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Abstract

A national organized effort arose during the nineteenth century to put practical farmers in charge of agricultural colleges instead of professors and scientists.  However, while this movement failed in some states and produced only superficial results in others, the same movement in Wisconsin produced landmark programs that improved the efficacy of agricultural education and the economic condition of Wisconsin farmers.  To determine why these programs arose from efforts that achieved little of benefit in other states, this paper will examine the character, rhetoric, and activities of the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society and the Wisconsin State Grange in their endeavors to reform agricultural education.  These groups resented the influence of university administrators but, unlike groups in other states, appreciated the work of professors and scientists.  Wisconsin agriculturists benefited from their trust in scientific specialists and experts who existed outside the class-conscious definitions of an agricultural community.

The Farmer and the Scientist:

The Struggle to Define Agricultural Education and Experimentation at the University of Wisconsin, 1848-1890

“This silly notion… that physical labor upon the farm is degrading, and belongs to what are termed the lower or uneducated classes of society… will continue to attach to the farming classes, until more of the educated men of our country dispel it by the elevation of the agricultural classes to equal influence and power with other callings, and this can only be done by educated men devoting their lives to agriculture.”


-W.W. Field, Secretary of the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society, 1876

Introduction

For many agriculturists, the creation of agricultural colleges in the nineteenth century heralded a new instrument of social uplift.  Numerous agricultural organizations believed that science and education could free the farmer from the burden of poverty and social stigma.  These organizations encouraged biologists and chemists to conduct experiments on crops and soils, and attempted to instruct farmers of the nation in these developing fields.  When colleges failed to make any significant impact on farming communities, agricultural organizations attempted to take charge of education themselves instead of relying on professors and specialists.  With this self-reliant approach, many groups tried to wrest control of the agricultural colleges from the professors that managed them.  Some organizations wanted to redirect the college curriculum toward a more practical, business-oriented education instead of the professors’ scientific curriculum.  Other organizations wanted farmers themselves to conduct experiments instead of professors.  Numerous states experienced successful and unsuccessful attempts to put agriculturists in control of the colleges.

Wisconsin, however, differed substantially from the national narrative.  Although state agricultural organizations also tried to gain control of the agricultural department, they were willing to include professors and specialists in their vision of a self-reliant education.  Unlike historians Roger L. Geiger and Alan I. Marcus’ characterizations of the national movement, Wisconsin did not experience antagonism between agriculturists and science professors during the former’s attempt to gain control of the university’s agricultural department.  Wisconsin organizations’ approval of the university's scientific curriculum and professor-dominated experimentation distinguished the state’s reform efforts from the rest of the nation.  Because of this cooperation between farmer and scientific specialist, the reform efforts of Wisconsin's agricultural organizations produced measures that disseminated the useful findings of science professors more successfully than the existing college ever could.  This result paid off for the state’s agriculture as a whole.  The University of Wisconsin's agricultural department successfully instructed farmers of the state in improved methods of dairy production, transforming Wisconsin into a relatively prosperous dairy state.  Such a transformation might never have occurred without the willingness of Wisconsin agricultural organizations to recognize the role of specialized research and science in class-wide social and economic uplift.

The Creation of Agricultural Colleges in the United States


Many reformers idealistically envisioned science and continuing education as the saviors of the farming class.  By the early nineteenth century, a few scientists, educators, and naturalists attempted to apply the study of the natural sciences to vocational education.  These early agricultural schools, backed by private funding, usually combined the instruction of theoretical or applied sciences with work on farms intended for experiments or practical instruction.  A school of this type first appeared in Maine in 1821, followed by others in Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New York in the 1820s and 30s.

Soon, state and local agricultural societies and publications began to support these scientists and endorsed a greater degree of education for the farmer. These groups believed that education could invigorate the agricultural community.  Two impulses prompted societies to call for agricultural education and ask the support of scientists: one to preserve an idealized vision of agricultural life, and the other to modernize it and bring it into the industrial age.
  Those who wanted to modernize farming had noticed a rising number of industrial jobs – engineering in particular – that required technical training and new knowledge.  Therefore, they reasoned, farmers needed a similar form of training to keep pace.  Further, fluctuating wheat prices, competition from the West, and the Panic of 1837 caused many to believe that they needed a greater pool of knowledge and better, more diversified crops to compensate for economic difficulties.  Those traditionalist agricultural reformers who wanted to protect agriculture from industrialization believed that a more intellectually involved style of farming would rid rural life of monotony, increase farmers’ social standing, and entice farmers’ sons to stay on the farm, away from rapidly growing cities.


The movement for agricultural knowledge had little to do with the opinions of the poor and disadvantaged farmers.  These farmers lacked the education, resources, and the interest to invest in any form of scientific training.  In contrast, those who drove the movement tended to be landowning “gentleman” farmers with a relatively high level of formal education.
  Robert H. Wiebe provides a helpful characterization of this “new middle class” that formed among agriculturists in the nineteenth century.  A growing number of relatively wealthy agriculturists began “awakening both to their distinctiveness and to their ties with similar people in the same occupation.”
  This realization led to a proud identification with their class, an eagerness to join others like themselves in organizations, and a determination to secure the well-being of their class as a whole.

As a result of growing class-consciousness and westward expansion of the United States throughout the nineteenth century, agricultural societies and publications with visions of uplifting the farming community multiplied.  The number of active agricultural societies in the United States increased from 300 in 1852 to 941 in 1860.  About 36 agricultural journals were in print by 1850.
  These organizations were relatively affluent and represented a minority of the farming population as a whole.  Still, they made strong attempts to popularize continuing education, claiming to act in the interest of the entire agricultural community.  State and local agricultural societies published advice for crop improvement through their bulletins and other publications.  They held meetings and fairs, allowing attendees to share their farming successes with each other.  Societies and journals also collaborated with professors and scientists in their quest to enlighten the masses.  Societies invited guest lecturers to present scientific findings to its members, while agricultural journals printed the advice of practical farmers and science professors alike for crop improvement.

Agricultural organizations broadened their efforts to inform and educate by attempting to provide agricultural schools and colleges for farmers.  At first, they tried to create such institutions on independent support in the 1840s and 50s.  The Cream Hill Agricultural School in Connecticut, the People’s College in New York, and the Farmers’ College in Ohio were all funded by proprietary and local subscriptions.  However, this form of funding proved inadequate.  No millionaire patrons materialized, and popular interest in agricultural institutions remained low.  Privately financed agricultural schools and colleges failed.


Desperate for more funding, agricultural organizations turned to state and federal support.  Agitation for public funding of agricultural education reached its apex by the mid-nineteenth century.  After 20 years of escalating petitioning, the New York State Agricultural Society obtained state funding for the creation of the New York State Agricultural College in 1853.  The Michigan State Agricultural Society and the agricultural journal Michigan Farmer successfully secured funds for an Agricultural and Mechanical College in 1855.  Maryland rewarded the Maryland State Agricultural Society’s 38-year effort with funding for the Maryland Agricultural College in 1859.  Unusually active agricultural societies and journals in Illinois managed to obtain the funds for a “Normal University” in 1857.  Agricultural societies and journals in Pennsylvania and Iowa secured funding for similar institutions in 1854 and 1858, respectively.


Public funding for agricultural education culminated in the Morrill Act of 1862.  The Morrill Act provided each state with federal funding for agricultural and mechanical colleges by granting each state 30,000 acres of public land per congressman.  Proceeds from the sale of these lands would fund agricultural and mechanical colleges, in order to teach “agriculture and the mechanic arts… in order to promote the liberal and practical education of the industrial classes.”
  State agricultural organizations created the strong impetus for the act.  They had agitated for federal funding in Virginia, South Carolina, Alabama, and Ohio, and many state-funded or state-subsidized agricultural colleges had also requested federal support.  In all, at least 12 states had sought special federal grants for agricultural and technical education.  The Morrill Act represented the culmination of over a decade of effort.
  The Morrill Act was not an isolated idea within the federal government, but was instead the product of the efforts of agriculturists.


Almost every state that already had an agricultural college funded the existing college instead of creating a new one.  Other states, like Minnesota and Missouri, simply gave the land grant to the existing state university, where they established an agricultural department.  Wherever farmers worried most about the influence of university administrations, states snubbed the university and used the land grant to establish an entirely separate agricultural college.  Massachusetts ignored Harvard and created M.I.T.  Maine and Indiana did the same and created separate agricultural and mechanical colleges.
  By the early 1870s, 24 land-grant institutions collectively known as agricultural colleges existed in the United States.
  Agricultural organizations, although disproportionately wealthy and representing only a minority of the agricultural community as a whole, had secured institutions for agricultural education in the name of farmers nationwide.

The Failure of Agricultural Colleges and the Struggle for Control

Unfortunately, the small proportion of the agricultural community represented by agricultural organizations failed to identify the interests of farmers as a whole.  Most agricultural colleges suffered from low enrollment and failed to fulfill their intended purpose.  Missouri and New Hampshire’s colleges taught no students when they opened in 1866 and 1877, respectively.  Connecticut’s college opened with only 12 students in 1881, Pennsylvania’s students dropped to 22 by 1869, Nevada’s never exceeded 35 students for several decades, and Illinois’ college began with 50 students.  As late as 1892, most Midwestern colleges taught only 10 to 24 agricultural majors.
  As before, the vast majority of farmers in the nation saw little reason to send their sons to college in order to become better farmers.  Most farmers could not spare their sons’ labor for two or four years.  Moreover, most farmers did not see how a college could teach them about a tradition that had been handed down from generation to generation.

Only colleges established independently of a university achieved a moderate degree of success.  Michigan Agricultural College hosted about 340 students through the 1880s, though it fell short of its expected number of 500.  Kansas State nearly reached 125 students during its first ten years, and its agricultural student body grew to 500 by 1890.  Mississippi and Massachusetts also enjoyed relatively successful agricultural institutions.


Independent agricultural colleges only achieved relative success because of their location.  Prospective students eager for a college education usually attended whatever institution lay within or closest to their home region.  The type of college typically did not matter, since college degrees of all kinds promised upward mobility during that time.  If the nearest college was agricultural, separated from a liberal-arts university, the student would take whatever the agricultural course offered but did not usually become farmers after college.
  Independent agricultural colleges only appeared to educate more farmers, when in fact they were just another means of moving to higher-paying positions in other sectors.  Although advocates of agricultural education hoped for a democratizing and socially uplifting institution for the agricultural community, few farmers around the country shared their vision.

However, agricultural organizations noticed the relative success of independent colleges and raced to conclusions.  They accused professors and administrators of mismanaging the colleges and discouraging farmers from attending.  Many state societies, including Wisconsin’s, believed that giving farmers a greater degree of self-reliance over their education and experimentation would encourage more to attend the colleges.  A nationwide movement arose in the 1870s and continued through the 1880s to seize control of sparsely attended agricultural colleges.  Organizations in many states besides Wisconsin wanted to either divorce colleges from their professors, or dictate the way professors managed the college.

Many of the state agricultural societies attempted to give farmers control of the experimental farms.  They believed that farmers as a whole could be self-reliant and independent enough to discover ways to improve their crops on their own, then share their discoveries with others through agricultural societies and journals.   These societies also wanted agricultural students to undergo the same educational rigor on the farms as students of medicine, education, and law in order to become more effective and socially prestigious.
  Thus, these societies struggled with professors for authority over experimentation.

Though many state societies actively pressured colleges, a new network of agricultural organizations, motivated by a different agenda, led the national movement for control.  Where many state agricultural societies wanted more control over the college's scientific experimentation, the Patrons of Husbandry, or the Grange, wanted to redirect the curriculum toward more a accessible, practical, and business-oriented education.

Economic strife in the 1870s led to the rise of the Grange.  Many agriculturists, particularly the wheat farmers of the Midwest, began to feel a decline in the productivity and profitability of their crop.  The intensive wheat farming that agricultural societies had warned about in past decades finally took its toll.  Overproduction of wheat drained the soils of essential nutrients, lowering crop yield.  Locusts and other pests, as well as a period of severe drought in the early 1870s, further debilitated crops.  Competition from newly settled larger and cheaper lands further west added extra strain on Midwesterners.  Many farmers also directed their anger at the railroad owners who exercised absolute control over shipping rates and farm machinery manufacturers who charged exorbitant rates and condemned farmers to a world of perpetual debt.

The Patrons of Husbandry arose from this economic frustration.  Initially, however, the idea for the Grange began as an attempt to promote community and education among agriculturists.  The founder, Oliver Hudson Kelley, believed that rural isolation and inadequate educational opportunities left the agricultural community demoralized and intellectually stunted.  Kelley believed that a fraternal organization for farmers would compensate for sparse and underfunded rural public schools.  It would encourage social intercourse and provide basic education for children and adults.

However, Kelley’s idea for the Grange never received much popular attention until he spoke to Midwestern farmers on a recruiting trip in 1868.  He discovered that most farmers wanted political and economic protection from railroad corporations who set unreasonable shipping rates and machinery owners who loaned “worthless machines” at exorbitant prices.
  Kelley promptly added an economic dimension to the social and educational benefits of the Grange.  Kelley turned the Grange into a cooperative organization where members jointly owned costly machinery in order to cut out the middleman.  This tangible benefit, combined with a promised agenda to promote the reduction of shipping rates and railway legislation, convinced many more farmers to organize and join a local Grange.  The movement spread rapidly.  By 1875, over 760,000 individuals in 43 states belonged to a chapter of the Patrons of Husbandry.

Although the Grange became an economic movement, the organization retained its original social and educational function.  Most historians have studied the Grange’s economic efforts, including political agitation for railroad legislation and tariffs, in the context of the populist movement at the end of the nineteenth century.  However, education remained a fundamental tenet of the local, state, and national levels of the Grange.  The Master of the National Grange at the 1874 national convention praised the Grange’s original purpose as a social and educational institution, and reminded his listeners not to lose sight of that original goal.

The Grange’s aim to encourage more education in the agricultural community gave it a vested interest in the affairs of the agricultural colleges.  The 1874 national convention’s declaration of purposes included a section for education, stating “We shall advance the cause of education among ourselves and for our children, by all just means within our power.  We especially advocate for our agricultural and industrial colleges that practical agriculture, domestic science, and all the arts which adorn the home, be taught in their course of study.”


The Grange did not define the purpose of the colleges in the same way as most state and local agricultural societies.  At the national level, the Grange generally rejected the teaching of theoretical science and agricultural experimentation in favor of a more practical and business-oriented approach.  They believed that a business education in areas such as bookkeeping and basic economics would allow the farmer to exercise some control over his goods in the marketplace.  However, the Grange, like agricultural societies, still believed fundamentally in the ability of agricultural education to uplift the farming class socially and economically.  With agricultural colleges, the farmer would no longer lie at the mercy of railroad monopolists and machinery manufacturers, and would feel more solidarity with the farming community.

Following their class- and market-based approach, the Grange crusaded in the last several decades of the nineteenth century to wrest control of agricultural colleges from hostile aristocratic classes and devote the colleges to a practical, manual labor-oriented curriculum.  Though not a Granger himself, Henry David Thoreau articulated what many Grangers believed about agricultural education when he wrote that “the student who secures his coveted leisure and retirement by systematically shirking any labor necessary to man obtains but an ignoble and unprofitable leisure.”

Criticizing the lack of manual labor in agricultural education, the National Grange decried “richly endowed ancient colleges for men to learn the use of their minds, but not their bodies – where they may learn to become lawyers, doctors, ministers, professors of everything in which the use of the hands is ignored.”  Wherever agricultural colleges were attached to “ancient colleges,” the professors that emphasized the mind over manual labor “made the agricultural feature more or less subordinate to demands of other branches of knowledge.” 
  Agriculture, as an essentially labor-oriented profession, required some amount manual training in its curriculum.  Further, instructing agricultural students in an environment populated by liberal-arts and other professional students discouraged agricultural students from becoming farmers.

The Grange also believed that the administrators and professors of agricultural colleges paid too much attention to impractical scientific theory.  Many state Granges except Wisconsin’s decried impractical research run by professors and specialists.  They were the reason “that the farmers of our country have not taken that interest in those schools.”  Therefore, the National Grange determined “that the agricultural colleges ought to be under the exclusive control of the farmers of the country, and that… these colleges ought to be, as far as possible, separate and distinct schools.”

Despite their ideological differences, a number of societies and state granges jointly moved to separate agricultural colleges throughout the last quarter of the nineteenth century.  At first, several state granges tried to create their own agricultural colleges.  Between 1875 and 1876, the Mississippi, Texas, and West Virginia state granges tried to set up independent agricultural schools but failed to secure public or private funding.
  After these attempts, efforts to remove the Morrill land grant from their beneficiaries and begin new, separate colleges began in earnest.


In the early 1870s, the California State Grange accused the University of California of wasting their time on the arts and theoretical science, and nearly managed to separate the land-grant.
  Beginning in 1876, the North Carolina State Grange began petitioning the state legislature to create a new college.  After a decade of lobbying, the legislature passed the Grange’s bill in 1887.
  The Mississippi State Grange successfully separated its agricultural college by 1880.  Rhode Island, South Carolina, Connecticut, and New Hampshire followed suit in the 1880s and 90s.


Some state organizations aimed specifically for control of their state college’s experiment farms.  State societies who spearheaded these attempts believed that farmers should conduct their own experiments instead of professors.  Other organizations, particularly the Grange, believed the farms should be run solely to procure the greatest profit margin from its crops.  The farm, according to the Grangers, should serve as a model for other farmers, and students working on the farm should receive an instruction in both manual labor and in running a successful business.  The disagreement between professors and farmers locked them in a struggle for control of the experiment farm.  Ohio farmers launched a campaign to gain control of the college’s experiment farm in 1879, and managed in 1882 to establish a separate board of control.  Massachusetts farmers and professors also clashed over the 1882 experiment station afforded to the state by the federal Hatch Act.  The dispute continued for six years.  Pennsylvania and Maryland experienced similar power conflicts between college professors and farmers who felt the college did not represent their interests.

Even where state agricultural organizations failed to separate their agricultural college or experiment station, many obtained concessions from the legislature.  West Virginia failed to remove the land grant from the state university, but managed to put a Granger on the Board of Regents in 1891.  The University of Minnesota kept its land grant, but placated its state Grange by moving the physical location of the agricultural college a few miles away to St. Anthony Park.  Although the college’s administration remained the same, the Grangers could no longer complain of liberal arts students discouraging agricultural students from attending.  The Vermont legislature gave its agricultural college a separate board of trustees, run by farmers.  Vermont farmers could now claim at least some ownership of the college.


The organizations accomplished little.  Even those who managed to establish a separate college did not truly realize their goal of educating future generations of farmers.  Separate colleges, as before, succeeded only by virtue of their location.  For most farmers of the nation, a four-year higher education practiced by students of law and medicine failed to be relevant.  Instruction in “manual labor” offered nothing that sons could not already learn by working on their own farm.  The misguided attempts to separate agricultural colleges promoted education by increasing the number of independent colleges in the United States, but failed to benefit agriculturists directly.

The Birth of Agricultural Education in Wisconsin


Like the rest of the nation, Wisconsin’s agricultural organizations believed education was a key tool for social and economic uplift.  The Wisconsin State Agricultural Society and the Wisconsin Farmer supported education as a means of improving social standing, encouraging crop improvement, and retaining sons on the farm.  In addition, the State Agricultural Society and the Wisconsin Farmer harbored concerns that related directly to the state of Wisconsin.  From the period of Wisconsin’s early settlement through the 1860s, the intensive farming of wheat as a cash crop dominated the state’s agriculture.  By 1860, Wisconsin was second in the nation in terms of wheat production.
  However, short periods of depression, decreasing per capita yields, and increasing availability of larger tracts of land further west foreshadowed trouble for the Society and the Farmer.  Following the modernizing impulse of agricultural reformers, these two organizations supported science and education as a means of encouraging diversified farming.

The Wisconsin Farmer’s very first issue contended that most farmers were stuck in the past and paid little attention to new practices and methods of farming: “so far as the many are concerned only a part of a small portion of the science of Agriculture is known; and men are slow to apply new truths, and to make use of new and wisely adapted means, in the cultivation of the soil.  They hold fast old modes and practices, and with all the light they now have, make little or no progress.”  Its stated purpose as a publication was “to furnish such information, and disseminate such intelligence, as will be useful and of general interest to the agricultural portion of community in the Great West.”  Knowledge of the latest and best practices would serve as a tool of social uplift, so that “the profession of Agriculture may be elevated ‘to that rank which Heaven intended it should occupy, when He, who created man, selected the cultivation of the soil as the employment best adapted to his physical, intellectual, and moral nature.’” 

As a way to encourage science and education, the Wisconsin Farmer called on the University of Wisconsin to teach the “science of Agriculture” well before the Morrill Act was passed.  Although agricultural science had not yet developed into a full discipline, the journal contended that Chemistry, Natural Philosophy, and common law should be part of any farmer’s standard curriculum.
  The article urged its readers to petition the Legislature to establish an agricultural professorship and a model farm for “the successful prosecution of practical farming” at the University of Wisconsin.

The Wisconsin State Agricultural Society promoted agricultural education for similar reasons.  Organized in 1851, the Society’s mission was to wean Wisconsin farmers off of “the failure of our staple crop.”  To combat the problem, the Society would promote “the collection and diffusion of information upon the present agricultural condition”
 through annually published bulletins.  The Society also held annual state fairs to incite competition among farmers and encourage better crops and livestock.  Armed with more information about soils, crops, and livestock, and sharing their successes with mixed farming and husbandry, farmers of the state could improve and diversify their own farming.  The Society also hoped that “the establishment of an Agricultural department in our State University” will allow “those who desire to acquire that instruction which will fit them to excel in the profession they have chosen.”
  The Society’s Executive Committee suggested the creation of an agricultural department to the University Board of Regents in 1851.  The Board expressed interest in their proposal,
 but the state legislature refused to provide funding for the department.  Public funding for agricultural education would not arrive until the Morrill Act contributed federal support in 1862.

Despite their failure to establish an agricultural department or professorship, the Wisconsin Farmer and the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society took full advantage of the resources and professors at the University of Wisconsin, as other states did before the separatist movement.  Both organizations worked closely with Dr. S.P. Lathrop, professor of Chemistry and Natural History.  Lathrop had supported the proposed agricultural department, asserting “that the young farmer, who proposes to make himself eminent in his profession, will best approach the practice of it, through an appropriate course of scientific training.”
  In the absence of the department, Lathrop contributed his scientific expertise to the agricultural organizations when solicited.

Lathrop often wrote for the Wisconsin Farmer to supplement the practical advice the journal gave to its readers,
 and became co-editor of the publication in 1854.
  Under Lathrop’s co-editorship, the journal advertised the beginning of enrollment for the university’s academic year.  The advertisement mentioned the course that Lathrop taught in Agricultural Science, and proclaimed that “We are certain that we can do the young farmers of Wisconsin no better service than to enjoin it upon them, as we do most heartily, to prepare themselves for the Agricultural profession, by attending on the scientific instructions of the State University.”
  Lathrop also contributed scientific reports and studies to the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society’s annual bulletin.
  Lathrop served the agricultural community in both these capacities until his untimely death in 1854.
  His collaboration with agricultural organizations reflected the earnest drive to use science and education as a means of uplifting the farming community.

The problem faced by the Wisconsin Farmer and the State Agricultural Society, like so many other societies around the country, was one of widespread indifference.  As in the rest of the nation, collegiate education and scientific experimentation was wildly impractical for most Wisconsin farmers.  The Wisconsin Farmer and the Society represented only the few who believed science and education to be necessary.

Members of the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society probably favored higher agricultural education because they tended to be much wealthier than most farmers of the state.  Members of the Society who identified as “farmers” enjoyed much higher farm values, acreages, and farm production values than the state averages.  Society members who belonged to other occupations tended to work in urban-oriented, high-status positions, such as lawyer and factory owner.
  Because of their wealth, Society members were much more likely to have experienced higher education themselves than the rest of the state.  Higher education during this time served primarily the wealthy in society.  The cost of tuition, room and board, and other fees took up about 60% of the average farm laborer’s income.  In 1860 and 1900, only 1.6% and 2.4% of native white males between the ages of 15-20 attended college in the United States.
  By contrast, 60% of Society members had attended or graduated from college by 1874.

Because Society members – and, presumably, their sons – were much more likely to have attended college, they probably felt the departure of college students much more strongly than the rest of the state.  Only 16% of those who attended Midwestern colleges in the 1850s continued to be agriculturists after graduation, while the rest tended to enter occupations with high social and economic status, such as lawyers, physicians, teachers, businessmen, and ministers.  Even if graduates continued working in the agricultural industry after college, most left their hometown.  Over half of Midwestern college graduates left their home state, and nearly half of those who stayed moved to a different region.
  The members of the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society would have experienced more of these departures than most farmers of the state.

Because of their personal experience with the departure of college-bound students, members of the State Agricultural Society believed that farming had lost its Jeffersonian prestige, and that colleges lured ambitious young men away from the farm.  This perspective convinced the Society and the Wisconsin Farmer that the creation of a college devoted to agriculture could solve many problems of the agriculturists of the state, even though most others believed higher education was irrelevant to their needs.

Due to the relative lack of interest in agricultural education on the part of farmers and the state legislature, an agricultural department at Wisconsin would not be created until the Morrill Act offered Wisconsin 240,000 acres of federal land grants in 1862.
   The Wisconsin legislature eagerly pounced on this opportunity, though the free funds and the opportunity to open up federal lands for sale and settlement interested them more than agricultural education.

However, the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society and the Wisconsin Farmer remained dedicated to securing an agricultural college and experiment farm for the state.  The Society's executive committee lobbied for the expedient creation of the college.  The Wisconsin Farmer, now under the editorship of J.W. Hoyt, also supported the anticipated college and the scientific curriculum and experimentation it promised, claiming that “the Natural Sciences are applicable for the improvement of the agricultural art.”

Despite the efforts of Hoyt and other farmers, the state legislature showed little enthusiasm agricultural education.  The Assembly voted down bills to establish an agricultural college for three successive years.  Many of the legislators who voted against the bills were farmers themselves, demonstrating the lack of interest displayed by most farmers of the state.
  For those who voted down the college, the financial costs of establishing a publicly funded college exceeded the benefits of educating farmers of the state.  Wisconsin remained without an agricultural college until the Morrill Act’s five-year deadline forced the legislature in 1866 to either establish a college or forfeit the grant.


When the deadline finally forced the state to create an agricultural college, members of the State Agricultural Society and numerous county societies supported the move, but were divided in their reasons for wanting it.  Some, like J.W. Hoyt and members of the State Agricultural Society, believed a college devoted to the study and teaching of agricultural science, led by professors, would modernize the practice of farming.  Others, many of them members of the local agricultural societies and future members of the state Grange,
 followed the traditionalist impulse and believed that an agricultural college would counter the university’s tendency to draw young men away from farming and encourage solidarity among the farming class.
  Like the Grangers that succeeded them, the representatives of county agricultural societies cared less about collaborating with professors to disseminate science and improve farming methods.  In turn, advocates of scientific farming like Hoyt encouraged cooperation with scientists and complained that “the industrial classes are too much cramped, fettered, and blinded already by narrow and foolish notions of an essential antagonism between the different classes of society, and between the different departments in the world of letters, science and the arts.”

Despite their differences in ideology, agriculturists could agree that the college should be established separately from the state university.  However, their desire for a separate college did not come from a need to control the college themselves, as it did in other states, but from a mistrust of the state university and the legislature.  The state’s delay in establishing the college raised doubts that the state would support it.  Some argued that the legislature could not afford to support keep funding the college if it were part of a public institution, even with the land grant.  Others went further and claimed the legislature had neglected the university, while still others feared that the university would “swallow” the college and use up all the funds intended for the college.  Some of the class-conscious farmers argued that the influence of the university on the agricultural students would make these students dissatisfied with the farm and desirous of becoming classics professors. 
  

Ultimately, however, the state legislature gave the land grant to the University of Wisconsin, and established an agricultural department within the university.  The legislature made its decision largely for financial reasons.  Sharing facilities with an existing institution would cost considerably less than building a separate institution from the ground up.  Further financial incentive to give the grant to the university came when Dane County offered to buy 200 acres of land to the west and southwest of campus for the experiment farm.
  Although the legislature had not established a separate college, many members of agricultural organizations had agreed to settle for such a decision.  Thus, the establishment of the agricultural department at the University of Wisconsin elicited little negative reaction.  However, the state’s apparent unwillingness to provide for the agricultural college helped to direct the complaints of agriculturists in later decades toward the state and the university instead of the department.

The Development of Trust in the Agricultural Department

By the end of the 1870s, the University of Wisconsin’s agricultural department could only boast one graduate, who received his diploma in 1874.
  Wisconsin farm organizations, most notably the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society and the Wisconsin State Grange, petitioned to separate the department from the University of Wisconsin.  Advocates of separation in Wisconsin blamed the department’s impotency on the university instead of the professors themselves, unlike other states.  As a result, Wisconsin agricultural organizations included science professors and specialists in their efforts to encourage class solidarity and self-reliance.

At first, however, the criticisms of the agricultural department sounded much like others in the country.   Referring to the experiment farm, one member of the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society complained that “within the last three or four years, I have not seen or heard from it. Some members were more bold and declared “as a farmer, that I am not benefited by the State University a particle.”
  Members of the State Agricultural Society at this time, like societies in other states, demanded control of the department’s experiment farm and wanted farmers themselves to conduct experiments.  Many members believed that “there is no doubt that these farms should be run by practical farmers.”
  Other Wisconsin agriculturists believed, like the National Grange, that the farm should be used as a model for a profitable business instead of empirical experiments.  Professor of Geology T.C. Chamberlin complained that the experimental farms “are hampered more or less by the current opinion that they should show remunerative results.”
  Greater trust in professors and specialists would not occur until the Wisconsin Dairymen Association and agricultural professor W.A. Henry stepped into the statewide debate.

To rectify the weak connection between the agricultural department and the farmers, the Society took the same action as West Virginia and Vermont and demanded representation of the farming class.  The Society recommended “that some of the men who direct this institution should be experimental farmers, and not altogether by men engaged in other pursuits and that care little about agriculture.”   In 1878, the Society passed a resolution asking “that one or more of the regents of the University of Wisconsin be appointed, who are practical farmers, and that a majority of the committee appointed by the Board of Regents to give directions relative to the experimental farm, ought to be practical farmers.”

While intended to give farmers greater representation and control in the university, this demand also unintentionally introduced the Wisconsin Dairyman’s Association more directly into the affairs of public agricultural education.  Governor Jeremiah Rusk heeded the Society’s resolution and soon appointed dairy farmer Hiram Smith, a founder of the Wisconsin Dairymen’s Association, to the Board of Regents.  

Hiram Smith and other members of the Wisconsin Dairymen’s Association proved extremely influential for the shape of Wisconsin agricultural education, and very likely affected the opinion of the Grangers and the State Agricultural Society.  Founded in 1872, the Association believed Wisconsin was ripe for a transition to dairy as wheat declined and the expansion of railroads opened up new and larger markets at home and abroad.  The Association believed the agricultural department to be central to their goal.  To make the exportation of Wisconsin cheese profitable, the Dairymen’s Association had to encourage more farmers to produce milk and to improve the quality of their produce.  A larger, more dependable supply of milk would better support Wisconsin cheese factories, and better quality cheese would improve the reputation of “Wisconsin brand” cheese on foreign and domestic markets.
  An agricultural college would apply scientific research to the improvement of dairy, and encourage more farmers to switch to animal husbandry and dairy through its teaching and outreach efforts.


The Dairymen included agricultural professors in their agenda.  The Association encouraged University of Wisconsin professors to teach its agricultural students “practical knowledge” and to conduct “careful experiments in the common and higher branches of agricultural industry… There is not a shadow of doubt but that it would be greatly to the advantage of the sons and daughters of many farmers in this state whose means will admit of it, to place their children for a few years in this university.”

The Wisconsin Dairymen’s Association actively collaborated with and enlisted help from the university in its outreach efforts.  The organization held annual conventions around the state, in whatever areas they felt had greatest need of dairy farming.  These conventions began with what its organizers called “experience meetings,” where farmers shared their experiences and discoveries while growing dairy in a practical manner.  As soon as the Association amassed enough funding, it incorporated professors from the agricultural and science departments at the University of Wisconsin and other universities into its conventions.  The reports from its conventions were distributed widely in order to promote dairy farming.
  College professors played a key role in the agenda of the Dairymen’s Association.

Wisconsin enjoyed a particularly strong and activist Dairymen’s Association that influenced state policy to a greater extent than similar dairy associations of other states.  Wisconsin’s immigration patterns affected the unique character of the Wisconsin Dairymen.  The pioneers of dairying in Wisconsin migrated directly from New York, the dominant producer of dairy in the mid-nineteenth century.  The opening of the Erie Canal brought competition from larger wheat markets further west and forced New England wheat farmers, particularly in New York, to switch to animal husbandry.  Though dairy proved profitable and thrived in New York, many answered the siren call of cheap, abundant lands and the opportunity to grow profitable cash crops in the Midwest.  A wave of farmers from New York traveled the Erie Canal route in the 1840s to the Midwest.  With their comparative wealth, they settled as close to the canal shipping routes as possible, in southeastern Wisconsin and northeastern Illinois.

When Wisconsin wheat crops experienced the same troubles in the 1870s as New York crops did in the 1840s, the generation that followed the New York immigrants took notice.  Recalling the specialized skills they gained while working on New York dairy farms in their youth, these agriculturists were the first to specialize in dairy and organize advocacy groups.
  The founders of the Wisconsin Dairymen’s Association all grew up working on New York dairy farms.  About 64% of the members of the Wisconsin Dairymen’s Association in 1874 also originated in New York.
  As the epicenter of the New York dairy migration and as host to a climate suitable for feed crops and dairy production, Wisconsin enjoyed a more active and successful Dairymen’s Association than those of other states.  Between 1880 and 1900, Wisconsin cheese production rose from 23 million pounds per year to 393 million pounds per year, over twice the production of New York.

Because the dairymen were so influential and held less mistrust of other “classes” than the National Grange, they collaborated more closely with university administrators and the state government.  The Association represented members of the same “class” as the Grangers, but willingly collaborated with those in power.  Therefore, Hiram Smith and the Dairymen exerted an important mediating influence between mistrustful class-conscious farmers and aloof university administrators.  This mediation no doubt persuaded many members of the Wisconsin State Grange and Wisconsin Agricultural Society to be more accepting of a scientific curriculum and experimentation.  One admiring member of the State Agricultural Society proclaimed of Regent Smith that “we have not had a better representative farmer in the state.”
  Smith’s status as an agriculturist legitimized the support he gave to the agricultural department and experiment farm.

Hiram Smith’s vision for the agricultural department, developed by his work with the Wisconsin Dairymen’s Association, made his tenure on the Board of Regents productive and effective.  Under Smith’s initiative, the university established a professorship of agriculture in 1880, finally realizing what the Wisconsin Farmer had demanded three decades earlier.  W.A. Henry was hired for the position, and worked closely with farm leaders to try to accommodate their needs for the rest of his tenure.

The appointment of W.A. Henry further convinced detractors of the utility of an experimental farm run by college professors.  Henry worked feverishly to develop the agricultural department, and made every effort to communicate with farm organizations, promote the agricultural department, and determine what farmers wanted from the department.  Henry addressed the annual meetings of the State Grange and the State Agricultural Society numerous times during the 1880s to keep them updated on the status of the department and earnestly petitioned for their support.  Henry elaborated on his outreach efforts when he invited the Grange convention on a tour of the university.

Henry’s outreach efforts made a difference at a time when many professors of agricultural colleges in other parts of the nation kept themselves insulated from farm organizations.  Those who made efforts to communicate with farmers and invited them to see the campus, like Henry and the administration at Purdue, earned less mistrust from farmers who were suspicious or ignorant of the affairs of the colleges.
  Henry noted several years into his tenure that “When I came to my department I found no correspondence, nothing that connected the farmers with the agricultural department.  Now letters come, from three to ten a day, from farmers, in regard to various topics, and this feature of my department is growing very rapidly.  Farmers are asking questions regarding fertilizers, the introduction of new seeds, the question of stock and the sorghum industry.”

The Wisconsin State Agricultural Society soon changed its opinion of the experiment farm.  Although the experiment farm was run largely as before, the outreach efforts of W.A. Henry persuaded the Society of the farm’s value. When the state made further appropriations to the farm, the Society did not protest.  In 1881, the legislature set aside $4,000 for Henry to use on the university farm, up to $1,200 of which could be used to hire a practical chemist.  The year after, the legislature appropriated enough funds for the farm to publish and distribute 5,000 copies of the reports of its findings, and continued to fund the experiments themselves.  In 1883 the legislature raised the state property tax incrementally in order to give $6,000 to the university farm and establish on it an experimental station.
  

The Wisconsin State Agricultural Society appreciated the appropriations, and most could safely say that “The work at the experimental station is of acknowledged value.”
  Members did not necessarily accept scientific findings at face value, and received the professors’ findings with cautious skepticism if they conflicted with personal experience.  However, none of the farming societies dismissed the station’s findings preemptively.  Many debated the professors about the validity of their discoveries, but generally welcomed their presentations.  As for W.A. Henry, he was “working hard and faithfully.”

Henry and the dairymen similarly diverted the state Grange’s opinion from the national trend.  Unlike the National Grange and many state Granges, the Wisconsin State Grange never condemned the agricultural department professors for being too theoretical or scientific, or for mismanaging the experimental farm.  The Wisconsin State Grange began in 1872, organized from 32 existing local Granges and over 1,000 members.  The Grange movement grew rapidly in Wisconsin until it hit its peak two years later, in 1874, with 20,000 members.  The organization shrank almost as rapidly, dwindling to 4,000 members by 1878, a number that remained steady through the mid-1880s.
  The failure of the Granger movement in Wisconsin after 1874 paralleled the organization’s decline in the rest of the country due to poor leadership and political infighting.
  Despite the relative scarcity of members in Wisconsin during the late 1870s, the Grange kept a strong and active voice in Wisconsin state politics.  The outspokenness of the Wisconsin State Grange and of Grangers in other agricultural organizations significantly influenced the development of the state university.

Like the rest of the nation, the Granger movement in Wisconsin believed higher agricultural education provided the farming class with the tools to defend themselves politically and economically.  Greedy business classes that charged exorbitant shipping prices and set unreasonable loan rates on farm machinery made it “necessary that a young man should have a thorough knowledge of his profession or calling if he would take a place at the front, and have an equal chance in the battle of life… If farmers are ever to have equal representation in the halls of our Congress, and equal protection and encouragement in our industries, they must obtain them through… men of intellect and education.”  The State Grange also believed that agricultural education could stem the drift of young men from the farm toward the city.  Through agricultural colleges, farming could “be elevated to a level with the professions, that the constant flow of the most ambitious and energetic young men to the cities, to engage in other callings, may be checked.”

Wisconsin Grangers shared the same rhetoric as the national Patrons of Husbandry, but they did not share same the hostility toward agricultural science.  Granted, the Wisconsin State Grange took some time to become acclimated toward the idea of science in agriculture.  At first, Wisconsin State Grangers tended to emphasize practical education gained from fellow Grange farmers over the education gained from a college.  H.C. Sherwin, the Master of the State Grange until 1880, believed that “education is one of the main features of a well-organized Grange… that education is practical; it comes of experience… No man or woman, however shrewd or scholarly, can tell the cheese-maker just how to make cheese unless the circumstances are the same.  No butter-making theory will answer for all cases.  We must have practical knowledge, and that knowledge must come from practical men with practical experience.”
  The annual State Grange meetings almost never brought up the agricultural college during this time, despite the storm of debate in the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society, in which many subordinate Grangers participated.

Despite Sherwin’s mistrust of book knowledge, his successors, perhaps responding to the recent arrival of W.A. Henry, embraced the agricultural department as it stood.  State Grange Master C.D. Parker, and later S.C. Carr, urged Grangers throughout the 1880s to take advantage of the department and “educate our sons there, so that they may have a scientific knowledge of agriculture… to make our calling an “honorable” profession in the eyes of our young men.”
  These Grange leaders, and many subordinate members of the Wisconsin State Grange, believed to some degree in the value of a scientific knowledge of agriculture, unlike the Granges of other states.

Thus, the Wisconsin State Grange favored the work of the experimental farm and the professors who ran it.  The State Grange declared that “Agricultural Stations are much needed to give efficiency and completeness to the work of the Agricultural Colleges,”
 and offered “information that can be utilized on every farm, and it should be sent broadcast over the state.”
 The State Grange also approved of W.A. Henry’s management, even when they complained about the aristocrats in the University of Wisconsin.  S.C. Carr did not lay any fault on W.A. Henry or the department of agriculture when he proclaimed: “As Patrons of Husbandry it is right for us to protest, not against the good work done by Prof. Henry for the benefit of agriculture, but against using any part of the national gift to make lawyers, literary men, or for any other purpose except the training of agriculturists and mechanics...”  The State Grange affirmed that “every Patron should consider it his duty to give Prof. Henry and the agricultural department his most hearty cooperation.”
  The Wisconsin State Grange portrayed funding for Henry’s work as a benefit to farmers, instead of a waste of money spent on antagonistic professors who did not represent the farming interests.  The Wisconsin State Grange believed to some degree in the value of the agricultural college as it stood.

Wisconsin’s unique demographics may have influenced the Grange’s willingness to approve of W.A. Henry and the agricultural department.  The state’s unusually large population of immigrants with relatively unproductive land declined to join the Wisconsin State Grange, skewing its membership toward those with more wealth and formal education.  Scandinavian- and German-Americans disapproved of the Grange’s status as a fraternal and secret society.  These immigrants belonged predominantly to Lutheran and Catholic traditions, which forbade practitioners from joining secret societies like the Grange.  Additionally, many recent immigrants from Germany and Scandinavia struggled with the English language and could not practically become involved in Grange affairs.  Thus, Grange members were proportionately more likely to be English-speaking Anglo-Saxon Protestants.
  Wisconsin was no exception.  About 76% of Wisconsin State Grange members claimed native birth, as opposed to only 44% of total Wisconsin males over 21 in 1880.  Furthermore, the foreign-born in the Grange hailed primarily from Canada, Great Britain, or Ireland.  Only 13 of the 433 attendees at the annual Wisconsin Grange convention in 1874 came from non-English speaking locations like Germany or Scandinavia.  Even fewer identified with the Lutheran or Catholic Church.  Members of the Wisconsin State Grange belonged overwhelmingly to the Methodist-Episcopal church.

The absence of immigrants affected the Wisconsin State Grange more than most other states.  German- and Scandinavian-born farmers populated an unusually large proportion of Wisconsin’s lower economic strata.  When the Erie Canal opened in the early part of the century, it made New York the dominant port of immigration in America.  The canal offered a cheap and accessible route to the interior of the country in the Upper Midwest, where newcomers to America could settle and raise a farm on the newly available lands in the interior of the country.
  A large wave of Germans and Scandinavians who came to the United States and migrated through the Erie Canal coincided with the recent placement of Wisconsin lands on the market.  An abundance of new land, low taxes, little debt, and a climate similar to German and Scandinavian countries attracted these new immigrants to Wisconsin.
  The Scandinavians and the Germans who arrived after 1847 tended to be poor and landless peasants who could not afford to buy richer, more fertile land.  As a result, Scandinavians and poor Germans settled in left-over and relatively barren land.  Soon, the less fertile regions in the north and northwest were settled almost exclusively by Norwegians and poor Germans.
  By 1860, Wisconsin’s foreign-born comprised 37% of the total population, the largest percentage in the Midwest.
  Most of the poorer farmers on cheaper land belonged to this unusually high percentage of foreign-born.

Because foreign farmers owned a high percentage of Wisconsin’s unproductive land, the Wisconsin State Grange could not recruit many members who might have suffered from economic panic the most.  The State Grange was limited to the relatively more affluent.  Therefore, though Wisconsin State Grange members suffered lower averages in farm acreage, farm value, and farm production values than members of the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society, they still remained well above the averages of the state as a whole.  The State Grange’s comparative wealth correlated with higher levels of education.  Although Gerald Prescott’s quantitative study of the Wisconsin State Grange could only gather educational data on 16 Grange members, 3 of those members had attended or graduated from college.
  The proportion of Grange members who entered college based on this small sample is well above the 1.6% of Americans enrolled in college by 1860.
  Assuming, as Laurence Veysey does, that farmers who decried the curriculum of agricultural science came from “humbler circumstances,”
 the relatively affluent and educated farmers of the State Grange may have been more predisposed to accept the values of agricultural professors than members of other Granges.
  The distortion of typical Grange membership may have made the Wisconsin State Grange less likely to mistrust instructors in higher education. 

The Wisconsin State Grange and the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society were willing to accept the department’s control of its curriculum and experimentation, respectively.  When the organizations began their separatist efforts, this spirit of cooperation between farmers and professors distinguished the statewide movement from the rest of the nation.

The Struggle for Control of the Wisconsin Agricultural Department and the Birth of New Forms of Education

The enhancement of the experiment station and the addition of new science professors did not convince more farmers to send their sons to the agricultural department.  The department failed to produce any more graduates.  In frustration, the agricultural organizations searched for someone to blame.  Wisconsin’s agriculturists, like those of other states, sought to remove the influence of whatever groups hindered them in order to encourage the self-reliance of the farming class.  Frequent references to American writer and proponent of individual agency Ralph Waldo Emerson demonstrate this preoccupation with self-reliance and empowerment.  One member made a typical case for self-sufficiency and education of the farming class when he declared that “all agricultural colleges must have men, men of intelligence and great purposes, for Emerson says: ‘There is always room for a man of force, and he makes room for many.’”
  To truly make education a viable tool for social uplift, most Wisconsin agriculturists, like those in other states, believed that they must look out for the interests of themselves and of fellow agriculturists.

Because of their desire to secure their own well-being for themselves and their class, most members of agricultural organizations accused those at the University of Wisconsin of ignoring or suppressing needs of farmers.  Some believed that the antagonistic presence of other classes discouraged agricultural students from attending.  “Farmers are elbowed out by other professions.  Agricultural students feel themselves of an inferior grade – the class a dwindling and unsuccessful affair… if it is desired to make failure certain we should attempt to join together things that have no affinity; but if we desire to make success certain, we should join congenial elements… Had these principles been kept in view in the establishment of our college of agriculture and mechanic arts, the present subordinate condition of such college could have been foreseen.”
  Others claimed that “these young men who want to study agriculture are sneered at, and some actually abused.”  President Bascom and graduates of the university vigorously denied this claim.

Detractors also accused the university of soaking up all the land grant funds for its own purposes and leaving the agricultural department dry.  According to this view, university administrators deliberately intended to “get no students and get the income from a certain [experiment] farm.”
  Master of the State Grange S.C. Carr summed up the feelings of many when he said “is not this a great state of affairs for us?  For seventeen years we have tried to build up an agricultural college, and… the students we have graduated could be counted upon the fingers of one hand… Let us not only ask, let us demand of these our servants, in this house and in the other, that they give us an agricultural college.”

However, even as they sought autonomy and self-reliance in order to encourage education and social uplift, Wisconsin agricultural organizations welcomed the place of scientific specialists in the class-wide struggle for progress.  Because most members of Wisconsin organizations, unlike other states, approved of the department’s experimentation and scientific curriculum, they did not blame the department for its failings.  Despite the tension that historians such as Roger L. Geiger and Alan I. Marcus describe between farmers and science professors, Wisconsin agricultural organizations supported agricultural professor W.A. Henry and the other specialists that directed the department.  The Wisconsin State Agricultural Society recognized the authority of professors and scientists over the experiment farm.  This agreement over experimentation contrasts starkly with states like Ohio, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, and Maryland where farmers and professors explicitly opposed each other over the purpose of experiment stations.  At the same time, Henry and Wisconsin Grangers agreed that manual labor and book-keeping could exist alongside chemistry and botany in the department’s curriculum.  

Henry, in turn, boosted the farmer-professor solidarity in Wisconsin by disagreeing with university administration and supporting separation of the agricultural department.
  He affirmed that he was “perfectly convinced that Wisconsin made a mistake in putting the department where she did… I am in favor of a separate agricultural school.”
  In other states, farmers and professors opposed each other over the separation the colleges.  The relationship between Henry and Wisconsin agriculturists was so unique that some historians, like Marcus, mistakenly assume that Henry opposed separation, like the other agricultural professors of the nation.

Only a few rejected the perspective of class antagonism and blamed the farmers themselves for not sending their sons to the department.  H.C. Adams, a dairy farmer and future member of the state assembly, argued that “The farmers themselves are to blame that they do not give their sons education in the science of agriculture… there is no reason why, if we want to, we should not send our sons up there and let them get the advantages of a sound agricultural education.”  The idea “that if the people were not educated, that it was the fault of the school,” was “one of the most absurd propositions.”
  However, the farmers who avoided blaming the university proved to be the minority.

Agreeing that the university suppressed the agricultural department, the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society proclaimed in 1884 that “the agricultural college of the state university is not such a success as we desire it to be.”  They adopted the resolution “that the interests of the farmers of the state require the establishment of an additional school of agriculture,” using the land-grant intended for the University of Wisconsin.
  The Wisconsin State Grange endorsed this resolution a month later, and Governor Rusk encouraged the move in his address to the legislature, saying such a school “would operate to check the dangerous rush of farmer boys to the cities and into the professions; would in the end add dignity and power to the agricultural class, and would be beneficial to the people generally.”

Spurred on by the Governor and the agricultural organizations, the legislature acted to separate the department from the university.  A bill to separate the college had already been introduced in 1883, but it died in committee.
  In 1885 the bill resurfaced with much stronger support, possibly thanks in part to Governor Rusk’s endorsement and the petition for a separate agricultural college endorsed by 76 farmers.
  However, state senators narrowly defeated the bill, 43-52.
  Part of the bill’s failure can be attributed to purely political reasons.  Board of Regents member W.F. Vilas’ impassioned support of the University of Wisconsin on the Assembly floor is often credited with bolstering support of the university.  In addition, several senators were afraid that repairs to Science Hall, which burnt down the previous year, could not be completed without the land grant money.
  Some legislators were also concerned that a separate agricultural college would limit the opportunities of its students.  The minority report from the committee on education that claimed that “the farmers of this state do not want this specie of narrow possibilities for their children, but prefer that they have liberal education for advancement in the scientific and professional world will be equal to others.”

Although farming organizations and the agricultural department failed to separate the agricultural department from the University of Wisconsin, their efforts indirectly gave birth to measures that proved much more beneficial for farmers of the state.  Having come within nine votes of losing their land grant, the Board of Regents created a Short Course and a Long Course at the agricultural department to appease the agricultural organizations and avoid losing the university’s land-grant.  The Short Course tried to make education at the department more accessible to practical farmers.  In only offered classes that applied directly to agriculture instead of courses in broad sciences like Chemistry, had low entrance requirements, and was held during the winter, for two terms of twelve weeks each.  The Long Course was intended for those who wanted to research agriculture professionally as scientists.
  The Short Course had its greatest impact on the state a decade later.  Enrollment in the Short Course at first hovered modestly between 20 and 50, until the university revealed the landmark Babcock Test for milk quality in 1890, after which enrollment soared between 75 and 100.
  The Short Course's dairy classes helped to spread Babcock's discovery among the farmers of the state, set a standard for dairy farmers, and improve Wisconsin's cheese output.  The Short Course proved an efficient and practical way of promoting dairy production in Wisconsin.

The agricultural unrest also brought about the Wisconsin Farmers’ Institutes.  In 1885, the state assembly appropriated $5,000 to the University of Wisconsin for the purpose of holding annual farmers’ institutes around multiple areas of the state.
   The Institutes proved a more immediate success.  A total of 50,000 attended the first year, and the 1887 legislature increased its funding to $12,000.

The Wisconsin Farmers’ Institutes succeeded because they offered a new and more effective form of extension.  Although similar Farmers’ Institutes had existed since 1863, Wisconsin’s Institutes was run under a unique administration that encouraged an unprecedented degree of interaction between farmers and professors in a university-sponsored setting.
  Agriculturists, mostly dairymen, filled the administrative roles instead of university officials.  Their management mirrored the Wisconsin Dairymen Association’s “experience meetings.”  The Wisconsin Institutes were the first of their kind to be held at the request and accommodation of local communities.  Rather than holding scientific and communal discussion in one area of the state, inaccessible for most farmers, the Institutes brought this service directly to farmers around the state who wanted the service.

The Wisconsin Institutes were also the first to encourage discussion between the attendees and the lecturers.  Experts and practical farmers alike presented papers.  Farmers did not just listen passively, as they did at other institutes, but could respond to lectures, offer their criticism, and ask for clarification.  Farmers would also criticize the lecturers if their instruction didn't seem practical.   This forced professors to tailor their experimentation and presentation to the needs of their audience.
   Farmers would also commiserate and share their successes and failures with each other.  This feature allowed farmers to testify to the utility of discoveries made by the agricultural department.
  The interaction between professors and farmers, and between farmers themselves, further legitimized the value of the agricultural college and its professors.  After these institutions were created, one farmer remarked that “professors and teachers… are able to obtain knowledge that we, the practical every day tillers of the soil, never can get of our own unaided help, and we need them.”

The Farmers’ Institutes and the Short Course, by propagating agricultural research, addressed the economic fears of the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society and the Wisconsin State Grange.  The Farmers’ Institutes showed many Wisconsin farmers the utility and correct use of silos for crop feed at a time when many farmers in the nation doubted.  This technology revolutionized the capacity of Wisconsin farmers to maintain and nourish cattle.
  The development of the Babcock Test in 1890 had saved Wisconsin farmers an estimated $800,000 a year by 1900.
  By disseminating silage technology, the landmark Babcock Test, and other useful discoveries, the Farmers’ Institutes and the Short Course played a major role in transforming Wisconsin’s agricultural production to dairy and ushering in an era of relative prosperity for farmers.  One historian hailed the agricultural college and its extension efforts as “the greatest single agency of dairy education among farmers.”

In addition to serving as a tool for economic uplift, the Farmers’ Institutes also met the demand for an instrument of social uplift.  The Institutes allowed those living in rural areas to increase their awareness as a community, as the Grange wanted.  One attendee of the Institutes enjoyed “observing how each institute brought out the fact that we individual farmers were working out each for himself, in a sort of isolated way, the great problem, how we can make farming pay… We are more than half of the population of the State.  We ought to be more than half of the effective power of the State, whether social or political.”
  The Institutes also educated young people without luring them away from the farm.  More young people, who couldn’t or wouldn’t otherwise attend the university, attended the Institutes.  As one observer of the Institutes remarked, “one-half of the entire audience, and the audience was very large, were young men and young women, the very parties that the institute ought to reach, and the very parties who will receive the greatest amount of benefit from those institutes... It is this class of people that I think the farmers' institutes are reaching while we do not reach them at all.”
  These young people were “educating” themselves, but with the sole purpose of returning to the farm once the institute finished.

The effectiveness of the Farmers’ Institutes and the Short Course soon killed the petition to separate the agricultural college from the university.  These institutions filled the agricultural leaders’ perceived need for continuing education.  One farmer noted encouragingly that, with the institutes, the state has “reached about the limit of agricultural education which can be beneficially adopted in the state of Wisconsin.”
  Support for a separate college continued until as late as 1887 in the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society
 and 1890 in the Wisconsin State Grange,
 but interest in the subject waned rapidly.  The State Grange and the Society found an appropriate educational tool for economic and social uplift.

The creation of the Short Course and the Farmers’ Institutes reflected the mutual trust between the agricultural organizations and the agricultural department.  Because the protesters embraced the agricultural department’s experiments and curriculum, the Short Course and Farmers’ Institutes met the agitators’ demands for solidarity and education while still distributing scientific discoveries directly to the farmers at large.  This function would have been antagonistic, or at least irrelevant, to organizations that wanted to reform the curriculum and experimentation of agricultural colleges.  Thanks to the distinctly cooperative relationship between professors and farm organizations, Wisconsin benefited from unique institutions that brought useful and transformative scientific discoveries to farmers of the state.

Conclusion

Tangible successes in agricultural education did not come from excluding the work of social progress to a narrowly defined “class” in an effort to become strong and self-sufficient as a group.  Rather, success came from recognizing the ability of outsider groups and specialists to enact positive social and economic change.  Wisconsin fully realized this potential.  Its farming organizations ignored issues of professorial control or the agricultural curriculum and focused on issues of accessibility instead.  As a result, the measures that the University of Wisconsin adopted brought useful scientific discoveries to a larger audience.  By recognizing the place of specialization, research, and science, Wisconsin agricultural organizations brought about transformative and long-lasting consequences for Wisconsin agriculture.

The relative cooperation between professors of the agricultural college and the farm organizations also had important political consequences for the state of Wisconsin.  The prosperity afforded by the educational institutions, some historians have argued, buttressed the conservatism of Wisconsin farmers and led them, unlike surrounding states in the region, to reject the populist movement that followed in the 1890s.
  Further, the relationship between the farm organizations and the professors set the tone for the progressive movement in Wisconsin.  The Wisconsin Idea of assigning university professors to engineer legislation, which resulted in the first income tax, unemployment compensation, and other revolutionary measures, made Wisconsin the center of national attention in the early decades of the twentieth century.  This idea gained its inspiration from the agriculturists’ acceptance of the authority of scientists.  From there, allowing specialists to engineer progressive legislation requires no great mental leap.

In addition, the state’s future progressive politicians were influenced by the distinct political stance of Wisconsin farm organizations.  Robert M. LaFollette, the progenitor of the progressive movement in Wisconsin, acknowledged that “in the State of Wisconsin the Progressive movement expressed itself in the rise to power of the Patrons of Husbandry.”  LaFollette remembers the influence the Grangers had on his own personal life, recalling that “as a boy on the farm in Primrose Township I heard and felt this movement of the Grangers swirling about me; and I felt the indignation which it expressed in such a way that I suppose I have never fully lost the effect of that early impression.”
  LaFollette referred to the Grangers mainly in the context of railroad and corporation regulation, but the Wisconsin State Grange’s interest in working with the college of agriculture no doubt influenced the attitudes of future progressives toward the university.

The cooperation between farmers and the college of agriculture, and later between politicians and the university, would not have occurred if members of the Wisconsin State Grange and the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society had rejected the authority and scientific information of agricultural professors as other states had.  Other scholars have rightfully thanked the Wisconsin dairymen for guiding the agricultural college and tailoring it towards the needs of farmers.
  However, the dairymen would not have enjoyed the same influence without the agitation of the other organizations.  The Short Course and the Wisconsin Farmers’ Institutes, which the dairymen controlled and from which they benefitted, arose from the State Grange and the Society’s fervent protests.  Though the Society and the Grange failed to separate the department from the university, their acceptance of the professors’ authority over education made the dissimulation of the department’s findings an adequate compromise.  They found their instrument of economic and social uplift by anticipating the role of specialization and research in the modern age.
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