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Toward a Recovery of Nineteenth Century Farming Handbooks

While researching texts like Harry Potter and Curious George written about nineteenth 

century farming, I found a few "reliable" authors who published books about the literature of 

nineteenth century farming, particularly agricultural journals, newspapers, pamphlets, and 

brochures. These authors often placed the farming literature they were studying into an 

historical context by discussing the important events in agriculture of the year in which the 

literature was published (see Demaree, for example). However, while these authors discuss 

journals, newspapers, pamphlets, and brochures, I could not find much discussion about another 

important source of farming knowledge: farming handbooks. My goal in this paper is to bring 

this source into the agricultural literature discussion by connecting three agricultural handbooks 

from the nineteenth century with nineteenth century agricultural history.
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To achieve this goal, I have organized my paper into four main sections, two of which 

have sub-sections. In the first section, I provide an account of three important events in 

nineteenth century agricultural history: population and technological changes, the distribution of 

scientific new knowledge, and farming's influence on education. In the second section, I discuss 

three nineteenth century farming handbooks in connection with the important events described 

in the first section. I end my paper with a third section that offers research questions that could 

be answered in future versions of this paper and conclude with a fourth section that discusses the 

importance of expanding this particular project. I also include an appendix after the Works Cited 

that contains images of the three handbooks I examined. Before I can begin the examination of 

the three handbooks, however, I need to provide an historical context in which the books were 

written, and it is to this that I now turn.

By the 1860s, the need for this knowledge was strong enough to affect education. John 

Nicholson anticipated this effect in 1820 in the "Experiments" section of his book The Farmer’s 

Assistant; Being a Digest of All That Relates to Agriculture and the Conducting of Rural 
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Affairs; Alphabetically Arranged and Adapted for the United States:

Perhaps it would be well, if some institution were devised, and supported at the 

expense of the State, which would be so organized as would tend most 

effectually to produce a due degree of emulation among Farmers, by rewards and 

honorary distinctions conferred by those who, by their successful experimental 

efforts and improvements, should render themselves duly entitled to them. (92)

Here's my final paragraph.
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