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Abstract 
During the late nineteenth and early twentieth century the vast forests of the upper Great Lakes region were all but eliminated by logging 
or by the fires that swept through the debris that loggers left behind. Despite the fact that a good share of this land was marginal for 
agriculture at best, fanning was promoted by logging companies, railroads, colonization companies, local boosters, state governments, and 
just about anyone else who thought they could capitalize on the opening of a new "frontier." Among the most zealous developers of all 
in Wisconsin was the University ofWisconsin. This paper examines the ways in which the University ofWisconsin promoted and attempted 
to develop the Cutover lands of northern Wisconsin during the period 1895 to 1915. Unlike others who stood to profit financially, the 
University'S objectives and incentives were driven by the larger social and political agenda of the Progressive Era and the early shaping 
of the Wisconsin Idea . In this case, however, they took the Wisconsin Idea a step too far. 

Introduction 

The forested region of the Upper Great Lakes is a 

playground for many Midwesterners today. This would 
have hardly been envisioned a century ago. During the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century the vast pine 
and hardwood forests of the upper Great Lakes - the 
eastern flank of what geographer John Borchert outlines 
as America's Northern Heartland - were all but eliminated 
by logging or by fires that swept through the debris that 
loggers left behind. The scale and pace of logging was 
celebrated as a prerequisite to progress and it was 
universally thought that farms would soon follow, despite 
the fact that a good share of this "Cutover" land was 
marginal for agriculture at best. Nonetheless, a diverse set 
of boosters and speculators across the upper Great Lakes 
hoped to capitalize on the development of this new 
"frontier." 

Logging companies had an obvious incentive to 
peddle their holdings, given that they were of little use to 
them once the timber had been removed. Railroads hoped 
to see the logs they once carried replaced by agricultural 
products and passengers since their capital investment had 
already been made in the infrastructure. Scores of land 
companies acquired logged-over land for a pittance with 
the hopes of unloading it on would-be settlers for a 
substantial profit. State legislatures and local communities 
had much to gain by increasing their tax bases. In 
Wisconsin, however, perhaps the most zealous, and 
certainly the most persistent, promoter of developing the 
agricultural frontier in the north was the University of 
Wisconsin. For thirty years the University made settling 
"The Cutover", as it was called, a primary interest and a 
multi-departmental affair (Figure 1). This was more time 
and effort than most other promoters were willing to give 
it, including many local communities themselves. 

In this paper I first examine several of the initiatives 
and schemes used by the University initially to lure people 
to the Cutover of northern Wisconsin and then to assist 

them with developing it into an agricultural region during 
the period 1895 to 1926. I then provide several reasons 
why agriculture largely failed, yet why the University 
maintained such an intense approach for so long. 

Promoting the Cutover 

The development ofthe Cutover in the late nineteenth 
century was hardly a new type of initiative for the 
University. As a land grant institution, the University'S 
mission was to assist in the economic development of the 
state through offering courses that provided students with 
practical skills like agriculture and mechanics. As early as 
1868, the goal of the University'S agriculture program, 
which grew out of the institution's College of the Arts, 
was to offer 

a thorough course of instruction directly pertaining to 
agriculture which will enable [the graduates of the 
program] to conduct the operations of a farm both 
intelligently and profitably (Hove 1991: 9). 

The implicit partnership between the University and 
the state later became known as the "Wisconsin Idea." 
More than simply offering courses with practical subject 
matter, the Wisconsin Idea called for the faculty to address 
local and state problems with the goal of bringing state
funded University research back to the people. The 
Wisconsin Idea received a pragmatic endorsement in 1903 
from University president Charles Van Hise who proposed 
in h is inaugural speech that professors be used as technical 
experts by the state government (Reaves 1988). 

By the 1890s, settlement of the Cutover was a major 
problem for the state. In 1895, being lobbied by 
University officials, the Wisconsin legislature passed a 
mandate and provided the funds for the Dean of the 
College of Agriculture to prepare a handbook describing 
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Figure 1 
A County Map of Wisconsin: The "Cutover" 

Region in PerspectiveA 

o 

"""" CEII'I'IIW" 

IWJCAIIII 

The "Cutover" Region 

r------'I UE-U<D I lAl&cu_ 
DANII 

-" JBm!UOH ....,..,. 

'-"'''YlmB 
....... tilCI[ 

"Derived from Robert J. Gough's article entitled "Richard T. Ely and the Development 
of the Wisconsin Cutover,"in WISconsin Magazine ofH"lSIory 75: 3-38, 1991. Modified 
by T. Bawden and G. G. Cravins, 1999 and 2000, respectively. 

the agricultural potential of northern Wisconsin (Henry 
1896: 1). The Dean ofthe College at that time was William 
Henry, an ambitious man who served as the state's 
primary fann spokesperson as the president of the 
Wisconsin Dairyman 's Association. He was also the 
president of the American Association of Agricultural 
Colleges, which provided further status to the Wisconsin 
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program (Jenkins 1991). Dean Henry wasted little time in 
preparing the handbook. In the summer and fall of 1895 
he set out, along with a handpicked academic entourage, 
on a four-month excursion to every county in northern 
Wisconsin to interview settlers, examine crops, visit local 
communities, and take lots of photographs (Helgeson 
1962). 



[ Figure 2 ) 


The result was a 200-page guide called Northern 
Wisconsin: A Handbook for the Hom eseeker. With 
detailed statistics and text, it covered every aspect of 
fanning in northern Wisconsin from climate and crops to 
cattle raising. The Handbook was a huge success as fifty 
thousand copies were gone within a year. Sixty thousand 
pamphlets with scenes from the "expedition" were also 
published in English, Gennan, and Norwegian (Helgeson 
1962). But it probably was not the chapters titled "Swine 
Breeding" or "Potato Culture" that caught the public's 
eye; it was the photographs. In the introduction Dean 
Henry (1896:2) proclaimed: 

this is an age of pictures...we have made this a picture 
book. We believe that when our readers have studied 
these views and read the legends accompanying them, 
they will have as correct an idea of the present 
agricultural conditions of northern Wisconsin as is 
possible for one to obtain without actually visiting the 
country and studying the subject in person. 

Indeed, the pictures and captions told a story all by 

themselves: the wild, Cutover lands were being cleared 
and settled by pioneer-spirited Americans; their hard work 
on the virgin land was yielding hearty crops and 
vegetables; factories and schools were aTready following; 
and soon great cities and wealth would emerge. In 
essence, this was the illustrated version of the frontier 
thesis proposed by Wisconsin colleague Frederick Jackson 
Turner just two years earlier. For the most part, the scenes 
were convincing enough. They showed members of the 
Henry party waving their hats amidst towering crops of 
oats, wheat, com and sorghum; prosperous individuals 
and families on their fanns holding prize-winning 
produce; and elements of civilization, refinement, and 
progress . Perhaps to give the Handbook an additional 
mark of credibility, some of the first pictures in the book 
were not of northern Wisconsin at all, but rather of 
buildings on the University campus such as Science Hall 
(home to the Geography Department today). Henry was 
aware that people were skeptical of real estate hucksters 
with stump land to sell. Here the message was clear: A 
salesman could be a swindler, but how could a picture lie? 
Moreover, why would the University lie ? 
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(Figure 3) 


The University may not have lied to potential settlers, 
but a strong count ofexaggeration could certainly be filed. 
Henry acknowledged the fact that 1895 had been a banner 
year for farmers , but the scenes in the Handbook were not 
representative of Cutover produce in general. In fact, it 
appears as though the bountiful harvests and crops in 
some of the photographs might have actually been more 
a product of the camera than they were of the sandy, 
stump-ridden soils from which they were purported to 
have been grown (Figure 2). The Handbook contained just 
five maps, one very generalized soil map and a series of 
climate maps showing average temperatures during the 
four seasons. Interestingly, the isotherms in the winter 
map are unequal intervals which at first glance gives the 
impression that there is less of a difference between 
northern and southern Wisconsin winter temperatures than 
truly exists. 

Aside from a few less than representative photo
graphs and a warped isotherm map, perhaps the one topic 
that received an overly optimistic treatment in the 
Handbook was land clearing. The biggest obstacle to 
settling the north was clearing the pine stumps, which 
took nearly geologic time to decompose. Yet Dean Henry 

informed prospective farmers: 

Stump lands are usually seeded to grass and yield fine 
crops of hay or pasture for many years. The stumps 
standing among the grass of the meadows are removed 
without great difficulty after a few years (Henry 
1896:8). 

It is certainly unclear what his concept of "difficulty" 
entailed, but suffice it to say, he was wrong, very wrong! 
Stump removal was a tenibly arduous task (Figure 3). 

Of all the activities that the College employed to 
convert stump lands into farms, none was more dramatic 
and spectacular than the efforts to get rid ofthe stumps. In 
1907 Henry Russell succeeded William Henry as Dean of 
the College of Agriculture and continued the fervent 
promotion of north em farming. Shortly after taking over, 
Russell initiated two courses of action. On the one hand, 
the College bought state-of-the-art stump pullers and 
actually got to the work ofclearing the land. On the other, 
the University Experiment Stati,on, created specifically for 
this purpose and funded by the legislature, joined the 
USDA and the Minnesota Experiment Stations in co
operative ventures on the use of explosives to remove 
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stumps. Meanwhile, a new land-clearing branch in the 
Department of Agricultural Engineering was established 
to coordinate these efforts. In May, 1916, they took their 
operation on the road, traveling like a circus on a train 
appropriately named the "Land Clearing Specia1." It was 
the Wisconsin Idea at work and the epitome of the 
Progressive Era: the Du Ponts fumished the dynamite; 
several manufacturers furnished the stump pullers, pilers, 
and men to demonstrate their use; the railroads donated 
the transportation; the Journalism Department of the 
College took care of the publicity; and the Department of 
Agricultural Engineering supervised the whole affair 
(Figure 4). The inaugural tour made 18 stops in all over 
a two-week period. Each day the equipment was unloaded 
and hauled to a demonstration area where crews pulled out 
and blew up stumps all day long (Figure 5). What a show 
it must have been! Thousands attended, some walking as 
far as 25 miles to watch, many probably just for the 
entertainment value. The "Land Clearing Special" toured 
northern Wisconsin from 1917 to 1919 and demonstrated 
land clearing techniques to tens of thousands of settlers 
(Helgeson 1962). 

In the spring of 1919 it was suggested that war 
surplus explosives, in particular TNT, might be utilized in 
place of dynamite. The first batch was tested on the 
University's farms near campus. Upon obtaining a much 
greater shipment of raw material, the College began 
manufacturing its own TNT in a tar-paper shack near Lake 
Superior, employing 35 men to pour powder into paraffin
covered newspaper cartridges (Clark 1956). In addition to 
manufacturing TNT, the College developed new 
explosives with names like "sodatol" and "pyrotol." The 
latter was a mix of smokeless powder, nitroglycerin, and 
sodium nitrate. But like TNT, which had an unduely bad 
reputation brought about by wartime stories, farmers were 
scared to death to use them (Helgeson 1962). Hence the 
Department of Agricultural Engineering continued 
demonstrations, but on a much smaller scale and at a 
much more personal level than in the past. In particular, 
agents with the University's Experiment Stations, like 
"Pyrotol Pete" traveled the Cutover in the Department's 
Pyrotol Promotion trucks, pulling into rural areas and 
towns unannounced like traveling medicine shows 
(Figure 6). "Pyrotol Pete" was indeed a salesman for the 
University, but he, and others in his role, were educators 
and diplomats as well who met with farmers in small 
groups to discuss in a down-to-earth manner the use, 
effectiveness, and safety of the high tech gadgets being 
concocted by "scientists" at the University (Figure 7). 
The approach must have worked because from 1919 to 
1926 Wisconsin farmers ordered almost 19 million pounds 
of these various stump removing explosives, or nearly 
one-third of the nation's total (Clark 1956). 

Reconsidering the Cutover 

Statistics on explosive purchases don't reveal the true 
state of agricultural settlement in the Cutover during this 

time. Depressed by a sharp decline in agricultural prices, 
land clearing and farm making in northern Wisconsin 
practically came to a halt during the 1920s. The 
population of the region had grown steadily over the 
preceding three decades but actually began to decline 
during the 1920s. Besides, much ofthe population growth 
took place in towns and villages, not in rural areas. 
Despite all the energy that had been poured into 
agricultural settlement over the previous three decades, 
only 6 percent of the land in these counties was in 
cultivated crops (Carstensen 1958). Colonization 
companies went bankrupt, farms were abandoned, and 
local governments, which relied on property taxes, were 
swept into dire financial straits (Vogeler 1987). There 
was a sea change in the state legislature's support for the 
University's land clearing initiatives already underway in 
the early I 920s when wartime prices fell and demand for 
food production decreased. The sentiment was more 

(Figure 4 ) 
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( Figure 5) 


fonnally articulated in a 1923 bill that called on the 
University to stop the demonstrations. In 1926 the land 
clearing branch of the College of Agriculture finally 
capitulated (Helgeson 1962). 

In general, the University's experience during the 
first two decades of the twentieth century dramatically 
soured the delirious optimism heard during the l890s . The 
truth was that even the bright minds and cutting-edge 
science of the university could not overcome some basic 
facts of nature. In some places, even when the stumps 
were removed, the only crop that really thrived in the sandy 
soils was the potato. In other areas, where vast coniferous 
forests once stood, the soils were too acidic for growing just 
about anything but more coniferous forest. And even where 
the land permitted the growth of some crops, the climate 
always presented a risk. While the seasonal high and low 
temperatures do not vary dramatically across Wisconsin, the 
average length of the growing season, or days between the 
last and first killing frost, is considerably shorter in the 
northern part of the state. For example, in some parts of 
Vilas County it is less than 90 days, compared with over 160 
days in southeastern Wisconsin (Finley 1976). 

Yet the University held on to the frontier fantasy 
envisioned in the Handbook for the Homeseeker for more 

than thirty years. Why? Answers can be found at a variety 
of levels. First of all, there were personal financial interests 
at stake. Both Dean Henry and Dean Russell were major 
stock holders in colonization companies in northern 
Wisconsin. In particular, Russell was the leading stock 
holder in two companies, investing as much as $40,000 
dollars of his own money (Helgeson 1962). In addition, 
Benjamin Faast, the most well known real estate entrepreneur 
in the Cutover, was also a member of the University 's Board 
of Regents (Gough 1991). Second, developing the Cutover 
became the primary mission of several departments and the 
very reason for their ex istence. It was not in the interest of 
university officials, who proved to have a fair bit of political 
savvy in getting money from the legislature, to terminate one 
of these programs and thus cut off a funding source. Third, 
the idea of filling the Cutover region with yeomen farmers 
was consistent politically with the state' s Progressive Era 
political agenda, and popular among the leaders of the party 
including Governor, and later Senator, Robert Lafollette. 

In conclusion, attempts to promote stump-land 
settlement in northern Wisconsin by various agencies were 
part ofa larger national experience in land promotion during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Perhaps what 
was unique about the Wisconsin case was the overzealous 
role played by the University. From the enthusiastic, 
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( Figure 6) 


(Figure 7) 


uncritical boosterism of the Handbookfor the Homeseeker to 
the pyrotechnic disp'lays amidst the stumps, the University 
was guilty of pushing the Wisconsin Idea a bit too far. 
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Addendum A 

~xplanation of e igures 

lOOigure mll. As indicated in Figure I (page 2), above, this definition of the "Cutover" as explained and illustrated in 
map form in the present paper is derived from Robert J. Gough's article entitled "Richard T. Ely and the Development 
of the Wisconsin Cutover," Wisconsin Magazine ofHistory 75: 3-38, 1991. 

lOOigure a. Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin. The Handbookfor the Homeseeker is replete with 
photographs of "bigger than life" vegetables and crops, worthy of recognition at any state fair. In some cases the 

vegetables might have been more an illusion of the camera than products of the sandy soils from which they were 
presumed to have been grown. Notice that the table in this photograph is considerably closer to the camera than the 
people, making the vegetables look even larger. 

lOOigure liE. Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin . Extracting stumps was no easy task. Land clearing 
operations developed, such as the Conrath Company, to assist farmers in clearing stumps from their land. They often 
furnished stump pullers, pilers, and men to demonstrate the process. 

9igure m. Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin. The University became increasingly involved with 
using explosives as the suggested method of stump extraction. Du Pont furnished the University with dynamite during 
the early land clearing programs. The man shown here is demonstrating how to lace dynamite. 

!E!ligure 1Bl. Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin. The "Land Clearing Special" was a train sponsored 
by the College of Agriculture that toured northern Wisconsin between 1917 and 1919 like a circus train demonstrating 
a variety of land clearing methods. Each day the equipment was unloaded and hauled to a demonstration area where 

crews pulled out and blew up stumps all day long. 

!E!ligure Iml. Courtesy of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin . In 1919 surplus TNT from World War I was being 
utilized as a safer alternative to dynamite. In the coming years the University began to manufacture i.ts own TNT and 
experiment with a variety of new explosives such as "sodatol" and "pyroto!." Demonstrations with the new explosives 
were given by "Pyrotol Pete," the College's traveling agent and salesman. 

iSligure~. Courtesy ofthe State Historical Society ofWisconsin. Unlike the spectacle of the "Land Clearing Special," 
Pyrotol Pete's sessions with farmers were small and informal. 
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