue to fascinate scores of readers in the 

United States and abroad. The enduring popularity of the Little House books and related 

tourist sites illustrate that the cultivation and consumption of a rural nostalgia tied closely 
                                                
359Halttunen, 15.  
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to America’s frontier heritage continues unabated in modern America.  The array of 

cultural meanings ascribed to Wilder’s life and books, from wholesome family values, to 

patriarchal visions of westward settlement and frontier history, to highly nostalgic 

conceptions of farm and country life, illuminate the ways in which rurality continues to 

be constructed and consumed in American culture.   

The small tourism industries in Walnut Grove, De Smet, and other Wilder tourist 

communities are also indicative of a postindustrial economy that prioritizes experience, 

recreation, and commodification over the industrial capitalism of an earlier age.   In the 

case of these communities in particular, they symbolize a post-productivist shift from the 

small-scale agriculture that brought idealistic settlers to southwestern Minnesota and 

eastern South Dakota at the dawn of the twentieth century, to an economy largely 

dependent on tourism and low-skill manufacturing jobs.  Residents in all Wilder 

associated towns work to provide a nostalgic vision of the nation’s agrarian heritage tied 

closely to the Little House series of books, and they adhere to Wilder’s version of their 

own communities’ histories, perhaps at the expense of a more multi-faceted history.  And 

yet, as one business owner stated, “Laura is our niche.  And we don’t have to 

manufacture our niche, like some other towns.”360  

Wilder’s role in sustaining the economies of Walnut Grove and De Smet becomes 

clear as one explores the surrounding region filled with ghost towns, abandoned 

farmhouses, and deserted homesteads.  Many of these communities simply faded away as 

their populations migrated to regional centers or cities.  Wilder tourism, for better or 

worse, keep Walnut Grove, De Smet, and other towns associated with her life alive and 

thriving. Meanwhile, in Walnut Grove, recently arrived immigrants have reshaped the 
                                                
360Connie Cheney, Interview with Author, September 21, 2006. 
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community through their presence and business ownership, contributing to a renewed 

sense of cultural awareness a century or more after Scandinavian, German, and other 

immigrants set out for Dakota territory and other parts of the Midwest.  The Hmong are 

part of a fascinating migration story, almost 150 years after Charles Ingalls and his family 

sought out Walnut Grove for the promise of a fresh start.   

The nostalgic values that make up an essential aspect of the Wilder mystique and 

contribute to the preconceptions many Americans hold about rural life and agriculture 

can also be ascribed to my next case study, the institution of the state fair.  Like the 

Wilder mystique, the phrase “wholesome family values” is often used in conjunction with 

state fairs, as a wide swath of the public clings to traditional, nostalgic visions of 

American agriculture.    
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Chapter Four: 

The State Fair:  Where Rural Nostalgia and Agricultural Industrialization Meet 

 
The Midwest is State Fair Central, and it thrives here because we are the 

breadbasket of America, Hog Butcher, Machinemaker, Stacker of 

Particleboard, Player With Chain Saws, Land of the Big Haunches.  And 

also because Midwesterners are insular, industrious, abstemious, 

introspective people skittish about body contact, and a state fair is 

liberation from all of that, a plunge into the pool of self-indulgence, 

starting with a thick pork chop hot off the grill and served on a stick with a 

band of crisp brown fat along one side.361   

For the past thirty years I have spent my Labor Day weekend in exactly the same 

way – exhibiting livestock with my family at the Minnesota State Fair.  We show dairy 

goats and have done so since they were first admitted to the open livestock division in 

1980.  Every year I enjoy the camaraderie of longtime friends, the thrill of competition, 

and the constant din of the crowd.  The adrenaline rush that comes with a first place win 

or the nostalgia that floods over me when I walk into the 4-H Building occurs every year, 

as does that slight quiver of excitement at seeing a regional celebrity or politician 

mingling with the public.  After four days of tending to the animals, indulging in all 

manner of fried food (most of it on a stick of course), and traversing as much of the 

fairgrounds as possible, I am exhausted, but exhilarated and ready for it all again next 

year.        

                                                
361Garrison Keillor, “Top Ten State Fair Joys,” National Geographic Magazine, July 2009, 
http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2009/07/state-fairs/keillor-text (accessed July 5, 2009).   
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I was thirteen when I first wrote about my experiences at the Minnesota State 

Fair, in a short essay titled “My Favorite Place in America.”  While time and practice 

have hopefully made me a more articulate writer, my personal feelings about the fair 

remain largely unchanged.  What has changed in these past thirty years is how the 

majority of the public now experiences agriculture at the Minnesota State Fair, mirroring 

the transformation of American agriculture throughout the twentieth century. The 

fairgoer’s evolving experience with agricultural exhibits uniquely reflects the modern 

industrialization processes that have transformed and reshaped American farming. 

State fairs have always functioned as a kind of cultural crossroads among rural 

and urban identities, values, and beliefs. They are dynamic, colorful spaces that revel in 

shared regional strengths and celebrate historic traditions and rituals.  Along with the 

carnivalesque spectacle of vibrant midways, decadent food, and a seemingly endless 

parade of entertainers, these events also provide fleeting agricultural experiences. For just 

a few weeks out of the year, urban fairgoers have the opportunity to see livestock 

firsthand, interact with exhibitors, and literally consume the rural through the wide 

variety of gastronomical delights directly related to what they have seen in the barns – 

like that thick, fatty pork chop described by Garrison Keillor.  

As farming has become more industrialized, the public has become increasingly 

removed from the nation’s rich agrarian history. Yet for many Americans unfamiliar with 

modern farming practices, state fairs continue to embody symbolic meanings about 

agriculture.  These meanings are tightly connected to nostalgic ideas about wholesome 

values, the family, and cultural unity, particularly in the Upper Midwest, where these 

events continue to thrive.  This chapter explores how a now mostly urban public 
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encounters farming and agriculture at the institution of the state fair; it reveals the 

historical processes behind this remarkable change; and it suggests some of the most 

critical implications for American culture and society.      

Today less than 2% of the American population lives on farms and only 1% claim 

agriculture as their primary occupation.362  While California ranks first in the amount of 

land that is under cultivation for agricultural production in the United States, it is the 

American Midwest that, as Garrison Keillor self-deprecatingly suggests, has traditionally 

been seen as the breadbasket to the nation, and consequently, “state fair central.” Within 

this region – often referred to as America’s heartland – the Minnesota State Fair is the 

most successful.363  Known as “The Great Minnesota Get-Together,” it is the largest 12-

day fair in the United States and the third largest state fair overall. It annually attracts 

over 1.5 million people from across the state and surrounding area.   In recent years 

attendance has steadily increased, setting an all-time record of 1,790,497 paid admissions 

in 2009.364 The event’s longstanding success is due in part to its urban location in the 

heart of Saint Paul.  While several other states hold their state fairs in metropolitan areas 

(Milwaukee, Des Moines, Columbus, Indianapolis, Sacramento) the Twin Cities is 

significantly larger than these cities and is able to draw from a substantial population.  An 

event steeped in tradition and ritual, the fair has often been described as a celebration of 

state heritage, food, family and tradition all rolled into one.    

Agriculture and livestock have long served as central features of the Minnesota 
                                                
362 “Demographics,” U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 
http://www.epa.gov/oecaagct/ag101/demographics.html (accessed July 23, 2009). 
363 The borders of the American Midwest have shifted over time.  States currently defined as Midwestern 
include Minnesota, Iowa, Kansas, Illinois, Wisconsin, Michigan, Indiana, Nebraska, North and South 
Dakota, and portions of Ohio, Missouri, and Oklahoma.  See James R. Shortbridge, The Middle West:  Its 
Meaning in American Culture (Lawrence, KS:  University of Kansas Press, 1989). 
364 Minnesota State Fair, “2007-2009 Detailed Daily Attendance,” 
http://www.mnstatefair.org/general_info/attendance.html (accessed August 8, 2010). 
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State Fair since it first began in 1854, four years before Minnesota earned statehood.  In 

the nineteenth century, members of the State Agricultural Society worked determinedly 

to create an event linked to the pursuit of agricultural knowledge and scientific 

improvement at a time when the state began to forge a civic and cultural identity tied 

closely to its agricultural strengths.  The fair developed over the years to incorporate 

many kinds of exhibits far from their agricultural roots, from the colorful midway to fine 

art displays.  Livestock and other agricultural exhibits remain a significant part of the 

fair’s appeal, however, and vividly illustrate a state character predicated on its rich 

agricultural history.   

An examination of this history along with a look back at several other significant 

exhibitions including the 1893 Columbian Exposition and 1939 World’s Fair, shows how 

agricultural displays evolved throughout the late nineteenth, mid-twentieth and early 

twenty-first centuries.  I suggest that agricultural exhibits at the Columbian Exposition 

targeted farmers much more explicitly as well as a fairgoing public that held a keen 

understanding of rural life and an awareness of agricultural issues.  By 1939, most 

agricultural exhibits at the New York World’s Fair catered to an urban population, a 

fairgoing public more interested in consuming food than growing food.  This emphasis on 

colorful, futuristic displays of consumption also led to the public’s awareness of new 

technologies that promised to aid in the rapid industrialization of American agriculture.       

Today, the great success of agricultural industrialization has resulted in the 

American population’s general distancing from rural life and, as an unfortunate 

consequence, a serious decline in agricultural literacy.  In Minnesota, demographic 

changes have led to parallel shifts in the way the public views, understands, and 



 219 
  

  

experiences agriculture at the Minnesota State Fair.  This shift is representative of the low 

level of familiarity that the vast majority of people have with agriculture, well beyond the 

boundaries of the state fairgrounds and borders of Minnesota.  In particular, several 

recent exhibits at the Minnesota State Fair speak to this transformation where agricultural 

education is emphasized or the rural farm “experience” is sanitized for the public.  

Exhibits and attractions like Barn Tours™, a non-profit organization that offers free tours 

of livestock barns to the public; the Moo Booth, an educational dairy display located in 

the cattle barn; the Miracle of Birth Center; and the Little Farm Hands Exhibit showcase 

educational efforts popular with fairgoers that play significant roles in shaping the 

public’s perceptions about farming.  They are not unique to Minnesota’s fair.  They 

commonly adorn state fairs across the nation, from California to Wisconsin.  

This chapter also explores the influence of agribusiness on livestock and 

agricultural displays at the Minnesota State Fair.  I argue that the financial incentives 

offered by these companies significantly shape public perceptions of agriculture, farming, 

and food.  These companies hold a vested interest in maintaining their dominance in the 

marketplace and the fair serves as the perfect venue for publicizing brands and generating 

goodwill.  Agrarian nostalgia effectively functions as a substitute for agricultural literacy   

and works as a powerful public relations tool for these companies.  The state fair operates 

as an ideal space where sentimental feelings about agriculture can be cultivated and 

transformed into brand recognition and customer loyalty.     

Finally, I examine the increasing prominence of the hobby farmer at state fairs.  

Decades after Henry Francis du Pont’s s grand venture into gentleman dairy farming 

came to an end, smaller-scale recreational agriculture has become more widely practiced 
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in contemporary times.  No doubt, Martha Stewart’s efforts in the 1980s certainly helped 

make hobby agriculture more visible and even fashionable, but there is something deeper 

to the growing prevalence of part time farming that goes beyond Stewart’s carefully 

arranged imagery of fancy chickens, immaculate hen houses, and farm-fresh eggs.  For 

the increasing population of twenty-first century back-to-the-landers, several factors seem 

to drive the desire to engage in small-scale agriculture.  A few frequently cited reasons 

include a deepened understanding of agricultural literacy, a commitment to and interest in 

animal husbandry, or the opportunity to construct one’s own personal vision of 

pastoralism.365            

The fair offers a unique venue for these “part-time” farmers to showcase their 

hard work, learn more about effective agricultural management practices and livestock 

improvement, and educate and interact with the public. These exhibitors also provide 

valuable perspectives on farming that frequently differ from the practices and methods of 

industrial agricultural operations.366              

Origins:  Agricultural Uplift and the Cultivation of an Agrarian Identity 

American state fairs are rooted in the agricultural exhibitions of the early 

nineteenth century.  The exhibition of livestock in American history officially dates to 

1810 when a textile merchant named Elkanah Watson organized one of the first 

agricultural shows in the Northeast.367  Like E.I. du Pont, Watson enthusiastically 

promoted Merino sheep. In 1807, he publicly exhibited two of his best animals on a 

                                                
365For more on the recent increase of hobby farming in the United States see Woody Hochswender, “The 
New Face of Farming,” The New York Times, July 16, 2006, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/06/16/nyregion/nyregionspecial2/18Rfarm (accessed March 18, 2010); Dan 
Kadlec, “Back Home on the Hobby Farm,” Time, October 11, 2007, 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1670527,00.html (accessed September 17, 2010).  
366Steve Pooch, Interview with Author, March 16, 2007.  
367 Wayne Caldwell Neely, The Agricultural Fair (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1935), 52-54.  
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village green in Pittsfield, Massachusetts.  In his memoirs, Watson reflected on the 

resulting interest from his fellow farmers:   

Many farmers, and even females, were attracted to this first novel and 

humble exhibition.  From this lucky incident, I reasoned thus:  if two 

sheep are capable of exciting so much attention, what would be the effect 

of a display on a larger scale of different animals?  The farmers present 

responded to my remarks with approbation.  We thus became acquainted, 

and from that moment to the present hour, Agricultural Fairs and Cattle 

Shows, with all their connections have predominated in my mind, greatly 

to the prejudice of my private affairs.368 

Much like du Pont, Watson was motivated by the nationalist impulse that gripped the 

country in the years leading up to the War of 1812.  He strongly advocated American 

independence from the importation of British goods and fervently supported domestic 

manufacturing, particularly textiles, which, in turn, benefited his own financial 

interests.369    

 In 1811 Watson founded the Berkshire Agricultural Society. The main event 

supported by the Society each year was an agricultural fair that included cattle shows, 

parades, a grand ball, and an annual address that Watson delivered (Figure 4.1).  In these 

speeches, Watson touted the virtues of New England agriculture and promoted uplift and 

                                                
368Elkanah Watson, Men and Times of the Revolution; or, Memoirs of Elkanah Watson.  Winslow C. 
Watson, ed. (New York:  Dana and Company, Publishers, 1856), 365.    
369Neely, 52-54. 
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scientific improvement among Berkshire farmers through domestic competition, local 

industry, and wholesome amusement. 370    

 

Figure 4.17.  Portrait of Elkanah Watson by John Singleton Copley 
(From the collection of the Princeton University Art Museum)  

 

Two hundred years later, Watson’s original goals remain strikingly similar to 

those of many modern agricultural societies, often the governing bodies of state and 

county fairs across the country. Even in the twenty-first century, the rhetoric of cultural 

uplift still pervades exhibition halls and livestock pavilions while also informing the 

fairgoing experience.  And, while Watson could not have envisioned how much the 

forces of industrialization transformed American agriculture, the state fair continues to 

embody certain timeless qualities as a space where nationalism and agrarianism intersect 

in fascinating ways.    

In Minnesota, a number of counties formed agricultural societies several years 

before statehood in 1858.  Members of these early societies were often prominent 

                                                
370 Karal Ann Marling, Blue Ribbon:  A Social and Pictorial History of the Minnesota State Fair (St. Paul:  
Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1990), 18-19. 
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businessmen and land speculators who staked a claim to the future prosperity of the 

region.  Ramsey County, eventual home to the state capital of Saint Paul, formed its 

agricultural society in 1852.   Charter members included Alexander Ramsey, Minnesota’s 

first territorial governor as well as prominent businessmen throughout the region 

including Lyman Dayton, J.W. Selby, Rev. B. F. Hoyt, Chas. Wolff-Borup, Henry M. 

Rice, Eugene Larpenteur, and James M. Goodhue.  Besides Hoyt who worked as a 

preacher, most of the other members belonged to the banking, political, or real estate 

professions.  Today, these men have been immortalized in the street names and 

neighborhoods of Saint Paul, particularly around the fairgrounds.   

The chief objectives of the society in these early years emphasized “the collection 

and dissemination of agricultural knowledge and the encouragement and advancement of 

agricultural pursuits.”371   In many ways, the importance placed on agricultural 

advancement laid the foundation for a more sophisticated system of agricultural 

education in the twentieth century.  Members of state agricultural societies viewed their 

fair as an instrument of uplift and edification for farmers across the Midwest because it 

often provided the only opportunity of the year for the small-scale fairgoing farmer to 

inspect the latest agricultural machinery, trade information about new crop growing 

techniques and learn about livestock improvement through horticulture and livestock 

exhibition.   

These fairs, however, were also sites where the most prominent members of 

agricultural societies could play the part of benevolent gentleman farmer.  Much like 

Henry Francis du Pont, these men of means worked to popularize scientific farming 

                                                
371 Darwin S. Hall and R.I. Holcombe.  History of Minnesota State Agricultural Society From Its 
Organization in 1854 to the Annual Meeting of 1910 (St. Paul:  The McGill-Warner Company, 1910), 1. 
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practices while also solidifying their own dominance in the social and cultural, as well as 

agricultural fields. As Gerald Prescott shows in his research on gentleman farming in 

Wisconsin, members of the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society held very similar 

professions to those members in Minnesota.  He writes,  

Bankers, manufacturers, academics, merchants, brewers, and prominent 

politicos appeared regularly on membership rosters in the 1870s and 

1880s…Most operated a stock farm on the side, bought and bred horses 

for a hobby, or had extensive investments in agricultural enterprises.  And 

urban gentlemen farmers had leisure time and money to try new 

husbandry techniques; they were among the most innovative of the 

Society’s “scientific” farmers.”372 

 Clearly, these wealthy individuals felt their patronage of American agriculture a noble 

pursuit.  While it technically fell under the category of “leisure,” spending significant 

sums of money on scientific agriculture came with a certain brand of philanthropic glory. 

According to Harriet Ritvo, such visibility in the livestock arena of the agricultural 

exhibition “strongly suggested that its function was more metaphoric than practical…and 

proclaimed the special status of both animals and owners precisely by dissociating them 

from ordinary farmyard activities.”373 Henry F. du Pont of course reaped the promotional 

benefits and social rewards of such endeavors.  To a certain degree then, the agricultural 

society became yet another self-aggrandizing organization for these men of influence to 

associate with each other on a regular basis and generally extend their influence from the 
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world of business to the world of agriculture.          

One of the most prominent gentleman farmers in Minnesota was James J. Hill, 

owner of the Great Northern Railroad. During the 1897 fair, Hill received special 

recognition not only for exhibiting his “fine herd of Ayrshire cattle,” but also for refusing 

to accept any prize money, a practice he consistently repeated. Hill became one of the 

leading industrial magnates of the nineteenth century, but also worked as a tireless 

advocate for the advancement of scientific agriculture.  Over the years, he not only 

contributed a significant amount of money to the Minnesota State Agricultural Society, 

but also built railroads to the fairgrounds, and regularly delivered speeches at the 

society’s annual meetings.374  

The state’s other economic and civic boosters hoped that the fair would prove to 

be the perfect venue for promoting Minnesota to potential immigrants in spite of a 

troubling period of economic depression.  Hard economic times hit the state and the rest 

of the nation between the 1870s and the 1890s.   Organizers contended with bleak 

financial conditions that resulted in several banks failures in the Twin Cities and around 

the state.  The agricultural industry suffered through a crippling period in these decades 

with frequent droughts, grasshopper plagues, and prairie fires. While many settlers passed 

through the state in the mid-nineteenth century, a substantial number moved on to greener 

(and warmer) pastures in California and other western states.375 As discussed in the 

previous chapter, this migration included Charles Ingalls and his family who moved from 

southwestern Minnesota to eastern South Dakota in the 1870s.   It also included Laura 

Ingalls Wilder and her husband Almanzo, who left the upper Midwest entirely in 1894 
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and finally found stability in Mansfield, Missouri.  

In 1852, when Ramsey County’s agricultural society incorporated, fewer than 

10,000 white settlers lived in the entire state.376  Minnesota needed to increase its 

population in order be recognized as an attractive destination for prospective immigrants 

and ultimately qualify for statehood.  Therefore, these fairs also worked to cultivate an 

image of the state as an agricultural breadbasket – a place where a crop like wheat could 

thrive and a small-scale farmer could potentially find wealth and happiness.  Newspapers 

reliably covered the event every year and word quickly spread to the rest of the United 

States as well as overseas that the abundance of Minnesota’s natural resources and 

potential for agricultural success would translate to significant economic growth. 

Advertisements for the fair as well as the rhetoric espoused by the state’s political 

leaders emphasized the quality and agricultural potential of available land. As Robert 

Rydell notes, motivations behind world’s fairs of the nineteenth century were based 

largely around long-range economic interests at the regional, national and international 

level.  Promoters saw these events as ideal spaces in which to maintain or raise their own 

prominence as regional or national leaders. 377  State fair organizers shared similar goals, 

but focused their efforts around the careful crafting of a regional identity.  At the 

Montana State Fair, civic boosters referred to the event as “The Big Show Window of the 

West,” and it in essence became a massive advertisement for prospective settlers at the 

turn of the twentieth century.  After Montana became a state in 1889, the event stood as a 

symbol of the boundless agricultural and economic potential. As Douglas Edwards 

observes, “Montana’s state fair became a display case for a state-sized emporium in the 
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midst of an open house sale.”  Visitors could gawk in wonder at exhibits of abundant 

crops, the latest technological innovations in scientific agriculture, and of course, the 

luxury and dependability of the James J. Hill’s Great Northern Railroad which played a 

significant role in the fair’s promotion.378   

When Governor Alexander Ramsey opened the 1860 Minnesota State Fair at Fort 

Snelling, near St. Paul, his remarks stressed the great agricultural strengths of the state, 

on the eve of the Civil War: “We take possession of the best fortress in the United States, 

and make it subservient to the cause of agriculture!” Ramsey was an astute lawmaker that 

had effectively worked his way to the top of the tumultuous world of Minnesota politics 

throughout the 1840s and 1850s.  He served four years as the territorial governor before 

Minnesota earned statehood, became the head of the Republican Party in Minnesota, and 

was elected as a U.S. Senator in 1863, serving for twelve years.  

At this fair, judging contests took center stage with giant produce on display as 

well as a 640-pound Chester White barrow shown by Wyman Elliot of Minneapolis, the 

largest hog ever seen in the Midwest.379  Fifty years after Elkanah Watson founded his 

Berkshire Agricultural Society, nationalist sentiment once more served as a main feature 

of the agricultural exposition.  Ramsey’s declaration to fairgoers in 1860 reveals the 

governor’s important role in the crafting of Minnesota’s agricultural identity, but the 

militaristic location of the 1860 fair symbolically indicates that the governor was also 

positioning himself as a strong Republican ally of the Lincoln administration.  A few 

months later Ramsey became the first governor in the Union to offer troops for federal 
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service in the Civil War shortly after the fall of Fort Sumter in April of 1861.  As John 

Haugland has argued, Ramsey’s pledge of military support should not be remembered as 

a purely patriotic act, but instead as a self-serving mix of bureaucratic maneuvering and 

nationalism.380The 1860 Fort Snelling fair can be understood then as not simply an 

agricultural exhibition, but also as a calculated display of political gamesmanship.  

From 1854 to 1885 the Minnesota State Fair had no permanent location and 

moved throughout the state depending on the year.  Between 1870 and 1890, political and 

economic power brokers across the state battled to host the event. Historian Wayne C. 

Neely refers to this time span as the “period of adjustment.” He argues that these decades 

were marked by a clash of cultural values in small towns and large cities all over the 

nation that then sparked debates regarding the future of agricultural expositions and fairs 

throughout the country.  For example, in Rhode Island the state fair was moved to a more 

urban location in 1888 and as a result, described as more “worldly” in the local press. 

Attractions like horse and carriage racing (as well as the gambling element that went 

along with it), the midway, and demonstrations of new leisurely innovations like 

bicycling and ballooning upset some fairgoers across the nation who clung to a highly 

traditional vision of what purpose a fair should serve. That vision hinged on agriculture, 

but even within the realms of livestock and other animal-centered pursuits, dissension 

could erupt.381   

One of the Iowa State Fair’s earliest controversies involved female equestrians.  

At the 1854 fair, a competitive display of women on horseback proved to be one of the 

most popular attractions at the fair as throngs of male spectators cheered a bit more 
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loudly for those riders who emphasized speed and daredevil antics rather than 

gracefulness and modesty.382 As Thomas Leslie observes, “the balance between social 

and intellectual propriety and the baser tastes of the typical patron of the fair would play 

out in similar controversies throughout the fair’s history.”383 In other words, the lady’s 

equestrian competition at the Iowa State Fair laid the groundwork for the defining tension 

of state fairs across America that continues to this day – spectacle versus cultural uplift.             

Back in Minnesota, these same debates raged as the state agricultural board 

determined where to establish permanent fairgrounds.  Members from more urban areas 

pushed for the fair’s move to Minneapolis or Saint Paul and cited business and industry 

advantages to doing so.  Both cities were easily accessed by rail; good attendance would 

be assured because of the large population; and both cities would benefit from the 

increased number of visitors who were sure to patronize hotel and dining 

establishments.384 Board members from other portions of state argued, however, that the 

fair was “an instrument of education and reform, and as such, best situated where 

agriculture was almost the sole pursuit of the people,” and that the urbanite was “drawn 

to the fair by attractions different from those that proved tempting to the farmer” most 

notably, gambling, horse racing and other perceived vices of the era.385    

Eventually, several factors influenced the selection of the Ramsey Poor Farm, 

located in Saint Paul, as the permanent site of the Minnesota State Fair.  Because of the 

concentration of goods and services in the Twin Cities, most farmers and merchants 

conducted business in the area at least once a year. Another important factor that 
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eventually led to an urban location was the new professionalization of Minnesota 

agriculture.  The 1870s and 1880s gave birth to a series of organizations devoted to 

specialized aspects of farming including poultry producers, wool growers, and stock 

breeders.  As these organizations grew, the prestige and bargaining power of the 

professional farmer did as well. A strong, stable institution such as a well-attended state 

fair had significant appeal to a profitable dairyman or horse trader.386  And, as historic 

records suggest, in the late nineteenth century professional farmers from across the nation 

went away from the Minnesota State Fair satisfied with their experience. At the 

conclusion of the 1897 fair, superintendent, J.M. Underwood, received several letters 

from fairgoers across the nation commending the board for a job well done.  Orin 

Douglas, a Boston dairy farmer wrote:   

I have visited State fairs, both in the East and the West, for the past twenty 

years, but I have never seen so fine an exhibition elsewhere as yours.  I 

heartily congratulate you on the dairy exhibit, the best I ever saw.  I wish 

all our Eastern agriculturists had visited your fair.387        

No doubt, Douglas’s comment pleased fair organizers. By the late nineteenth century, the 

Minnesota State Fair showcased a regional agricultural industry that rivaled the East 

Coast for economic dominance. A sizable number of “agriculturists” in New England had 

in fact begun to abandon their farms and moved to the Midwest. Years of poor soil 

fertility compounded by broader financial depressions led to a difficult period for the 

romanticized New England yeoman.  As discussed in the previous chapter, those that 

stayed behind increasingly turned to farm tourism to supplement household incomes.  
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At the turn of the twentieth century, agriculture continued to play a pivotal role in the 

promotion of the Minnesota State Fair.  The spectacular world’s fairs of the late 

nineteenth century would set the stage for how Minnesota and other states evolved in 

their promotion of agriculture and utilized the rhetoric of cultural uplift and technological 

progress.388 

“Endless Abundance”:  Agricultural Displays at the Columbian Exposition   

In 1893, the Minnesota Agricultural Society cancelled the state fair in a show of 

support for the Columbian Exposition in Chicago.  Instead, Society members designed a 

grand display for the White City’s vast Agricultural Building.  The exhibit celebrated the 

state’s agrarian identity with neatly arranged bottles of canned goods, intricate butter 

sculptures, and an elaborate tower of flour (Figure 4.2).  

            

Figure 4.18.  Two sections of Minnesota’s exhibit for the 1893 Columbian Exposition.   
Left:  A large display case filled with canned produce.   

Right:  Sacks of flour artfully arranged into an impressive tower.  
 (From the The Magic City & The Book of the Fair) 

 
In keeping with the classical, refined themes of the Exposition, guides to the 

Agricultural Building emphasized the abundance and romanticism of farming as 

illustrated by the many sculptures surrounding the entrance. One in particular entitled A 

Week at the Fair stressed the architecture of the structure as well as the ornate statuary: 
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“Each of the corner entrances is decorated with figures on either side symbolical of the 

seasons, and above are friezes in which beasts of burden and other bucolic animals 

figure.”389  Another writer described the Agricultural Building as “a store house of 

Mother Earth, where she has brought her increase to gladden the eyes and hearts of men; 

here is spread out in choice variety and endless abundance a feast of the good things of 

material life.”390 In addition to the flowery prose, these booklets contained detailed 

statistics on crop yields, exports and imports, and acreage under cultivation.   In his 

exhaustive guide The Book of the Fair, Hubert Howe Bancroft observed of the U.S. 

agricultural industry:     

In no country in the world are there so many farms of considerable size 

held and worked by individual owners.  If in France, Belgium and a few 

other countries, there is, in proportion to population, a larger number of 

proprietary farmers, the average of their holdings is by comparison almost 

infinitesimal.  Of the 600,000 or 700,000 Belgian farms for instance, 

nearly one-half do not exceed ten acres…Of the 5,000,000 farms under 

cultivation in the United States, at least 3,500,000 are worked by their 

owners in holdings of from 50 to 400 acres, and of farmers with more than 

500 acres there are more than of those with ten-acre patches or less.391  

Such rhetoric struck a confident, lofty tone just as the United States began to position 

itself as a dominant world power.  Expansive displays of the latest farm machinery 
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heralded this new age of agricultural industrialization. 392  

The farm implement business thrived in 1893, with over 400 American companies 

manufacturing plows, threshing machines, or harvesters. 393 In the halls of the 

Agricultural Building, dealers from across the United States and Canada competed with 

one another for the rapt attention of the fairgoing agriculturalist.  One manufacturer from 

Indiana even exhibited a model plow constructed out of solid gold. Of these, Deere & 

Company  (the modern day John Deere corporation) from Moline, Illinois, was the 

largest, and their exhibit at the Exposition the most extensive. A host of other farming 

equipment stood alongside the plows as well, from windmills to cornhuskers, to cotton 

gins, and cider presses. While most of this machinery ran on human, wind, or 

horsepower, the Aultman and Taylor Machinery Company from Mansfield, Ohio, 

exhibited the traction steam engine, foreshadowing the sweeping technological changes 

that would transform the landscape of American agriculture in the decades to come. 394     

However, the Agricultural Building must have seemed like an escapist fantasy to 

many of the farmers that walked through its opulent entrance. The great abundance on 

display masked the economic distress felt by many farmers as the overproduction of 

crops (aided by all that machinery) led to a dramatic fall in commodity prices, especially 

cotton and wheat.  The Populist Movement, which championed the voice of the agrarian, 

gained significant momentum in the wake of such upheaval.  Audiences eager for change 

across the Great Plains and South had proved their growing clout at the ballot box only a 
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year before the Exposition opened.395      

While the machinery garnered a lot of attention from the farmer-consumer crowd, 

the main attractions inside the Agricultural Building revolved around country and state 

pavilions.  These spaces served as ideal venues in which to promote the virtues and 

values associated with regional identities through ordered, yet lavish displays of 

agricultural plenty.  Iowa celebrated corn, Kansas touted its sunflowers, while California 

focused on fruit and olive oil.396 Canada emphasized its dairy industry with a 22,000-

pound “Mammoth Cheese” made by J.A. Ruddick from Perth, Ontario.  Encased in iron 

and mounted on a platform approached by a flight of stairs, a plaque nearby declared that 

the production of this edible behemoth required “27,000 gallons of milk from 10,000 

cows” (Figure 4.3).397 The “Mammoth Cheese” probably raised more than a few 

eyebrows, but the exhibit also served as an intriguing symbol of close-to-home yet, 

foreign competition because of great upheaval in the American cheese market.  In the last 

half of the nineteenth century, more manufactures migrated to Wisconsin, deserting the 

established dairy industry of New England and New York.398With U.S. cheese making in 

a state of flux, Canada’s agricultural representatives likely viewed the Exposition as an 

opportune moment to capture the attention of fairgoers with a particularly memorable 

display.        
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Figure 4.19.  Iowa's Corn and Canada's "Mammoth Cheese."  
(From the The Book of the Fair) 

 
Animals, both living and non-living, also played prominent roles at the 

Columbian Exposition.  Traditional livestock competition took place from August to 

October with cattle, horses, sheep, swine, poultry, and angora goats streaming in from 

across the country and throughout the world. A dog show and pet competition (which 

included the exhibition of ferrets and guinea pigs) also took place.399  However, the 

emphasis on cultural uplift, a theme that pervaded so much rhetoric and literature about 

the fair led to a different set of expectations for the competitions that would be held in the 

White City. For example, when the Exposition was still in its planning stages, a New York 

Times columnist warned against the “unattractiveness” of a large cattle show, and 

criticized a requested appropriation of $2 million dollars from the Exposition Company 

on behalf of the National Livestock Association.  The author wrote in part:   

A vast cattle show would not be very attractive, and what is desirable in 

that line is not enormous numbers of horned animals and horses and hogs 
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– everlasting repetitions of breeds and specimens – but the best possible 

representations in variety and quality of this particular class of ‘products.’ 

Moreover, the resources of the Exposition Company are not likely to be so 

far beyond ordinary limits as to allow the appropriation of $2,000,000 for 

the live stock display without stinting other quite as important 

departments.400 

Clearly, this New York based writer felt that the Exposition’s managers should limit 

livestock entries, allowing only the very best animals to serve as living, breathing 

exemplars of agrarian progress.  But this was Chicago, where commerce and capitalism 

definitively merged with agriculture, a city beholden to the numerous farmers of the 

Midwestern hinterlands.401  In the end, the Exposition Company appropriated $1 million 

to the entire agricultural division and entries were restricted to registered stock.  However 

the show did indeed prove “vast.” Exposition organizers constructed over thirty barns to 

house the thousands of animals that made the trek to Chicago throughout the three-month 

exhibition period.402 Meanwhile, outside the boundaries of the White City the sights, 

sounds, and odors of living animals were everywhere, perhaps most visibly in 

Packingtown on the south side of city.403      

Non-living animals also served important functions in the Agricultural Building   

and throughout the fairgrounds. Abundant taxidermy displays colorfully decorated 

various country pavilions. The presence of so much taxidermy at the Columbian 
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Exposition reveals that the desire to catalog and classify was very much alive in late 

nineteenth century American culture.  Such practices dated all the way back to Charles 

Willson Peale’s efforts to bring uplift and education to the public through ordered, 

carefully arranged displays of the natural world in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries.404  One hundred years later, the 1893 Columbian Exposition contained 

remnants everywhere of Peale’s systematic methods of classification.  

Several chroniclers of the Exposition held a particular fascination with the 

agricultural exhibits organized by territories under control of the British Empire.  Cape 

Colony and British Guiana (now South Africa and Guyana) staged extensive displays that 

featured alligators, jaguars, anteaters, and mountain goats (Figure 4.4).  These “fictions of 

liveness” artfully deployed these animals’ bodies as imperial symbols of biological and 

zoological plenty. 405   Much like the Midway Plaisance, the theatrical exoticism found in 

these displays offered curious fairgoers a fascinating, although problematic glimpse into 

the non-Western world.    

 

Figure 4.4.  British Guiana’s display in the Agricultural Building.   
(From the The Book of the Fair) 
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Mounted and stuffed specimens of domestic livestock also played an important 

part, chiefly related to the agricultural education of farmers.  They demonstrated methods 

of livestock breed improvement and effective feeding and management regimens (Figure 

4.5).406  Many of the health and education exhibits in the Agricultural Building were 

sponsored by government agencies or land grant colleges and designed by experts in the 

field, casting them with a special brand of authority.  For example, the Bureau of Animal 

Industry sponsored an elaborate exhibit on the history and treatment of “pleuro-

pneumonia,” featured “models made from life [showing] the appearance of animals 

diseased.”407Other displays illustrated scientific solutions to common problems faced by 

the average agriculturist, including insect infestation, food adulteration, and invasive 

species.408Such exhibits likely provided some farmers with the needed encouragement to 

maintain their rural way of life.  These displays also offered sanctioned and certified 

examples of improved, progressive farming practices that one might easily incorporate 

into a small-scale agricultural operation, even in difficult economic times. 

 

Figure 4.20.  Chicken specimens mounted on individual platforms and placed on display  
(From the The Book of the Fair)     
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All of the displays in the Columbian Exposition’s Agricultural Building set a high 

standard for the exhibition of agriculture at state fairs across the country.  In Minnesota, 

agricultural society members were so intent on replicating their success in Chicago, that 

they petitioned the World Fair commissioners to transport all of the booths from the 

state’s pavilion back to Main Building on the home fairgrounds in St. Paul.  There, the 

“Chicago relics…honed the competitive instincts of Minnesota growers and promoters to 

a keen edge for the upcoming Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo and they stimulated 

Minnesotans to experiment with ever-more dramatic methods of display.”409 Buffalo in 

1901 and St. Louis in 1904 also offered multitudes of fairgoers the opportunity to view 

the state’s spectacular agricultural exhibits. However, it is the aesthetic and rhetorical 

influences of the Columbian Exposition that are clearly shown on the covers for the 

Minnesota State Fair’s premium lists from the 1912 and 1914 fairs.  Both highlight 

romantic, art deco images of bountiful fall harvests with women dressed in flowing garb 

presiding over an event meant to be “inspirational,” “educational,” “entertaining” and 

“instructive” (Figure 4.6). 

 

 

                                                
409 Marling, 50. 



 240 
  

  

     

Figure 4.21.  Minnesota State Fair Premium List Covers from 1912 and 1914.   
(Postcards in the Author’s Collection)  

 

Whether the exhibits in the Columbian Exposition’s Agricultural Building were 

sponsored by state agricultural societies, government agencies, land-grant colleges, 

implement dealers, or professional trade organizations, the emphasis placed on the 

agricultural education and uplift of farmers marked an important distinction between it 

and the state fairs it influenced during the Progressive Era, and the state fairs that 

followed the 1939 World’s Fair.  As I will soon demonstrate, the 1939 World’s Fair 

emphasized the agricultural education of the non-farming consumer, thus laying 

important groundwork for how fairgoers encounter agriculture at the modern state fair of 

today.  

The 1939 World’s Fair and the Farm of Tomorrow 

World fairs have long been considered important venues in which to promote 

consumerism and technology – visions of the future that promised an easier way of life 

just around the corner.  Along with innovative displays that marked the progress made in 

the industries of energy, communication, and amusement, the world fairs of the 
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nineteenth century unveiled new technologies that heralded the dawn of agricultural 

industrialization.   

By the end of the Progressive Era, agricultural industrialization in America had 

indeed taken hold, and scientists and economists with the support of the U.S. government 

led the call for a new kind of efficiency in farming.  Largely based on the model set forth 

by Frederick Taylor in 1911, the U.S. government moved to implement “Taylorism” 

more widely throughout the agricultural industry during World War I.  The U.S. needed 

to increase crop production substantially in order to support the Allied forces. As 

Deborah Fitzgerald argues, the idea of applying this new “industrial ideal” to American 

farms actually originated with urbanites in the early 1920s after a postwar economic 

depression led to the first major farm crisis of the twentieth century.410 Massive 

agricultural mobilization ended with consequences for many American farmers as the 

overproduction of crops and end to government subsidies immediately after the war left 

many in deep debt. 

During this same period, demographic shifts in the nation’s population slowly 

began to reshape how many Americans thought about agriculture and the values 

associated with rural living. The popular tune “How Ya Gonna Keep 'Em Down On the 

Farm After They've Seen Paree,” penned by songwriters Joe Young and Sam Lewis in 

1918 spoke for a generation of nervous parents as they watched their children march off 

to a foreign war.  The song in fact tapped into a deeper-rooted anxiety about the future of 

rural America.  Upon return from Europe, many young men did in fact leave their 

farming backgrounds behind.  By1920, for the first time, a majority of the American 
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population (51.4%) lived in urban areas of 2,500 or more.411 The two decades then, that 

preceded New York’s “World of Tomorrow,” set the stage for a new vision of American 

agriculture, one steeped in science, mechanization, and efficiency.  This new vision also 

emphasized the consumption of agricultural products –chiefly food—rather than their 

production. 

In the 1930s, the popular mood wavered between the romanticization of 

America’s agrarian heritage in the face of profound agricultural devastation, and the 

embrace of a new kind of consumer culture embodied by streamlined industrial design, 

futuristic technology, and urban reinvention. The popular regionalist paintings by Grant 

Wood and John Steuart Curry that nostalgically portrayed pastoral and provincial 

elements of small town Midwestern life at the start of decade, soon became replaced in 

American cultural imagination by stark photographs of the Dust Bowl, uprooted migrant 

farmers, and abandoned farmhouses across the Great Plains.  Meanwhile on the East 

Coast, New York City’s “master builder,” parks commissioner Robert Moses settled on 

1,200-acres around Flushing Meadows in Queens for the location of the World’s Fair.  A 

vast garbage dump and swamp in 1936, the New York Parks Department transformed the 

site into an optimistic, progressive symbol of urban renewal by the decade’s end.412 

The 1930s also celebrated scientific innovation. As David Nye has argued, how 

science and technology would shape the future in fact became the most enduring theme 

of the 1939 World’s Fair.413 Consequently, the development of new agricultural 

                                                
411 Charles L. Harper and Bryan F. Le Beau, Food, Society, and Environment (Upper Saddle River, NJ:  
Prentice Hall, 2003), 71. 
412 New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, “Robert Moses and the Modern Park System, 
1929-1965, Online Historic Tour.” 
http://www.nycgovparks.org/sub_about/parks_history/historic_tour/history_robert_moses_modern.html 
(accessed August 5, 2010).    
413 David Nye, American Technological Sublime (Cambridge:  MIT Press, 1994), 206. 
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technologies like crop hybridization, artificial insemination, and the more widespread 

adaptation of mechanical milking machines revolutionized many American farms in the 

1920s and 1930s. For example, 25% of all corn grown in Iowa 1939 was hybrid.  A year 

later, that percentage jumped to 77%.414 Even in the face of such tumultuous upheaval in 

the arena of U.S. farming in the 1930s, these practices served as corporate and university 

endorsed models, illustrating the successful evolution of American agriculture.   

Today the 1939 World’s Fair is most remembered for corporate displays of 

technology, futuristic and magical visions of better living through science and the 

promise of unfettered consumerism after a decade of austerity. Du Pont famously 

unveiled nylons, RCA introduced the television, and Westinghouse demonstrated 

“Elektro,” a striking robot who walked, talked, and smoked cigarettes.415 The Trylon and 

Perisphere stood as symbols of modernity and optimism, and the display of sharp, 

forward-looking architecture provided a welcome contrast to the deprivations of the 

Great Depression.    

While multiple scholars have examined the dazzling, awe-inspiring displays 

related to the industries of transportation, communication, and energy at the 1939 

World’s Fair, the attention devoted to scientific and technological progress also extended 

to exhibits that offered futuristic, thoroughly modern visions of American agriculture. 

Elaborate dioramas served as particularly popular venues for conveying utopian, orderly 

ideas related to urban and social planning, architecture, and industrial design.  The 

General Motors’ Pavilion known as “Futurama” captured the imaginations of countless 

fairgoers as they peered down at Norman Bel Geddes’ innovative, streamlined design of 

                                                
414Harper and Le Beau, 84. 
415Peter J. Kuznick, “Losing the World of Tomorrow:  The Battle Over the Presentation of Science at the 
1939 New York World’s Fair,” American Quarterly 46, No. 3 (September 1994):  360. 
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highway and transportation networks as they might appear in 1960.   Inside the 

Perisphere, the “Democracity” exhibit spread out below a circular balcony as fairgoers 

gawked in wonder at an expansive model garden city.416   

While these particular exhibits stood out for their ingenious displays of urban 

planning, the pastoral nature of these dioramas held important significance as well.  

“Democracity” contained an expansive greenbelt made up of parks and farms.  

“Futurama” too included “grand landscapes of farmland, mountains, forests, and 

rivers.”417The ideal metropolis of the future with all of its technological trappings stood 

side-by-side with carefully crafted models of the pastoral ideal, cultivated farms and 

fields that stood as miniature symbols of America’s agricultural heritage. 

The fair also contained two model farms.  “The Electrified Farm,” sponsored by 

the Electric Utilities Exhibit Corporation, included a completely wired farmhouse, barn, 

greenhouse, and additional out buildings:  

Here electricity does all the work efficiently and economically, and more 

than a hundred practical applications are demonstrated.  The farm house –

an attractive two-story frame structure, with a tile terrace – is set amid 

apple trees and elms; in the pasture nearby, maples furnish adequate shade 

for cattle.  Grouped for convenience and efficiency are the silo and barn, 

with a bull exerciser, the milking parlor, dairy room, workshop and 

horseshed; at the other end of the plot you will find the poultry house, 

brooder house, greenhouse, hotbeds, community packing house, and the 

                                                
416 Jeffrey L. Meikle, Twentieth Century Limited:  Industrial Design in American, 1925-1939 (Philadelphia:  
Temple University Press, 1979), 190-210. 
417 Meikle, 202.  
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orchard.”418  

While the description stresses terms like “convenience” and “efficiency,” the pastoral 

characteristics of the farm are highlighted as well, and are deemed as “attractive” 

qualities, even for such a modern display of agrarian progress.  However, several scholars 

have noted the ironies present in such an exhibit.419  Much like the agrarian fantasyland 

embodied by the Agricultural Building at the 1893 Columbian Exposition, the Electrified 

Farm illustrated technological advances that were simply unavailable to most American 

farmers, again ignoring difficult economic circumstances in many rural parts of the 

country.  As David Nye has argued, the urban location of New York along with a 

fairgoing audience comprised mostly of an Eastern middle class resulted in the outright 

marginalization of farming.  Instead, the emphasis shifted to food processing or food 

consumption.  These kinds of exhibits filled sixteen different buildings, thus rendering 

the labor of the American farmer practically invisible.420       

The Firestone Tire and Rubber Company designed the fair’s other model farm 

(Figure 4.7).  Like Henry Francis du Pont, Harvey S. Firestone had engaged in the pursuit 

of gentleman farming on his palatial estate near Akron, Ohio, during the early decades of 

the twentieth century.421  Now on the New York fairgrounds, his corporation built a life-

sized farm in order to illustrate a wholly modern vision of American farming, aided of 

course by the development of Firestone’s “pneumatic tires.”422 Along with the farm, 

Firestone included a modern factory operation where fairgoers could view the process of 
                                                
418The Official Guide Book:  New York World’s Fair 1939 (New York:  Exposition Publications, Inc., 
1939), 91. 
419H. Bruce Franklin, “America as Science Fiction:  1939 (L’Amerique comme Science-Fiction:  1939,” 
Science Fiction Studies 9, No. 1 (March 1982):  46; David E. Nye, Electrifying America:  Social Meanings 
of a New Technology, 1880-1940 (Cambridge:  MIT Press, 1990), 377.     
420 Nye, 377. 
421 Clive Aslet, The American Country House (New Haven:  Yale University Press, 1990), 137. 
422 Official Guidebook, 165. 
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tire manufacturing. Considering the highly static presentation of farm machinery at the 

Columbian Exposition, Firestone’s exhibit demonstrates an intriguing evolution in the 

display of agricultural technology:  

Within the Firestone Factory and Exhibition Building, the world’s most 

modern tire is made with the world's most modern tire machinery. Visitors 

will see Firestone Champion tires built, from raw materials to finished tire. 

In addition, there are many interesting and dynamic displays of all 

Firestone products Tires, batteries, brake lining, spark plugs, rims, 

automotive parts, noise eliminators, plastics and Controlastic thread. 

Adjacent in the quiet of a typical American farm setting, complete with 

babbling brook and domestic animals, modern farming equipment on 

Firestone Ground Grip tires is displayed - a pastoral retreat from the busy 

“World of Tomorrow.”423 

Such an attraction merged the spectacle of industrial production with examples of 

practical implementation, a kind of demonstrated consumption.  Farmers were the    

target audience for these agricultural displays, but as a group, they were not widely 

represented at the fair.424  Subsequently, one might conclude that the “pastoral retreat” 

portion of the model farm, complete with a “babbling brook,” again illustrates the 

marginalization of agriculture.  Firestone’s description alone conveys a calculated desire 

to appeal to a mostly non-farming audience.  Thus, in the midst of an idealistic and 

utopian urban landscape, Firestone’s model farm largely served as a nostalgic rural 

refuge for the non-farming consumer rather than an explicit demonstration of agricultural 

                                                
423“Firestone Factory Exposition Building,” (The Firestone Tire and Rubber Company: M111-4-40, 1940), 
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uplift or education for the farmer.      

     

Figure 4.22.  Two views of the Firestone Building at the 1939 World's Fair complete with a model 
farm (Postcards in Author's Collection) 

 

Finally, a captivating display of modern dairy technology delighted countless 

milk drinkers at the 1939 World’s Fair.  Borden Milk showcased their Rotolactor housed 

within the company’s building.  The Official Guidebook included an advertisement 

featuring “Elsie,” the company’s cartoon cow mascot exclaiming “See Me Get Milked on 

a Merry-Go-Round!” The “merry-go-round” was just that; a moving carousel of living 

cows milked by machine as they slowly rotated in a clockwise motion (Figure 4.8).  This 

efficient, modern milking process illuminated yet another development of agricultural 

industrialization through its demonstration of sanitation and automation, while the 

Rotolactor’s cherry “Merry-Go-Round” designation worked to domesticate a technology 

that might have otherwise been perceived as an unnatural melding of animal and 

machine:   

The major feature of this show is the electrically operated rotolactor (or 

revolving platform) on which cows are washed, dried with an 
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individualized sterilized towel, and mechanically milked.  In addition to 

the main hall with its displays and dioramas, you may also view the 

process room where the milk is received through stainless steel pipes from 

the rotolactor – pasteurized, irradiated, bottled, and capped.425 

     

Figure 4.23.  The Borden Rotolactor along with an ad featuring "Elsie" from the fair's official 
guidebook (Images from the University of Virginia and Exposition Publications, Inc.) 

 
 
The extremely popular attraction played to spectators who sat on benches four rows deep, 

surrounding the Rotolactor on all sides.426  After viewing the milking process, the public 

then made their way to the bottling room, and finally to the Dairy World Restaurant 

where they might partake in  “familiar refreshment…amid green tress and shrubbery 

reminiscent of the countryside.”427 The explicit links between production and 

consumption found in Borden’s display shared similarities to other exhibits at the fair, 

especially those that emphasized food processing.   

For example, in the Continental Baking Company Building visitors could breathe 

in the warm, familiar aroma of baked goods as they watched the making of Wonder 

                                                
425Official Guide Book, 86. 
426Larry Zim, Mel Lerner, and Herbert Rolfes.  The World of Tomorrow:  The 1939 World’s Fair (New 
York:  Harper & Row Publishers, 1988), 128. 
427Official Guide Book, 86. 
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Bread and Hostess Cake. 428 Additionally, all of these buildings including Borden’s were 

conveniently found in the fair’s “Food Zone,” where the major attraction, the rather 

unimaginatively named Food Building South, served as the focal point.  Inside, giant 

murals illustrated farming and food production while several companies displayed “foods 

of the future” and new food technologies. A year later, it too carried the name of a 

prominent corporation and became the Coca-Cola Building.429  

Only Borden however, explicitly demonstrated the literal farm-to-table chain of 

production, complete with living, breathing animals that offered visitors a front-row seat 

to an agricultural process that was quickly becoming increasingly invisible to the vast 

majority of the mostly urban fairgoing audience.  The unique appeal of the Rotolactor 

also depended on the seemingly incongruent merging of a highly mechanized system 

rooted in principle of Fordism with a special type of animal body – a dairy cow. 430  A 

creature that had long symbolized pastoral, agrarian virtues in American culture, Borden 

furthered the dairy cow’s association with rational, capitalistic modes of production.  

Three years later, the company released a fascinating propaganda film made to stimulate 

public demand for their milk during World War II.  Entitled White Ammunition, the 

movie featured striking images of military mobilization intercut with cows in a pasture 

and on the rotolactor along with the milk bottling and delivery process.  Meanwhile, the 

narrator intones that the dairy cow serves as “mother nature’s arsenal” and the film ends 

with groups of American soldiers drinking Borden milk.431  Again linking dairy cows 

                                                
428“Touring the Future,” http://xroads.virginia.edu/~1930s/display/39wf/taketour.htm (accessed August 5, 
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429 Ibid. 
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with explicit demonstrations of industrial capitalism as well as U.S. military might, White 

Ammunition effectively updated Borden’s 1939 narrative of technological agricultural 

progress in the service of the war effort.   

While many cultural observers, academics, and scientists criticized the pervasive 

influence of private industry at the New York Fair, there is no doubt that the widespread 

economic involvement of these corporations forever altered the exposition landscape.  As 

Lizabeth Cohen observes, the 1939 World’s Fair “promoted a vision of the future where 

American industry…would create prosperity and material comfort for the consuming 

masses.”432 The exhibits designed by Borden, Firestone, and even General Motors hold 

important connections to the extensive involvement of agribusiness at modern day state 

fairs.  Back in 1939, these companies recognized the value of participating in New 

York’s “World of Tomorrow,” and chose to utilize those opportunities to educate a 

mostly non-farming public about their products.  Consequently, the 1939 World’s Fair 

lays significant groundwork for how the modern, urban fairgoer experiences agriculture 

in the twenty-first century.  

Encountering Agriculture at the Modern State Fair 

A highly significant exhibit, the Borden Company’s rotolactor merged new 

technologies of agricultural production with food consumption.  This strange, but 

fascinating convergence of rotating cows and modern machinery resulted in the 

enjoyment of a fresh, cold glass of milk in the Dairy World restaurant.  Today however, 

there is an even more pronounced disconnect between agricultural production and the 

consumption of agricultural products.  In 1900, 97 percent of Americans lived in small 
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towns comprised of 4,000 or fewer residents, rural areas or on a farm. Today that statistic 

has been dramatically reversed.433   In Minnesota, the statistics are not as dramatic as the 

national numbers, but they do illustrate a steady increase in urban and suburban 

populations.  Estimates from 2009 show that 73% of Minnesotans hail from urban areas 

while 27% reside in rural areas.  Thirty years ago, 33% of the state’s residents lived in 

rural Minnesota while 67% were from urban enclaves.434    

Despite the general population decline in rural America, agricultural competition 

and exhibition remains alive and well across the country. According to the International 

Association of Fairs and Expositions, a trade organization founded in 1891, 158 million 

people attend state and county fairs every year.435  As a longtime exhibitor of livestock at 

the Minnesota State Fair and the daughter of parents that found their own bit of pastoral 

paradise during the back-to-the-land movement of the 1970s, I can personally attest to the 

steadily increasing number of entries at the dairy goat show each year.  New breeds of 

dairy goats have been exhibited at the fair in recent years, and a marked increase in 

livestock premiums has occurred within the past ten years.   

Although my parents had big dreams of living off the land and developing a milk 

market for their excess goat milk, off-the-farm employment proved much more 

sustainable and made a lot more sense in a sparsely populated region of the country like 

northern Minnesota.  Instead, we became willing participants in the “pastoral economy” 

of small-scale livestock production, which culminates each summer with the public 
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display of our goats at a variety of Midwestern fairs.436   

 According to Steve Pooch, former director of the Competition Department at the 

Minnesota State Fair, the majority of all livestock exhibitors are now hobbyists.  While 

this has led to a spike in entries for more non-traditional livestock like goats and llamas, 

it has significantly affected the entry numbers for commodity livestock.  In recent years, 

for example, the dairy, swine, and poultry shows have suffered from significant declines.  

Large dairy farms that milk commercially rarely place their animals on exhibition, 

preferring instead to focus entirely on production. Cows transported to dairy shows and 

fairs are unable to contribute to the bottom line for those few days they are gone.  In 

addition, the small-scale farmer that traditionally places more emphasis on supplying 

purebred breeding stock is becoming rare as commercial dairies turn to crossbred herds 

for increased size, hardiness, and longevity.437 However, the competition department has 

been creative in combating the decline in dairy entries.  The Holstein show for example 

has become a national exhibition and this draws notable breeders from around the 

country.  More dairy breeds have also been added to the fair’s judging and exhibition 

schedule.  The Normande and Red and White Holstein are recent additions.    

One of the most popular livestock attractions every year at the fair is the “Largest 

Boar” contest over in the swine barn (Figure 4.9).  Each year, the hefty winner is placed 

on display and a crowd of spectators can always be seen gathered around the animal’s 

pen on any given day of the fair.  Most are simply curious to see how the rotund creature 

(he is usually asleep) passes the time.  Nearby, the Minnesota Pork Producers booth 

                                                
436In contrast to a typical capitalistic economy, Gene Logsdon describes a pastoral economy as “a very 
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Junction, Vt.: Chelsea Green, 1994), 30. 
437 Steve Pooch. 
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extols the virtues of eating pork and spotlights hog farming operations around the state 

that are family owned and operated.  In 2008 however, the exhibition of Minnesota’s 

largest boar looked uncertain.  In the week leading up to the contest, no entries had been 

received.  The swine superintendent blamed the low number of participants on the rising 

cost of corn and soybeans, but at the eleventh hour, Barb and John Tabatt of Browerville, 

Minnesota, entered a 1,240 boar by the name of Squeaky.  Squeaky won the contest.438   

 

Figure 4.24.  The 2004 winner of the "Largest Boar" Contest 
(Photograph by Author) 

 
  

The irony of this contest, crowd pleaser though it may be, is that boars have 

become increasingly unnecessary in industrial hog operations.  There has been a 

significant decline in the number of hog producers in the Midwest and most breeding is 

done through artificial insemination.  When there is a need for a boar, they are rarely 

allowed to grow as big as Squeaky.  The typical market hog weighs 280 pounds and most 

boars tip the scales between 400 and 500 pounds.439  Jerry Hawton, the Minnesota State 

Fair’s swine superintendent admits that while some “pig purists grouse about the big 
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boar” and complain that the animal doesn’t realistically represent a boar’s ideal form or 

function, he also points out that it will always have an appeal.  And, as one Saint Paul 

newspaper journalist observed, “There’s just something about a pig with the dimensions 

of a conference table that gets suburbanites excited.”440 

Clearly, the fair’s “Largest Boar” contest has maintained its popularity with 

fairgoers.  The exhibit presents one animal that serves as an ambassador for an entire 

industry.  But in some ways, the largest boar display has hindered the overall exhibition 

of swine.  Frequently, many fairgoers will only visit this one animal without venturing 

through the rest of the barn, passing up the opportunity to interact with the other 

exhibitors or encounter prize-winning swine that more adequately represent a truer vision 

of ideal type.  In other words, the big pig becomes the only pig that the public sees.  For 

the average urban fairgoer, this potentially results in a skewed picture of the swine 

industry and swine production and management methods. 

Much like the dairy industry, the declining swine exhibits at the Minnesota State 

Fair are also a direct product of increased agricultural industrialization.  Corporate swine 

farming and the emergence of the mega-agricultural operation have led to a diminished 

number of pig farms throughout Minnesota and the rest of the country.  Many hog 

farmers also no longer exhibit because of biosecurity concerns.  Fairs offer little 

protection against highly contagious diseases that can easily spread in the close confines 

of an industrial hog operation, thus   negatively affecting an animal’s health and 

ultimately, its readiness for slaughter.441  
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And yet, on any given day throughout the run of the fair, over 70,000 people per 

day make their way down to the livestock barns.  That figure translates to over 840,000 

throughout the entire run of the fair.442  According to Pooch, along with a general 

increase in the number of visitors to the livestock barns, his department has also seen a 

boost in the number of people who complain about “changeover,” those few days during 

the fair when one species of livestock swaps out for another.  Changeover occurs several 

times throughout the fair, primarily at the middle and end of the twelve days.  During this 

period, the barns close while exhibitors transport their animals in and out.  It is an often 

chaotic but necessary transition during the fair.  As Pooch observes, “20 years ago people 

hardly ever complained.  Now, the public complains more than ever. They don’t seem to 

understand that the same animals can’t be here for the entire 12 days.  That we have to 

make accommodations for all livestock.”443  The competition department’s annual 

challenges with disgruntled fairgoers again highlight the profound lack of understanding 

the urban public has when it comes to the simple issue of livestock exhibition scheduling.    

For many Americans, livestock and other agricultural exhibits at state fairs are as 

close to farming as they will come in an increasingly urbanized society.  Jonathan 

Murdoch and Terry Marsden offer some useful insights that explain rural/urban 

relationships.  “Rural areas have often been viewed as unchanging traditional spaces 

while urban society has been seen as dynamic and expansionist forever seeking to pull 

the rural into its orbit.”444 Their observation also speaks to a kind of nostalgic vision of 

rural space that is seemingly brought to life in a contained setting such as a state fair.  
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City dwellers did not always have to search for these experiences.  In Valuing 

Animals, Susan Jones traces the disappearance of livestock from urban areas in the 

twentieth century.  For example, by 1900, 25.6 people occupied every square mile, on 

average, and so did 72.8 large domestic animals.  “Although they scarcely appear in most 

historical accounts, domestic animals were visible, necessary, and integrated into 

ordinary life at the end of the nineteenth century.”  She also observes that most 

Americans, whether they lived in urban, suburban or rural areas, had some daily contact 

with horses, cattle, poultry, dogs, cats, or other animals that provided food, raw materials, 

and power for manufacturing, companionship and transportation.445  As the twentieth 

century progressed, cattle, hogs, sheep and other animals used for food retreated 

completely from most Americans’ thoughts and experiences and this disappearance 

effectively altered Americans’ lives later in the twentieth century.446 The connection 

between farm and table, easily understood by most Americans at the dawn of the 

twentieth century, has now largely been forgotten. As small family farms slowly gave 

way to corporate mega-farms in predominantly rural, isolated areas, agricultural 

production became an invisible industry.        

Jones’ insights help explain why livestock exhibits at the Minnesota State Fair 

might appeal to urban populations whose only exposure to large animals comes in the 

form of cartoon representations.  In addition, her work illuminates the inclusion of more 

explicit educational components in livestock exhibits at the Minnesota State Fair.  As the 

general manager for the International Association of Fairs and Expositions recently 

remarked:   

                                                
445Jones,17. 
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A hundred years ago, the fair was primarily educational for the farmer, 

because it showed him different kinds of livestock and seed corn and 

produce.  But the educational value has probably become much larger to 

the city dweller, who comes out and says, ‘My goodness, there’s a cow 

being milked.’447  

The wonder, curiosity, and general lack in knowledge at which modern fairgoers 

now greet agricultural and livestock exhibits has necessitated the implementation of more 

educational displays in the livestock barns and throughout the Minnesota’s fairgrounds 

within the past twenty years.   These displays have their roots in the early agricultural 

exhibitions of the nineteenth century that so emphasized education and cultural uplift to 

the small-scale farmer.  At the same time, they are geared towards an audience similar to 

those 45 million attendees of the 1939 World’s Fair, a mostly urban population.448While 

there are no rotolactors on display at the Minnesota State Fair in the twenty-first century, 

livestock exhibits today increasingly incorporate information and displays that seek to 

educate the fairgoer about the technology utilized by industrial farming operations from 

high tech milking parlors to 24-hour monitoring equipment.  

Barn Tours™  “Telling Agriculture as it has never been told before” 

Since 1993, the Minnesota State Fair has hired Barn Tours™, a national, non-

profit organization that gives free, guided tours of livestock barns at fairs and livestock 

shows (Figure 4.10). According to the Barn Tours website, the organization’s mission is 

to “provide agriculture education and literacy, through an entertaining manner.”449  

Trained tour guides lead groups of fairgoers on tours through the livestock barns.  Guides 
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are usually former exhibitors, farmers, or students with an animal science background. 

Tour guides also dress in professional attire to dispel more stereotypical images of the 

farmer as “hick” or “hayseed.”450 

The organization currently works 62 fairs and livestock expositions each year and 

as of 2006, had grown large enough to operate at 10 fairs simultaneously.  Besides 

Minnesota, the list includes numerous fairs across California, the state fairs of Texas, 

New York, Ohio, and Indiana.  Barn Tours has even branched out beyond the United 

States, offering services at fairs in Canada and Australia.451  Founder Sondra Wallace 

began the organization in California after an animal rights activist confronted her 

daughter, a beef cattle exhibitor.  Wallace recounted that a large crowd had gathered to 

hear her daughter handle the situation.  “When the extremist left, the crowd applauded 

and many stayed to ask questions,” Wallace stated.  “They weren’t farmers, and they 

wanted to know more.  That’s how Barn Tours was born.”452
 

 

Figure 4.10.  A Barn Tours guide leading a group at the 2006 Delaware State Fair  
(Photograph from Barn Tours) 
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452 Ibid. 
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In an increasingly urbanized America, the importance of education and agricultural 

literacy is key in combating both misinformation about the industry and stereotypes often 

associated with rurality and farming.  Barn Tours attempts to bridge the urban/rural 

divide without reinforcing nostalgic notions of farming or stereotypical images of the 

rural way of life.  The training of tour guides, their attire, and the mission of the 

organization all seek to bring the public’s beliefs and attitudes about agriculture and 

farming into the twenty-first century.   

As the experience of Wallace’s daughter illustrates, the organization also works to 

deflect more critical views of modern agricultural practices.  The educational goals of 

Barn Tours also reflect those of agricultural trade and policy organizations across the 

country.  The Minnesota Farm Bureau for example has made animal welfare concerns a 

priority issue for 2009 and opposes legislation or regulations which restrict or prohibit 

scientifically established, accepted livestock and poultry husbandry practices, some of 

which have come under fire by groups like People for the Ethical Treatment of Animal 

(PETA) and other animal rights organizations.   

While Barns Tours operates as an independent organization which contracts with 

a number of fairs across the country, the next set of attractions gain their financial and 

promotional support from a combination of agribusiness and trade associations.  Such 

affiliations are rooted in the nineteenth century as farmers sought to professionalize their 

various animal husbandry interests and specialized agricultural industries. 

The Moo and Oink Booths        

 Since 1991, the Moo Booth in the State Fair’s cattle barn and the Oink Booth in 

the swine barn has provided a way to educate a public that now knows little about these 
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agricultural industries and the processes of milk and pork production.  Thousands of fair 

visitors pass the booths each year as they make their way through the livestock exhibits. 

Supported in large part by the Midwest Dairy Association (a trade and marketing group), 

other major benefactors include the Minnesota Corn Growers Association, the Minnesota 

Livestock Breeder’s Association, and Ecolab – a global corporation that manufactures 

cleaning and sanitization products.   A lengthy list of additional sponsors found on the 

booth’s walls is comprised chiefly of dairy cooperatives and individual farm families.453     

The Moo Booth’s official mission is to “educate and inform the public about the 

farm-to-table chain of the dairy and beef industries with a particular focus on the animal 

side of the industries.”454 This attraction, part informative educational display and part 

spectacle, has proved popular since it began.  Interactive exhibits encourage fairgoers to 

spin a “Moo-Lette” wheel and win prizes if they can answer basic questions about the 

dairy industry, while another segment of the attraction revolves around a plastic replica of 

a cow’s stomach.  A display next to the replica outlines how a cow digests food and turns 

forage into milk.  Nearby, fairgoers peer through a large glass window and watch as cows 

are milked by machine several times a day, again recalling Borden’s innovative rotolactor 

and the spellbound spectators of 1939 (Figure 4.11).   

                                                
453 “Moo Booth:  Partnership Opportunities,” http://moobooth.com/partners.htm (accessed August 5, 2010). 
454“Moo Booth:  A Brief History,” http://moobooth.com/history.htm (accessed November 2004; August 
2009).   
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Figure 4.11.  A view of the milking parlor near the Moo Booth.   
A model cow demonstrates milking machine technology while a television screen overhead shows the 

machine in action. (Photograph by Author) 

Along with a need for education, the booth’s creation came out of criticism and 

concerns leveled at the agricultural industry from animal rights groups (Figure 4.12).  In 

the wake of popular books like Fast Food Nation and Omnivore’s Dilemma which 

questioned and criticized the practices of large industrial agricultural operations such as 

cattle confinement to feedlots, the use of hormones like BST to increase milk production, 

and the prevalent use of antibiotics to combat animal diseases, these concerns became 

part of a national debate about food safety and animal welfare.  According to its mission, 

the Moo Booth “provides consumers with a positive image of the dairy and beef 

industries and gives them the facts about how animals are raised.”  It continues, “We feel 

that the education of all consumers is extremely important, especially in light of the 

continuing criticism that animal agriculture faces from various movements.”455 

Ultimately, much like the agricultural attractions at the 1939 World’s Fair, the success of 

the Moo Booth’s primary mission rests on the interest and goodwill of the non-farming 

                                                
455 Ibid. 
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consumer. 

     

Figure 4.12.  Three sections from the Moo Booth that address animal welfare concerns.  “Meet the 
Farmers” puts a “human face on agriculture; the second and third panels are part of a “Comfortable 
Cattle” display. They show the inside of a conventional dairy barn and provide examples of bedding.   

(Photographs by Author) 

The decline in public contact with dairy farming and cows in general stimulates a need 

for the Moo Booth.  This decline makes animals – even livestock as commonplace as 

cattle – seem exotic to the average urban fairgoer.  Jane Desmond uses animal theme 

parks, ecotourism sites and zoos as examples of what she terms, “commodified 

difference.”  As she observes, “They meld commerce with the salvage paradigm of a 

vanishing wilderness.  They are, in fact, huge industries based on the idea of nature as 

one of the last bastions of idealized authenticity in the postmodern era…”456 While these 

tourist sites seem to celebrate cultural difference or the natural world, Desmond argues, 

the “salvage paradigm” dehistoricizes certain people, practices, geographic regions, and 

their animal inhabitants, setting them up as “avatars of unchanging innocence and 

authenticity, as origin and ideal.”457 Here Desmond’s argument aptly applies to the 

twenty-first century livestock exhibition.  While more exotic species exhibited at zoos 

represents vanishing wildlife, livestock represents an authentic link to America’s agrarian 

                                                
456Jane Desmond, Staging Tourism:  Bodies on Display from Waikiki to Sea World (Chicago:  University of 
Chicago Press, 1999), 148.  
457Desmond, 254. 
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past.   

One would not argue that the Holstein dairy cow is on the brink of extinction – 

they are more numerous than ever – but the pastoral image of the cow lazily grazing on a 

hillside is on the brink of extinction as the small, labor-intensive family-owned farm is 

replaced by industrial-sized dairy confinement operations that have become increasingly 

invisible to the non-farming population. Small dairy farms in Minnesota, for one, 

dropped by 84 percent over the past 30 years. By 2002, the state's dairy production hit its 

lowest level in 50 years.  The Minnesota Department of Agriculture estimates that one-

third of Minnesota's small dairy farmers will go out of business in the next 10 years.458  

The state of the dairy industry on a national scale is just as bleak.  In 2002, there were 

just 92,000 dairies across the country – one fifth of the number that dotted the 

countryside in 1975.459 

The Oink Booth follows the same pattern with an educational display that informs 

fairgoers about the swine industry in Minnesota and the benefits of eating pork.  Despite 

the increased presence of corporate-owned hog confinement operations throughout the 

state, the Oink Booth attempts to put a human face on the pork industry by profiling 

individual farm families doing their part to contribute to Minnesota’s agricultural 

economy.  One section of the booth is devoted to trivia, testing the fairgoer’s knowledge 

of the pig’s life cycle, nutritional needs, or the many uses of pork products in the 

marketplace. 

The dairy, beef and swine industries see the fair as an ideal space in which to 

                                                
458Nikki Tundel, “Life and Debt on Dairy Farm,” Minnesota Public Radio, April 29, 2003, 
http://news.minnesota.publicradio.org/features/2003/04/29_feidta_prestonffa (accessed online October 5, 
2004). 
459Barbara Hagenbaugh, “Dairy farms evolve to survive, Bigger businesses come out ahead,” USA TODAY, 
August 7, 2003.  
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inform, entertain, gain and sustain consumers.  Education becomes a necessary tool in 

bridging a cultural divide between an increasingly urbanized society that consumes 

agricultural products and yet has a very limited understanding of where those products 

originate and the livestock owners who produce those agricultural products.  These 

educational exhibits also help to mitigate concerns the public might have about 

industrialized agriculture and its treatment of animals.  Finally, these exhibits also work 

to put a positive, human face on industries that have suffered from image problems in 

recent years as the economics of scale, increased consolidation, and corporate farm 

ownership have competitively priced many smaller family farms out of business.   

CHS Miracle of Birth Center 

In 2006, the Minnesota State Fair unveiled a $1.5 million dollar Miracle of Birth 

Center, in conjunction with the Future Farmers of America organization and the 

University of Minnesota Veterinary School.  In this complex, farm animal breeding is 

timed so that various livestock species will give birth throughout the duration of the fair.  

It has quickly become one of the most popular attractions with an estimated 500,000 

fairgoers streaming in to witness the “miracle of birth” every year (Figure 4.13).  The 

hefty price tag for the state-of-the-art facility was quickly raised through corporate 

sponsorships, the dominant donor being CHS, Inc.  Previously known as Cenex Harvest 

States, this diversified energy, grains, and food company became a global player in the 

agribusiness arena after a series of regional cooperative mergers in the 1990s and early 

2000s.  Other funds were secured from the Minnesota Corn Growers, Soybean Growers, 

and the Minnesota Pork Board.  Additional space in the complex is devoted to other 

corporate sponsors, most notably Christensen Farms, the largest family-owned swine 
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operation in Minnesota and one of the top five pork producers in the United States.460      

 

Figure 4.13.  Exterior of the Miracle of Birth Center at the Minnesota State Fair  
(Photograph by Author) 

 

The exhibits here expose urban fairgoers to an event they would otherwise never 

experience – large animals giving birth before their very eyes.  To make sure everyone 

has a good view of the process, cameras are set up on various pens and large video 

monitors broadcast these moments to the public, many of which are seated in nearby 

bleachers.  Newborn lambs, calves, piglets, and foals are penned with their mothers while 

children and adults eagerly reach through the fence panels to pet the animals.  Parents 

snap photos of their children with the fuzzy creatures and then anxiously remind them to 

go wash their hands. 

In this exhibit, importance is placed not only upon the spectacle of animals giving 

birth but also on the technology that enables modern fertility management techniques.    

Sanitation equipment, 24-hour monitoring systems and the high number of veterinary 

students on staff at the barn throughout the run of the fair provide fairgoers with a 

window into the world of highly industrialized agriculture (Figure 4.14).  Fairgoers also 

have the opportunity to ask questions of veterinarians, students, and FFA members about 

                                                
460 Minnesota State Fair Foundation Press Release, 2006. 
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gestation, birthing, care of the animals, and other animal-related issues. 

 

Figure 4.14.  A sow, her piglets, and an advanced monitoring system inside the Miracle of Birth 
Center (Photograph by Author) 

 
Consequently, the ease with which financial backing for this complex was secured 

should come as no surprise.  Agricultural corporations and trade associations who 

pledged their support not only recognize the value of their names on a wall in the 

building, but also realize the potential for the goodwill that such visibility might generate 

in the marketplace.  Perhaps they have also counted on the fact that the average urban 

fairgoer might not quite make the connection between the cute piglet being held by their 

son or daughter for a few fleeting moments and the large display in the next room touting 

the virtues and family values of Minnesota’s largest pork producer, whose enterprise 

connects ultimately to the Foot Long Hot Dog concession on the midway, which might 

be the fairgoing family’s next stop (Figure 4.15). 
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Figure 4.15.  “Proud to Produce High Quality Pork…But We’re More than Just Pork Producers…”  
Promotional Banner inside the "Miracle of Birth Center" for Christensen Farms, Minnesota's 

largest pork producer and a key sponsor of the exhibit (Photograph by Author) 
 

In 2008, the Miracle of Birth Center found itself unexpectedly in the limelight 

because of the impending Republican National Convention, held in St. Paul that year.  

Journalists from around the world descended on the Twin Cities looking for interesting 

stories and attractions.  The fair proved to be an irresistible diversion from politics as 

usual as the cultural traditions, rituals, and spectacles associated with the event found a 

rapt national audience.      

The news website Slate posted the protocol sheet for volunteer veterinarians and 

students staffing the birthing center in their “Hot Documents” section.  A collection of 

primary sources, “Hot Documents” most frequently includes unabridged selections from 

the realms of politics and popular culture.  Other postings that year included Cindy 

McCain’s tax return, comedian Bill Murray’s prenuptial agreement, and a four-page 

guide describing approved “tactics and techniques” to "break" detainees held at 

Guantanamo Bay.   Slate columnist Bonnie Goldstein remarked of the Miracle of Birth 
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Center, “At the Minnesota State Fair, awe-struck children used to peer into a hatching 

incubator to watch baby chicks peck their way out of their shells. That just doesn't cut it 

anymore. This year, visitors to the fair…will encounter an 18,000 square-foot "maternity 

pen" to showcase the first messy moments of much larger animals.” Tongue firmly in 

cheek, Goldstein ends her short commentary with “Early-arriving attendees of next 

week's Republican National Convention will not want to miss this.”461   

The Miracle of Birth Protocol sheet is a fascinating document for several reasons.  

It tows the uneasy line between audience education and careful concealment of 

unpredictable animal behavior.  While the staff is encouraged to engage in a variety of 

“teachable moments,” from showing off a sheep’s placenta to feeding a newly born calf 

colostrum, there are also strict guidelines pertaining to birthing difficulties, cannibalism, 

and death.  Any animal that exhibits birthing problems for example, is quickly whisked 

away to the nearby University animal hospital for a C-section.  Unruly adult female pigs 

(which sometimes cannibalize their young) are removed from the public’s view 

immediately.  Any stillborn or premature livestock is removed to the Center’s office for 

“euthanasia and/or disposal.”  Finally, some veterinary procedures related to post-partum 

bleeding or other routine birthing issues are done behind a large curtain simply because 

according the document, they would “freak out people.”462 

In the space of the Miracle of Birth Center, fairgoers are insulated from the real 

world of farming.  While veterinarians and staff can certainly not be faulted for wanting 

to shield the public from some of the more unpleasant realities, it is also important to 

question why this is necessary. By limiting fairgoer exposure to only positive, 

                                                
461Bonnie Goldstein, “How to Have a Cow:  Hot Documents:  Exposed and Explained,” 
http://www.slate.com/id/2198632/entry/2198633/ (accessed August 30, 2008). 
462Ibid. 
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uncomplicated portrayals of animal reproduction, the public is left with only a partial 

picture.   Ultimately, this concealment contributes even more to the urban fairgoers’ 

detachment from the agricultural systems of production and consumption.   Furthermore, 

animal bodies and behavior that fail to conform to conventional expectations are regarded 

as deviant, disturbing, and in a sense, freakish.  These ideas are eerily reminiscent of the 

same tensions between education and spectacle that informed the sideshow and circus in 

nineteenth century America. 463 The irony however is that while circus audiences were 

encouraged to gawk at performers’ physical talents, or medical oddities, modern fairgoers 

in the Miracle of Birth Center are carefully sheltered from anything deemed as out of the 

ordinary.  

As the case of Minnesota’s fair illustrates, live animal birthing exhibits have 

become increasingly popular in recent years, but they are not without controversy.  In 

2010, a similar exhibit known as the Livestock Nursery at the California State Fair drew 

unwanted media attention and strong criticism from the local chapter of the SPCA, the 

American Humane Society, animal welfare advocates, and animal rights groups when a 

pregnant cow escaped on the grounds while she was being transported to the birthing 

area.  The cow was extremely agitated and fair police along with veterinary staff from the 

University California-Davis feared for the public’s safety as she roamed across the 

fairgrounds, knocking over a policeman in the process. Together fair police and the 

veterinarians made the difficult decision to shoot and kill the animal after a tranquilizer 

gun misfired.  The cow’s full-term calf also died. 

                                                
463 See Rachel Adams, Sideshow U.SA:  Freaks and the American Cultural Imagination (Chicago:  
University of Chicago Press, 2001); Robert Bogdan, Freak Show:  Presenting Human Oddities for 
Amusement and Profit (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1988); Janet Davis, The Circus Age: 
Culture and Society Under the American Big Top (Chapel Hill:  University of North Carolina Press, 2002). 
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The day after the incident, a group of protestors gathered outside the gates of the 

fair calling for an end an outright end to the Livestock Nursery (Figure 4.16).  They also 

questioned the ethics of placing livestock on display.  Jennifer Fearing, a representative 

of the Humane Society of the United States vehemently spoke out against the birthing 

exhibit and the general practice of animal exhibition.  “Animals on display at the fair 

often are confined to cramped quarters and must endure visitors poking and touch them.  

Pregnant females are monitored until they are ready to give birth, at which time they go 

into a sort of ring where people gather around and watch.”  Fearing continued, “It’s an 

inappropriate exploitive setting for showing off ‘the miracle of birth.’  It’s not natural, 

and it’s not worth the stress that these animals endure.”464The consequences of this 

unfortunate event for the fair, the UC-Davis veterinary school, and livestock exhibition 

more broadly are not yet clear.  Certainly the cow’s death (the first of its kind in 37 years 

of the University’s affiliation with the fair) obscured the educational intentions of the 

longstanding exhibit.  A barrage of criticism from an outraged public erupted in the 

following days.  Reader comments on local news websites reflected this anger: 

What? You mean the about-to-give-birth cow didn't WANT to be 

corralled and give birth in a highly unnatural, completely unfamiliar, loud-

and-scary environment? This sickens me. Humans continue to impose 

their will on nature and expect it to conform and submit willingly; if it 

doesn't, we conquer it one way or another -- and the truly disturbing aspect 

of this is that we continue to have this expectation and think it's okay... If 

you want your kids to witness a farm animal giving birth, go to a farm. 

                                                
464Cynthia Hubert, “Killing of pregnant cow protested at California State Fair,” The Sacramento Bee, July 
29, 2010, http://www.modbee.com/2010/07/29/1271400/killing-of-pregnant-cow-protested.html (accessed 
August 3, 2010). 
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California's full of them. Let's stop expecting nature to be anything other 

than what it was intended to be.465 

Fearing’s comments and those of the above writer invert the meaning of Pollan’s notion 

of the “agricultural sublime.”   In their view, human dominance over nature should not be 

celebrated or romanticized. Instead the birthing center and the resulting fallout of the 

dead cow represent something much darker.  Aided by the science of modern agriculture, 

the Livestock Nursery becomes not a tool of education or uplift, but instead a troubling 

symbol of technology run amok amid the “unnatural” surroundings of a carnivalesque 

environment.  Incidentally, efforts led by Fearing and the Humane Society have resulted 

in a lengthy investigation into the cow’s death and may lead to the end of the Livestock 

Nursery at the California State Fair.  

 

Figure 4.16.  A Protestor Stands Outside the Gates of the California State Fair After the Shooting 
Death of an Escaped Pregnant Cow (From the Sacramento Bee) 

 

Animal rights groups have stirred the passions of their fervent supporters to 

advocate more visibly for the end of all animal exhibition at fairs across the country. 

                                                
465Devilduckie1, “Comment on: Police gun down rampaging pregnant cow at California State Fair,” The 
Sacramento Bee, July 29, 2010, http://www.sacbee.com/2010/07/28/2919215/police-gun-down-rampaging-
pregnant.html#ixzz0wECUDUH3 (accessed August 9, 2010). 
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While such activism is unlikely to gain traction in the agricultural strongholds of the 

American Midwest, these organizations could spark serious changes to livestock 

exhibition policies in a state like California that struggles to maintain a tangible public 

link to its agricultural heritage in the face of rapid urbanization and development.  

Several county fairs in southern California have already eliminated traditional livestock 

competition citing the expense and lack of public interest.466   

 While the more problematic issues surrounding birthing exhibits have been 

recently thrust into the spotlight, the Minnesota State Fair remains enthusiastically 

committed to its “Miracle of Birth Center.” Advocates and sponsors claim that it 

continues to help bridge the divide between the urban fairgoer and agricultural producer.  

The exhibit provides a full sensory experience that results in the public’s visceral 

exposure to a fundamental part of agriculture.  Soon enough the messiness of birth gives 

way to fuzzy little babies held by veterinary staff as adults and children crowd around to 

touch them. Even though these babies will grow up and likely return to industrial farms 

or university settings, for now their role is to serve as ambassadors for Minnesota’s multi-

billion dollar agricultural industry.  

Little Farm Hands 

In recent years fairs and exhibitions have also seen the rise of the “farmscape” or 

simulated agricultural landscape that is often educational, interactive and most often 

geared toward children.  These farmscapes go by different names – AGtropolis, Agri-

land, or Ag-Adventures are just a few the different monikers at fairs across the country.  

These exhibits are aimed at children but unlike the common petting zoo or livestock barn, 

                                                
466Brent Hopkins, “Taking Stock of Controversy; Pigs, Sheep, Geese Told to Scurry From Valley Fair, 
Drawing Outrage,” The Daily News of Los Angeles, Valley Edition, May 16, 2007. 
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living animals are conspicuously absent.  These attractions instead emphasize hands-on 

activities in highly sanitized environments.    

Introduced in 2003, the Little Farm Hands exhibit is one such example of a 

farmscape attraction.  Aimed at children ages 3-12, it is a simulated farm experience in 

which children are given the opportunity to experience the agricultural process, beginning 

at the farm and ending at the market (Figure 4.17).  Kids, along with their parents, “help 

with farm chores,” “collect goods to sell at the farmers’ market,” and then spend their 

“earnings” on real products made from the farm at the grocery store. 467  This mock-farm 

consists of a series of five miniature barns, a grain bin, a tractor yard, four garden plots, 

an apple orchard, and a farmers’ market connected by a self-guided pathway that directs 

families from a starting point to the last step in the process at the grocery store. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.17.  A series of images from the Little Farm Hands display  
(Photographs from the Minnesota State Fair) 

 
 Each building provides hands-on tasks related to planting crops and the tending of 

animals. For example, at the chicken coop, the farm hands “feed the chickens” the grain 

                                                
467 All phrases in quotes are directly from the description of the Little Farm Hands exhibit from the 
Minnesota State Fair’s website. 
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they “harvested” and then collect the “eggs.” At the dairy barn children “milk a cow” and 

collect milk cartons and at the tractor shed they drive peddle tractors with wagons to 

“haul” hay for the animals. After the children have gone through each of the miniature 

barns and collected their products, they “sell” them at the farmers’ market for “cash” to 

be used at the retail grocery store where they have the opportunity to “buy” their finished 

products, e.g. apples, milk, cereal, soy nuts, cans of fruit & vegetables, etc. (Figure 

4.18).468 

 

 

Figure 4.18.  Layout of the "Little Farm Hands" Attraction  
(From the Minnesota State Fair) 

 
  

The educational components of this exhibit potentially serve a valuable role.  

Children have the opportunity to learn about the farm-to-table process, and the hands-on 

element is useful for gaining a rudimentary understanding of where food and fiber comes 

from.  Children have the opportunity to “milk” a cow and “sheer” a sheep, but both the 

cow and the sheep are plastic replicas (Figure 4.19, Figure 4.20).  In fact, the majority of 

the items collected by the children are plastic reproductions.  In addition, this exhibit is 
                                                
468 The layout of the Little Farm Hands attraction is available at www.mnstatefair.org 
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spatially located far from the livestock barns, practically on the opposite side of the 

fairgrounds. 469   

Why would any parent take their child to see plastic animals when real ones are 

just a short walk away? The very creation of these sorts of attractions can be read within 

the tradition of Disneyesque simulated landscapes that have long emphasized orderliness 

and sanitization.  Early designers of such environments, Walt Disney chief among them, 

trumpeted their safety and cleanliness when compared to their seedier carnival 

predecessors or to the outside world.  As Karal Ann Marling and Erika Doss have shown, 

Disneyland’s popularity in the 1950s hinged on an “architecture of reassurance,” a design 

aesthetic that emphasized security and social control through unthreatening, colorful 

miniaturized landscapes.  Attractions like Main Street, USA and Sleeping Beauty’s 

Castle were built at a five-eighths scale of actual building sizes that infused the park with 

a toy-like wonder that affected adults and children alike.470        

The appeal of the Little Farm Hands farmscape to parents and to fair staff may lie 

in that promise of orderliness and safety, devised by Walt Disney a half century ago.  An 

environment that contains only plastic animals is much easier to control.  Living animals 

on the other hand, can be unpredictable, messy, and dirty.  While it seems obvious that a 

plasticized farmscape would naturally be easier to keep clean, sanitization and cleanliness 

have also become increasingly important concerns to state and county fair organizers in 

the wake of E. Coli outbreaks, several of which have been traced to petting zoos and 

                                                
469 Ibid. 
470 Karal Ann Marling, ed. Designing Disney’s Theme Parks:  The Architecture of Reassurance (New 
York:  Fammarion, 1997), 83, 180. 
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county fairs in recent years.471  Simulated interactions with a fake farm present less risk 

to children and parents who may be hesitant to expose their children to real farm animals 

and the dirt, dust, and manure that accompany the experience.  Throughout fairs more 

generally, a new emphasis on hygiene has taken root in past ten to fifteen years.  Signs 

touting the importance of hand washing have been placed prominently around 

Minnesota’s fairgrounds and every livestock barn at the Minnesota State Fair is now 

equipped with sinks, soap, and hand sanitizer.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.19.  Children try their hand at milking a plastic cow and shearing a plastic sheep at the 
Little Farm Hands attraction (Photographs from the Minnesota State Fair) 

 

But what does the rise of these farmscapes tell us more broadly about American 

culture? These environments begin appearing at state fairs in the 1990s, a decade that, as 

Jeffrey Meikle observes, was marked by a new emphasis on the synthetic, and a culture 

more broadly identified with fragmentation, superficiality, and disposability.472  In many 

ways, they also reflect a postmodern sensibility towards agricultural production.  Rural 

                                                
471“CDC Releases Strategies To Prevent Diseases Transmitted To Humans From Farm Animals Press 
Release,” United States. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
http://www.cdc.gov/media/pressrel/r010420a.htm.  April 20, 2001 (accessed November 5, 2005). 
472 Jeffrey L. Meikle.  American Plastic:  A Cultural History (New Brunswick, NJ:  Rutgers University 
Press, 1995), 277-287. 
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theorist David Crouch argues that “postmodernism is at its most ‘successful in mixing 

pre-modern and the modern; its imaginative wrapping is effectively used as people 

achieve a sense of experience.”473  These attractions are in fact the very epitome of the 

postmodern, literally plasticized simulacra of American agriculture based on a highly 

nostalgic vision linked to the nation’s pre-industrial agrarian past. These exhibits also 

offer the illusion of traditional farming practices but they are essentially devoid of 

authenticity, a sort of “Old MacDonald” pastiche where children and adults symbolically 

engage in the “experience” of old fashioned farm chores, but do not actually accomplish 

any real work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.20.  Collecting eggs from plastic chickens  
(Photograph from the Minnesota State Fair) 

 
  

Simulated farmscapes portray the essence of agriculture, containing the most well 

known symbols and tropes of the nation’s agrarian heritage boiled down for the 

amusement of children and adults.  This simple view of the agricultural process becomes 

more problematic, however, when a closer examination of these attractions reveal who 

underwrites their development and implementation. Cargill, a multinational agricultural 

                                                
473Crouch, 229-240. 
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commodity firm, and the largest privately held company in the United States is the main 

sponsor of Little Farm Hands.  Cargill employees also volunteer to work at the attraction. 

The small tractor shed decked out in green and yellow are the well-known colors of farm 

implement company John Deere.  Gold ‘n’ Plump, Minnesota’s largest chicken producer 

sponsors the chicken coop with a large sign hanging prominently above the building 

(Figure 4.21).  All of these companies owe their tremendous profits directly to the highly 

industrialized state of American agriculture.  Yet, they see the public relations value in 

aligning their brands with a much more nostalgic vision of farming.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.21. John Deere and Gold ‘n’ Plump Chicken are two prominent sponsors of  

Little Farm Hands  (Photographs from the Minnesota State Fair) 
 
  

The majority of fairgoers would hardly recognize the large-scale factory farm operations 

where their food is produced. 474 Sponsorship opportunities like Little Farm Hands 

potentially work to downplay the realities of industrial food production.  For example, in 

2009, Cargill dealt with a public relations nightmare when the New York Times published 

                                                
474 Berck. 
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a lengthy expose about the company’s global meat processing system.  The article told 

the heart-wrenching (and stomach turning) story of Stephanie Smith, a young Minnesota 

woman who became paralyzed from a virulent strain of E.coli after eating a tainted 

hamburger.475  By identifying their brands with a more traditional vision of agriculture 

presented at Little Farms Hands, these companies effectively mask these realities, foster 

consumer goodwill in the marketplace, and generate brand loyalty early among even the 

youngest of children.   

Clearly, the educational intent behind Little Farm Hands and other simulated 

farmscapes should be recognized, and some of the hands-on tactics are useful tools that 

allow children who live in non-agricultural settings the opportunity to learn about 

farming, however fleeting the experience.  Ultimately, however, the growing use of 

farmscapes may represent something more disheartening – yet another indication of the 

overall distancing from rural life many Americans now experience and the lack of 

agricultural literacy in American culture. These attractions are particularly unique 

because they share space on the fairgrounds with living, breathing examples of 

agriculture, but a more troubling question surrounds their presence.   Will there ever be a 

time when these exhibits become, as Daniel Boorstin observes, “so commonplace that the 

natural seems contrived?”476  When the sanitized and simulated environment of Little 

Farm Hands becomes a substitute for interactions with real agriculture, it only sharpens 

the divide between the urban and rural life.  

Conclusion:  Renewing Agricultural Literacy, Expanding Agricultural Exhibition  

Even in a state with a rich agricultural heritage, there is no doubt that the 

                                                
475Michael Moss, “The Burger that Shattered Her Life,” The New York Times, October 3, 2009 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/04/health/04meat.html (accessed October 3, 2009).  
476 Daniel Boorstin, The Image:  A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America (New York:  Vintage, 1962). 
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familiarity with farming and agriculture most Minnesotans enjoyed only a few 

generations ago has diminished greatly. However, in recent years, increased calls for 

agricultural literacy in American society have found a receptive audience.  Popular 

writers and environmental activists like Eric Schlosser, Barbara Kingsolver, Michael 

Pollan, Robert Kenner, and Jonathan Safran Foer have caught the public’s attention, 

extolling the virtues and benefits of eating locally and connecting with the land as well as 

farmers who raise livestock and produce.477   

The public’s increased awareness culminated recently with more attention than 

ever before focused on recent federal farm bills and the implications they have for 

organic farmers, agribusiness, and the availability of fresh produce to low-income 

Americans.  In 2009 for example, the WIC program expanded the types of fruits and 

vegetables families on public assistance would be able to purchase.  Increasing numbers 

of vendors at farmer’s markets across the United States are also accepting food stamps 

and other forms of payment from low-income consumers.   

This has been reflected on a statewide level as well.  There has been a substantial 

growth in demand for local and organic food throughout Minnesota as evidenced by the 

increased number of Farmer’s Markets, up 61% from 2009 to 2010.478  The popularity of 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSAs) and the “locavore” movement has also 

skyrocketed.  CSAs are small, family owned farming operations where individuals can 

                                                
477Robert Kenner, dir. Food, Inc., 2009; Barbara Kingsolver, Animal, Vegetable, Miracle:  A Year of Food 
Life (New York:  Harper Perennial, 2007); Michael Pollan, Omnivores Dilemma:  A Natural History of 
Four Meals (New York:  Penguin Press, 2006); Michael Pollan, In Defense of Food:  An Eater’s Manifesto 
(New York:  Penguin Press, 2008); Jonathan Safran Foer, Eating Animals (New York:  Little, Brown and 
Co., 2009); Eric Schlosser, Fast Food Nation:  The Dark Side of the All-American Meal (Boston:  
Houghton Mifflin Company, 2001). 
478“Farmers Markets Make Big Strides in Minnesota, Wisconsin,” Fox 9 News:  KMSP TV, August 5, 
2010.  http://www.myfoxtwincities.com/dpp/news/farmers-markets-mn-wi-aug-4-2010 (accessed August 
24, 2010). 
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purchase shares in the potential produce and products of a farm or garden.  Most CSAs 

deliver those products those products in boxes to their members.  In the Twin Cities alone 

43 farms distribute CSA boxes to about 5,000 people.  While this number may seem 

small, it is up significantly from 1989 when only two farms distributed boxes to the urban 

population.479  

The Minnesota State Fair reflected the renewed public awareness of these issues 

with the development of a new attraction, “The Eco Experience” in 2006.  Although this 

building is located far from the livestock and horticulture buildings, it showcases local 

and organic farmers who offer free samples of their products to the public as well as the 

small cooperative grocery stores that primarily market and sell these items.  The exhibit 

also highlights green technology as well as recycling and composting techniques.  The 

“Eco-Experience” will continue to have a presence at the fair for years to come and 

provides a unique contrast to the many displays sponsored by industrialized agricultural 

groups.  

Throughout the nation’s history, state fairs have reflected the major shifts in the 

agricultural industry. They have also played a significant role in illustrating the important 

links between farming and ideology, serving as a key venue for displays of nationalism, 

heritage, science, technology, and consumerism.  As the nation becomes urbanized and 

even less familiar with America’s rich agricultural history, these events continue to serve 

an important purpose – ritualistically linking rural to urban and farm to table. The 

changing nature of livestock exhibition – increased education, growing dependence on 

agribusiness, entirely simulated “farm” experiences, and with the recent addition of the 

                                                
479Sea Stachura,“Organic Farmers Hope Trucks Increase Business,” Minnesota Public Radio, July 22, 
2009, http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/web/2009/07/22/organic-produce-trucking (accessed July 
22, 2009). 
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“Eco-Experience,” a recognition of the rising public interest in alternative agriculture – 

the Minnesota State Fair offers useful insights into how city dwellers experience rurality 

and agriculture.  Comparatively, the fair provides a unique opportunity to examine how 

those individuals engaged within various facets of agricultural industry present 

themselves to the public. Yet, it is also important to question why some of these exhibits 

are necessary.  In an age when agricultural industrialization is the norm, most farming is 

invisible to the general population, and the mega-farm reigns supreme, it is imperative to 

interrogate the underlying cultural messages disseminated by corporate sponsors.   

Undoubtedly, at state fairs and agricultural exhibitions across the country, a more 

complicated relationship now exists between urban fairgoers, agricultural producers, and 

livestock exhibitors than it did several generations ago.  At a time in our history when 

popular anxieties about the methods of food production and the nature of food 

consumption compete with a renewed sense of agrarian romanticism, state fairs continue 

to offer a complex mix of carnivalesque spectacle, regional pride, and educational uplift.  

As time-honored institutions, these events also perform essential cultural work.  By 

keeping agriculture visible in an era when it has become increasingly invisible on the 

modern American landscape, state fairs bring country and city together to celebrate 

historic traditions, revel in the present, and look towards the future.  
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Conclusion:  Farmville and Beyond 

 

I keep my laptop next to my bed.  The first thing I do when I wake up in 

the morning is harvest, then I harvest again at 10 in the morning, then 

again in midafternoon, then in the evening, and then again right before 

bed. – Jil Wrinkle, a medical transcriber from the Philippenes 480 

 

I was having all these deaths on the farm and hurting myself on a daily 

basis doing real farming.  This was a way to remind myself of the 

mythology of farming, and why I started farming in the first place.  

-- Donna Schoonover of Schoonover Farms, Skagit, Washington481 

 

The advent of plasticized farmscapes, truly postmodern attractions filled with fake 

farm animals at agricultural fairs is one thing, but the rise of Farmville, a virtual farm 

game portends something entirely different for America’s relationship with its agrarian 

heritage.  Associated with the social networking website Facebook, Farmville rocketed to 

popularity from 2009 to 2010.  The game has a fairly simple premise:  players plant 

virtual crops that can be harvested hours, or days, later. Along the way, they invite other 

online friends to become their neighbors and help each other by sending gifts or helping 

with the farming. There's no way to “win,” but players take satisfaction in building big, 

fancy farms that they can showcase to their friends.   

                                                
480 Douglas Quenqua, “To Harvest Squash, Click Here,” The New York Times, October 29, 2009, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/29/fashion/29farmville.html (accessed November 13, 2009). 
481 Ibid. 
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Mark Pincus, the game’s developer, created a whole slew of simple online games 

associated with Facebook.  Farmville is by far the most popular. “A farm is something 

that is internationally understood and known. It's cross-cultural, cross-gender, cross-age,” 

Pincus said in an interview conducted by CNN. “A great social game should be like a 

great cocktail party. If you want it to appeal to absolutely everyone you invite, it has to be 

broad in its content so that everyone gets it.” An estimated 75 million Facebook users 

play FarmVille each month, more than the combined populations of France, Egypt and 

Iran, and roughly equal to the number who played the classic arcade and desktop game 

Tetris during its entire existence.482 

The users of Farmville outnumber actual farmers 60 to 1, but the game’s 

popularity at the very least, points to the universal understanding of agriculture.  As 

online columnist Peter Smith observes of Farmville’s popularity, “Farmville offers no 

real sustenance, but its emphasis on cooperation, strategy, and creation represent a 

culturally significant development in the often violent world of gaming. It’s a simulation 

with less stimulation, a sort of virtual country calm that transports us somewhere else for 

a minute or an hour. In doing so, the game taps deep into the American psyche, and the 

longing for an idyllic agrarian past.”483 

  Farmville is only a game, a virtual pastoral fantasy, and represents the latest 

digital incarnation of yet another way to consume the rural.  The online application 

represents a digital extension to rural life.  It offers a momentary pastoral escape from 

reality, much like the pages of Martha Stewart Living, an afternoon trip to the state fair, 

                                                
482 Doug Grossmann, “The Facebook games that millions love (and hate),” CNN.com, February 23, 2010, 
http://www.cnn.com/2010/TECH/02/23/facebook.games/index.html?hpt=C1 (accessed February 25, 2010). 
483 Peter Smith, “What Does Farmville Mean for Farmers?” http://www.Good.is, December 17, 2009, 
http://www.good.is/post/What-Does-Farmville-Mean-for-Farmers (accessed January 15, 2010). 
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or a weekend getaway to the Brandywine River Valley or Laura Ingalls Wilder country.  

While the cultural staying power of Farmville and even Facebook are yet to be 

determined, it is clear that online social networking has already significantly altered the 

way people connect with friends and family or encounter and consume information.       

Within the realm of agriculture, Facebook and the Internet more broadly have 

already changed the way farmers connect with each other and with the consumers of their 

products.  If they desire, non-farmer consumers are also more easily able to access 

information about agriculture. A typical scenario might unfold like this:  a family decides 

to incorporate more locally grown food into their diet.  They visit a farmer’s market.  

There, they meet a variety of small-scale farmers, talk with them about their operations, 

pick up several brochures and business cards, and return home.  The family then ventures 

online and virtually visits each one these farmers’ websites, farm blogs, or Facebook 

pages.  They see photographs of animals, crops, or other agricultural products and learn 

about the management of each operation.    

A specific example of how a small-scale family-owned agricultural enterprise has 

effectively made use of online marketing leads briefly back to the world of dairy goats. 

Redwood Hill Farm, a large, successful goat dairy in northern California, utilizes a truly 

synergistic promotional strategy with an extensive website, Facebook page, and farmer’s 

market presence.  They also offer farm tours to the public.  While the quality and wide 

availability of Redwood Hill cheese, yogurt, and kefir is a key selling point, the farm has 

also long demonstrated a firm commitment to animal welfare.  Bright, glossy images of 

happy, healthy goats stand side-by-side with artfully arranged cheese plates.  The farm 

website proclaims that every goat has a name and a unique personality, and that the 
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operation has been “certified humane” by the non-profit Human Farm Animal Care, an 

organization “created to improve the lives of farm animals by setting rigorous standards, 

conducting annual inspections, and certifying humane treatment.”484 Situated within an 

hour’s drive of the hyper-food-conscious cities of Berkeley and San Francisco, Redwood 

Hill Dairy’s juxtaposition of quality food and quality animal care just makes good 

business sense.        

This strategy, however, is not isolated to the smaller-scale farm enterprise.  Large 

agribusiness corporations have also embraced the web as an important promotional tool 

in the battle for consumer loyalty.  Companies from Borden Milk to Pilgrim’s Pride 

Chicken use their websites to advertise their products, providing recipes and nutritional 

information, but they also include photographs of families and farms, along with images 

of seemingly content cows and chickens.  Borden devotes one section of its site to 

informing consumers about the “Dairy Farmers of America, Inc., a farmer-owned 

cooperative made up of over 17,000 farmers in 48 States” that supplies milk to the 

company.  A “Meet Our Farmers” page includes profiles of individual farm families 

across the country along with a selection of favorite recipes submitted by that family.  For 

instance, a photograph of the clean-cut Knutsen Family from Delaware appears next to 

their recipe for the Knutsen Family Cheesy Potato Bake, a dish that incidentally calls for 

two cups of Borden’s Shredded Cheddar Cheese.485       

Pilgrim’s Pride, a multi-billion dollar chicken producer operates as the largest 

business of its kind in the United States.  A string of bad business practices, bad luck, and 

negative publicity in the early 2000s that concerned everything from an outbreak of avian 

                                                
484“Humane Farm Animal Care,” http://www.certifiedhumane.org/ (accessed January 5, 2011).  
485“Meet Our Farmers,” Borden Dairy, http://friendsofelsie.com/friends-of-elsie/meet 
(accessed January 10, 2011).    
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influenza on one of its many farms in east Texas, to multiple immigration raids on its 

labor force, to skyrocketing feed costs, resulted in Pilgrim’s filing for bankruptcy 

protection in 2008.486  The company emerged from bankruptcy a year later and soon 

announced a full-scale rebranding effort.487  An integral part of this process involved the 

reappearance of actual live chickens and the farmers who raise them in the company’s 

marketing materials.  On the most recent version of the “Pilgrim’s” website (the company 

dropped “Pride” from its name after the restructuring), one section focuses entirely on 

“Our Chickens” and explains the intricacies of the farmer-company relationship.  

Additional pages address topics like animal welfare, standards of care, and origin 

labeling.  While adult chickens can be seen only from a distance, a close-up with a baby 

chick fills the frame of one image while another photograph depicts another farm family, 

one of 4,400 that the company employs throughout North America.  The remainder of the 

photographs on these chicken-centric pages center on buildings, technology, and 

machinery.488  Clearly, Pilgrim’s attempts to craft a kind of “feel good” farming image 

with its redesigned public face, but the industrial setting continues to encourage a healthy 

dose of skepticism from critics. 

The emergence of a new kind of agricultural visibility online has also resulted in 

the increased public scrutiny of the modern mega-farm operation.  Again, Pilgrim’s Pride 

serves as a cautionary tale at the dawn of the twenty-first century, especially with regards 

to its problematic animal care practices.  In 2004, a PETA activist working undercover at 
                                                
486Miriam Marcus, “Pilgrim's Pride Plucked In Immigration Raids,” Forbes.com, April 16, 2008, 
http://www.forbes.com/2008/04/16/pilgrims-pride-immigrant-markets-equity-cx_mlm_0416market36.html 
(accessed January 20, 2011).    
487“Pilgrim's Pride Launches New Web Site,” The Poultry Site, January 19, 2011, 
http://www.thepoultrysite.com/poultrynews/21806/pilgrims-pride-launches-new-web-site (accessed 
January 20, 2011).  
488“Our Chickens,” Pilgrim’s:  All About Great Taste, http://www.pilgrims.com/company/our-
chickens.aspx (accessed January 20, 2011).   
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a Pilgrim’s Pride plant in West Virginia secretly recorded employees engaging in the 

“wanton cruelty” of chickens, flinging the still breathing animals into a wall, stomping on 

them, and strangling them.  When PETA made the disturbing videos public, the parent 

company of the fast food chain Kentucky Fried Chicken threatened Pilgrim’s Pride with 

contract termination.  In response, Pilgrim’s fired the offending workers and managers.  It 

also pledged to treat its chickens more humanely.  At the time, the quick response of 

Kentucky Fried Chicken and Pilgrim’s Pride to the undercover investigation stood out as 

an exceptional result to PETA’s confrontational brand of activist journalism.489 All of the 

mainstream publicity that surrounded the videos also lent traction and credibility to 

PETA’s online campaign known as “Kentucky Fried Cruelty,” which began in 2001 after 

a series of ineffectual meetings between PETA representatives and Yum! Brands 

executives.490 The Pilgrim’s Pride PETA videos marked a kind of watershed moment in 

the recent past of modern investigative agricultural journalism and laid the groundwork 

for more extensive, in-depth documentaries like Food, Inc. and King Corn, films that 

seriously critique and question the methods and practices of industrial agriculture. 

Like many other industries, the web provides an egalitarian space for all types of 

farmers and agricultural operations to educate, inform, and cultivate consumers.  In the 

case of Pilgrim’s Pride and many other undercover industrial farm investigations, the 

Internet also works as a highly effective mechanism for exposing unsavory practices and 

methods of big agriculture as well as holding those companies that engage in unethical 

behavior accountable for their actions.  A cursory examination of a site like Youtube 

                                                
489Donald G. McNeil, Jr. “The Nation: Gaining Ground; At Last, a Company Takes PETA Seriously,” The 
New York Times, July 25, 2004, http://www.nytimes.com/2004/07/25/weekinreview/the-nation-gaining-
ground-at-last-a-company-takes-peta-seriously.html (accessed January 20, 2011).  
490“Kentucky Fried Cruelty,” PETA’s Campaign Against KFC, http://www.kentuckyfriedcruelty.com 
(accessed January 21, 2011). 
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reveals that Internet users are able to access a countless number of agriculturally-themed 

videos that present multiple viewpoints on farming, everything from profiles of the 

increasing number of organic and urban farmers, to interviews with the current 

Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack.   

Many videos posted on the site also spotlight global agricultural practices, 

highlighting the efforts of farmers in countries from Argentina to Russia.  One short film 

documents the success of “The Agriculture Project” in the African nation of Mali.   An 

initiative of the World Bank, Mali’s government administers the program on a localized 

level, supporting farmers in the region with needed financing to facilitate crop 

diversification and a more sustainable agricultural economy.491 The accessibility of these 

global perspectives allow for a more nuanced understanding of the localized challenges 

that farmers face in various regions around the globe, quite a departure from powerful 

rhetoric that has long emphasized America’s dominant role as the breadbasket to the 

world.492      

This new age of online agricultural visibility has been complemented by a 

precipitous rise in what I term the “agriculture in unexpected places” phenomenon, a kind 

of agrarian kitsch that has again seeped into popular culture two decades after the “hick 

chic” rage of the 1980s.  This became abundantly clear to me personally when in the fall 
                                                
491“Mali:  Diversifying Agriculture,” The World Bank, December 14, 2010, 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3goIHMNhmj0 (accessed January 21, 2011); See also “World Bank 
President Pledges Support for Mali,” The World Bank, Press Release No:2011/269/AFR, December 20, 
2010,  
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0,,contentMDK:22794071~pagePK:34370~piPK:
34424~theSitePK:4607,00.html (accessed January 22, 2011).       
492America’s status as a leader in agricultural production has been well documented in the realms of 
agricultural history and agricultural economics.  An examination of several different propaganda films 
made from the 1940s-1970s, in which explicit links between agriculture, ideology, and American 
nationalism are evident, prove particularly illuminating in this regard.  See Food Will Win the War, Walt 
Disney Productions, 1942; The Grain That Built a Hemisphere, dirs.  Bill Justice and Bill Roberts, 1943; 
American Harvest, dir. Gordon Avil, Pierre Mols and Robert Tavernier, 1955; Agriculture USA, United 
States Department of Agriculture, 1962.    



 290 
  

  

of 2010, I unexpectedly received a catalog in the mail from the retail women’s clothing 

chain Anthropologie.   

Anthropologie’s brand identity blends an upscale fashion sensibility with a 

curious mix of pseudo-French country chic, eclectic home interiors, and a whimsical 

store environment.  In their November 2010 catalog, the company featured typical waif-

like women that ordinarily serve as models in such a publication, but the catalog also 

included something more unusual.  Anthropologie chose to incorporate a variety of farm 

animals into their high fashion photo spreads with several of these creatures modeling the 

apparel much like their human counterparts:   

         

Figure 5.1.  A sheep and chicken serve as capable models as they each demonstrate the versatility of a 
$378 pair of boots and a $198 handbag (From the Anthropologie Catalog, November 2010) 

 

In these images, livestock play a rather unconventional role – that of fashion accessory.  

Yet the casting of farm animals in this nontraditional setting has occurred more 

frequently since the dawn of the twenty-first century.  A small but substantial subset of 

‘high art’ photography texts now feature livestock, agricultural fairs, or rural landscapes.  
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Chickens serve as especially popular portrait subjects with coffee table titles like 

Extraordinary Chickens, followed shortly thereafter by Extra Extraordinary Chickens, 

echoing Martha Stewart’s patronage of the bird in the pages of her various 

publications.493   

 

Figure 5.2.  Book Cover for Extraordinary Chickens  
 
The book Good Breeding includes a collection of artfully posed livestock portraits of 

champion winning animals at agricultural fairs all over the world, calling to mind Henry 

Francis du Pont’s animal husbandry efforts as well his elaborate herd marketing 

campaigns that graced the pages of Holstein Aristocracy, Hoard’s Dairyman and 

Holstein-Friesian World so long ago (Figure 3).494   Such attention to the presentation of 

these animals (and the Anthropologie animals’ explicit alignment with consumer goods) 

also recalls the expansive advertising section of Country Life in America, lined with the 

latest animal farming fads, barn blueprints, technological innovations, and myriad real 

estate listings for “agricultural showplaces” at the dawn of the twentieth century.   

                                                
493Stephen-Green Armytage, Extraordinary Chickens (New York:  Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2000).  
494Yann Arthus-Bertrand, Good Breeding (New York:  Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2000).  
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Figure 25.  Photograph from Good Breeding.  This distinguished breeder and his prize winning 
Hereford bull recalls the gentleman farmer of an earlier era  

(From Good Breeding) 
 

The “agriculture in unexpected places” trend also extends to the literary 

marketplace.  Female readers in particular have increasingly sought out literary genres 

that contain romanticized agrarian themes with contemporary twists.  Two types dovetail 

especially well with the case studies examined in this dissertation.  The “hick-chick-lit” 

farm memoir reflects the Martha Stewart vision of privileged country gentility while the 

Amish romance novel shares many thematic similarities with the writings of Laura 

Ingalls Wilder.   

Usually written by women, “hick-chick-lit” nonfiction narratives stand out for 

their overly cute titles like Fifty Acres and a Poodle: A Story of Love, Livestock, and 

Finding Myself on a Farm, Confessions of a Counterfeit Farm Girl, or, my personal 

favorite, Hit By a Farm:  How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Barn.    

These stories generally adhere to a formulaic premise.  A stressed out, high 

powered career woman realizes that there is more to life than climbing the corporate 

ladder and wishes to reconnect with the land.  Eventually, this advertising 
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executive/literary agent/divorced mother finds a renewed sense of purpose and fulfillment 

by rediscovering agrarianism and perhaps encountering love or romance along the way.  

These fish-out-of-water books have their roots in breezy, light-hearted stories like Betty 

MacDonald’s 1945 memoir The Egg and I (later the basis for the Ma and Pa Kettle series 

of films), and Eric Hodgin’s original 1946 novel Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House 

(the basis for the 1948 Cary Grant film).495  Stories that humorously chronicle the trials 

and travails of urban-to-rural family readjustment, such tales likely provided some 

welcome escapism from the upheaval and larger societal changes of World War II.   

In the twenty-first century, the emergence of “hick-chick” literature represents 

something more than pure pastoral escapism. For these women, returning to the 

countryside serves a therapeutic need as they find fulfillment beyond the confines of a 

New York City high rise, trade in the traditional trappings of urban success (high-

powered job, wealth, status, fancy shoes) for a pitchfork and overalls, and embark on a 

journey of self-discovery that seems to transform them into more authentic, independent, 

and resilient individuals.  The success of the genre perhaps reflects more on the increased 

complexity of female roles in the twenty-first century, as women continue to balance 

competing societal expectations based around careers, marriage, motherhood, and the 

notion of “having it all.” From a purely twenty-first century popular culture standpoint, 

the notion of “the simple life” in these narratives seem somewhat at odds with more 

conventional “chick lit” titles, especially those written by authors like Candace Bushnell 

in the late 1990s and early 2000s, who tie their characterizations of successful women so 

                                                
495Betty MacDonald, The Egg and I (New York:  J.P. Lippincott Company, 1945); Eric Hodgins, Mr. 
Blandings Builds His Dream House (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1946).  
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tightly to the values of urbanity, materialism, status, and wealth.496  While “hick-chick-

lit” will probably not supplant the dominant model of “chick-lit” anytime soon, its 

growing literary presence indicates that the genre reflects a sustained cultural current of 

modern agrarian romanticism in contemporary times.    

If the “hick-chick” literary genre presents a slightly different take on Martha 

Stewart’s vision of modern country gentility, the strangely anachronistic but fascinating 

rise of Amish romance fiction in the past decade recalls both the historic and enduring 

success of Laura Ingalls Wilder.  The emergence of the Amish romance novel first caught 

the attention of the book world in the late 1990s, but in more recent years the “bonnet 

ripper’s” popularity has skyrocketed.  By the fall of 2009, Beverly Lewis, the most 

prolific author of these novels, sold more than 13.5 million copies.  Like Lewis, the 

majority of authors who pen these stories are not Amish, but they frequently depend on 

Amish friends to provide instructive feedback and critiques.497   

With titles like When the Heart Cries, The Shunning, and Spring Renewal, these 

G-rated love stories usually a feature a winsome young Amish woman on the cover 

against the backdrop of a bucolic landscape.498   They generally focus on a female 

protagonist as she comes of age during “Rumspringa,” a time when Amish youth are 

encouraged to seek out the worldly delights of modern life before committing fully to the 

church.   

                                                
496A small sampling of Candace Bushnell titles includes the following books:  Sex in the City (New York: 
Little Brown and Company, 1996); Four Blondes (New York:  Grove Press,  2000); Trading Up (New 
York:  Wheeler Publications, Inc. 2003); Lipstick Jungle (New York:  Hyperion Books, 2005); One Fifth 
Avenue (New York:  Hyperion Books, 2008).  
497Andrea Sachs, “Amish Romance Novels:  No Bonnet Rippers,” Time, April 27, 2009, 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1891759,00.html (accessed January 21, 2011).   
498Alexandra Alter, “They’re No Bodice Rippers, But Amish Romances Are Hot,” The Wall Street Journal, 
September 9, 2009, http://online.wsj.com/article/SB125244227154093575.html (accessed January 21, 
2011).     
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Much like Wilder’s Little House series, these books strike a wholesome tenor, 

mixing antimodernist sentiment with family values, rural nostalgia, and Christian faith. 

Publishers and fans alike also cite the tranquil, escapist qualities of the rural Amish 

lifestyle reflected in the books and popular culture.499 However, just like Wilder’s stories 

which became popular during the Great Depression, the brisk sales enjoyed by the Amish 

romance genre in the twenty-first century also reflect a general orientation toward the 

values of austerity and simplicity in a modern age of economic insecurity.    

Jules Billard’s glossy photo essay for National Geographic recalls a time when 

the celebrated progress of agricultural industrialization promised to save humanity, a 

belief tightly wedded to a nationalistic ideology that stressed America’s economic and 

cultural superiority in the world.  Yet the massive industrialization process of the 1970s 

resulted in serious challenges, most notably the retreat of an agrarian mindset from the 

hearts, minds, and imaginations of a wide swath of the American public.   

When it comes to our twenty-first century relationship with agriculture, our nation 

stands at a cultural crossroads.  On one hand, the desire for knowledge about food 

production and agricultural issues seems unparalleled, from the ubiquitous presence of 

food and farming blogs, to Pulitzer Prize winning essays that reveal the nature of global 

food production, to Academy Award nominated film documentaries that vividly portray 

the nutritional, societal, and cultural drawbacks of agricultural industrialization.   

On the other hand, we should become aware of the nation’s tendency to relegate 

the agricultural industry and agrarian ideas to the distant past by relying too much on 

collective cultural nostalgia.  While the romanticization of agriculture and rural life will 

                                                
499Eric Gorski, “Contemporary Amish Fiction Enjoys a Following,” The Boston Globe, July 17, 2009, 
http://www.boston.com/ae/books/articles/2009/07/17/amish_fiction_gains_a_following/ (accessed January 
21, 2011). 
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always loom large in the American popular imagination, it is important to question the 

overt commodification, objectification, and fetishization of agriculture in American life.  

By not engaging in a serious critique of these cultural processes tied directly to 

consumption, the specter of food/farm elitism threatens to diminish the real economic and 

social impact of a more visible, multi-dimensional definition of American agriculture.      

In the past decade, however, as many advocates and twenty-first century agrarians work 

to reshape the nation’s relationship to its farmers, animals, food, and rural communities, 

we can look optimistically toward the horizon and   seriously consider the place of 

agriculture and agrarian thought in the future of modern American life.       
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Bethany and Chuck Miller, conducted by author, Walnut Grove, Minnesota and De Smet, 
  South Dakota, July 8-10, 2006. 
 
Paul Olson, conducted by author, Walnut Grove, Minnesota, September 12, 2006. 
 
Cheryl Palmud, conducted by author, De Smet, South Dakota, September 22, 2006. 
 
Steve Pooch, conducted by author, Saint Paul, Minnesota, March 16, 2007. 
 
Anne Poppen, conducted by author, De Smet, South Dakota, July 12, 2006. 
 
Bob and Frankie Reynolds, conducted by Maggie Lidz, Winterthur, Delaware, August 7, 
  2000. 
 
Thelma Humphries Sharpe, conducted by Paul Hensley, Winterthur, Delaware, February 
  23, 1989. 
 
Tim and Joan Sullivan, conducted by the author, De Smet, South Dakota, July 11,  
  September 19, 2006. 
 
Milliard and Martha Wagner, conducted by Maggie Lidz, Winterthur, Delaware, July 25, 
  2000. 
 
Chris Strand, conducted by author, Winterthur, Delaware, August 16, 2006. 
 
Robert Trivits, conducted by John A.W. Sweeney and Dorothy W. Green, Winterthur, 
  Delaware, April 2, 1975. 
 
Walnut Grove Retail Committee, conducted by author, Walnut Grove, Minnesota,  
  September 7, 2006. 
 
Harry Yang, conducted by author, Walnut Grove, Minnesota, July 6, 2006. 
 
Sean Yang, conducted by author, Walnut Grove, Minnesota, July 7, 2006; July 7, 2007. 
 
 
FILMS/TELEVISION 
 
United States Department of Agriculture, Agriculture, USA, 1962.    
Gordon Avil, Pierre Mols and Robert Tavernier, Directors, American Harvest, 1955. 
Robert Kenner, Director, Food, Inc., 2009.   
Walt Disney Productions, Food Will Win the War, 1942. 
Frontier House, Public Broadcasting Service & WNET Thirteen, 2002. 
Bill Justice and Bill Roberts, Directors, The Grain That Built a Hemisphere, 1943. 
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Aaron Wolf, Director, King Corn, 2007. 
Little House on the Prairie, Ed Friendly Productions, 1974-1983. 
The Martha Stewart Show, April 16, 2008, April 2, 2010. 
H.C. Potter, Director, Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House, 1948. 
B.K. Blake, Director, White Ammunition, 1942.   
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