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This biography is dedicated to Purdue University Extension 
educators, campus Extension specialists, paraprofessionals, and 
volunteers who help others realize their potential, turn dreams 

into realities, and make the seemingly impossible possible. 
It is this extended Extension family who truly believes that 
education has no bounds in what it can do to improve the 

lives of Indiana’s citizens and their communities.

In honor of the memory of
Steve Salomon

May 18, 1957–August 13, 2007
We’ll never forget your love for Indiana agriculture.
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INTRODUCTION

Yes, I am a farmer, and proud of it.
—Virginia Meredith, Dignam’s Magazine, September 1905

 
VIRGINIA CLAYPOOL MEREDITH’S life in 1882 was turned upside down 
when her husband, Henry, who had been ill for nearly two weeks, died at their 
farm. Leaning on a fence, she pondered her future as much of the nationally 
acclaimed Oakland Farm—now hers by inheritance—spread out before her 
view. At the age of thirty-three, Virginia Meredith had come to a crossroads. 
She looked back toward the beautiful Federal-style home that her father-in-
law, General Solomon Meredith, had purchased years before and thought of 
all the important guests—politicians, livestock breeders, and farmers—who 
had been entertained there. If she kept the home and farm, she would be solely 
responsible for the upkeep of a significant property.
 There were 115 acres in pasture where prize Shorthorns and Southdown 
sheep lazily grazed across the fields. Virginia wondered and worried whether 
she could continue to improve upon the livestock breeding program that her 
father-in-law and husband had so diligently undertaken to make Oakland 
Farm a place that breeders from around the country visited to seek advice and 
purchase livestock.
 If she kept the farm, she would undoubtedly hear from those around 
her that a woman’s role was to manage the home, not the fields and livestock. 
But Virginia took strength in the advice that her father, Austin Claypool, had 
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continuously stressed to her early in life: a woman could do anything that she 
put her mind to. Claypool, a successful grain farmer in his own right, had taught 
her all that he knew about farming, politics, and the value of education.
 It came to her after much deliberation that she would accept the chal-
lenge of keeping and maintaining the farm herself. This single decision to run 
Oakland Farm would change her life forever. It would take some time, but Vir- 
ginia Claypool Meredith would eventually emerge from the shadows of her 
husband and father-in-law. She would become something of a celebrity in  
her own right as she crisscrossed the country speaking on agricultural produc-
tion and the farm home.
 Her role in directly managing the affairs of a large and prosperous farm in 
east-central Indiana opened doors that were too often closed to women of her 
time. As her fame spread across the Midwest, her presentations began to focus 
more on the need for education of women, in general, and rural women, in par-
ticular. While striving to change society’s expectations for women, she also gave 
a voice to the important role of women in the home. It would take a lifetime 
of work, but Virginia Meredith would become known as “the most remarkable 
woman in Indiana” and be called the “Queen of American Agriculture.”1 
 Mention her name today and her achievements are also remembered 
because of her association with Purdue University: the first woman appointed 
to serve on the university’s board of trustees, a residence hall named in 
her honor, and the collaborative work with her adopted daughter, Mary L. 
Matthews, in creating the School of Home Economics, the predecessor of 
today’s College of Consumer and Family Sciences.
 Unfortunately, Meredith’s personal papers and letters were destroyed by 
fire, so the details of her life can only be reconstructed using widely scattered 
old manuscripts, newspaper clippings, and magazine articles. Pieced together, 
these writings bring life to this noteworthy woman, showing us how, by all 
accounts, she unlocked doors for women of the next generation. By force of her 
personality, her extensive knowledge of agriculture, and her dogged determi-
nation, she became a voice for rural people.
 In those days following her husband’s death, Virginia Claypool Meredith 
was surely unaware of the journey upon which she was about to embark. This 
biography attempts to chronicle her journey and her remarkable life.

Introductionx i i
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A Hoosier Family’s Rise 
to Prominence
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he encountered a difficult problem: the only sawmill around his property was 
backlogged with orders. He knew that to wait his turn for his logs to be sawed 
at the mill would delay his dream of starting a new life in Indiana.
 The imaginative Newton Claypool would not be deterred. He struck a 
rather simple deal with the owner of the sawmill. Newton rented the sawmill, 
where he “sawed at night the lumber of the house he planned to build.” 3 
 In 1818, the twenty-three-year-old Newton returned east to marry his 
Ohio sweetheart, Mary Kerns, on January 8. Husband and wife loaded their 
possessions onto their horses and set out on the journey to their new home.4 
Together they traveled 200 miles on horseback to reach their cabin in the 
sparsely populated backwoods near a “little village of a few houses, called 
Connersville.” 5 
 Life in general was difficult for the pioneers as they tried making a living 
growing crops and raising livestock on land that just a few years back had been 
prairies, sloughs, and woodlands. Neighbors often were isolated by miles. Few 
physicians were available to treat sick patients, and sadly, children often failed 
to live through infancy. For many, going to town to purchase store-bought 
products required a wagon with a team of horses, leaving early in the morning 
and sometimes returning late at night on nearly impassable roads. But people 
like Newton Claypool and his wife had the grit, determination, and fortitude to 
overcome the countless obstacles they faced every day.
 Newton quickly established himself as a successful livestock farmer 
and hog dealer in the region. He also worked alongside his brother, Solomon 
Claypool, managing a dry goods store in Connersville until 1836, where 
they traded with local people, including Native Americans.6 Newton’s hard 
work soon made him a prominent and highly respected man in and around 
Connersville.
 Success in business soon led Newton to try his hand at politics. In 1819, 
the young Newton campaigned and was elected the first county treasurer 
of Fayette County, a position he held for five years. He went on to become 
a member of the Indiana House of Representatives, where he served from 
1825 to 1828 and again from 1842 to 1845. He also served three terms in the 
Indiana Senate from 1828 to 1831 and another from 1836 to 1837, when he was 
elected to fill the seat of a state senator who had resigned his position in the  
legislature.7 
 And while his political stature grew, his wealth also continued to grow. 
His disposable income allowed him to purchase a home in Indianapolis, the 





Growing up in a home of culture and refinement, . . . Mr. [Austin] Claypool 

was not only a well educated man for his day but he was rich in the experi-

ences with intimate contacts with men of important affairs throughout a 

long and busy life had brought him.12

It was only natural that Austin would follow in his father’s footsteps. As a young 
man, Austin soon became responsible for buying cattle and selling them for 
profit in the markets in and around Cincinnati, Ohio.13

 On May 20, 1846, Austin married Hannah Ann Petty, the daughter of a 
well-known pork trader and packer, Williams Petty, and his wife, Elizabeth. 
Eight children were born to Hannah and Austin Claypool, but only four—two 
boys and two girls—survived to adulthood: Virginia, Frank, Elizabeth, and 
Marcus.
 Austin’s business accomplishments grew along with his family. By all 
accounts, he greatly profited from buying and selling farmland. Records show 
he seldom made a bad investment or lost money in a business transaction. 
Indeed, Austin had learned well from his father.

The greater portion of the decade succeeding his marriage Mr. Claypool 

resided in Wayne County, Ind., and up to its close he had speculated quite 

extensively in land, having in 1845 purchased 240 acres in Fayette County, 

which were not held long. Subsequently he made a purchase of 560 acres 

in Wayne County at $30 per acre, which he disposed of at $70 per acre.  

. . . During the [Civil] war his business life was again marked by another 

extensive land purchase and sale which involved considerable money and 

none the less business judgment and foresight, yet he was not wanting 

in the latter nor in nerve for so great an investment, for time proved the 

success of the speculation, which was the purchase of 900 acres of land in 

Fayette County for $52,000 and its disposal for $72,000.14

His financial success in farming provided the capital to invest in banks and 
other ventures such as paper mills, railroads, and turnpikes.15 Austin and Han- 
nah provided a very comfortable lifestyle for their children. In fact, all of 
Austin’s children “graduated from good institutions of learning.”16

 Austin achieved local renown as a grain farmer, eventually acquiring  
several “large farm operations in Wayne and Fayette counties.”17 As his opera-
tion grew, so did his reputation. At the age of 35, he won the Best Ten Acres 
of Oats at the 1858 Indiana State Fair, a prestigious and much coveted award 
from his peers.18 His involvement with the state fair continued when he was 
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Governor Thomas Hendricks appointed fifty-year-old Austin Claypool to the 
Purdue University Board of Trustees in March 1874. His fifteen-month tenure 
happened during a critical juncture for the institution. At that time, Purdue was  
a university in name only. While the land had been acquired by 1869, no classes 
had been held yet. Policies had to be written and professors hired as the first 
steps toward getting the school up and running.
 Austin listened attentively as the board discussed which courses would 
be offered to the first students, what criteria and admission requirements the 
students would have to meet, how the trustees would manage the financial 
affairs of the school, and other matters related to the operation of the Purdue 
University farm. He participated in hiring the second university president, 
hiring the first faculty members, and designing degree programs. As a trustee, 
he would help decide what campus buildings were needed, manage the design 
and construction of the university barns, and determine where to sink wells. It 
must have been exciting for the trustees to see their efforts establish the cam-
pus infrastructure.
 By necessity, the first trustees would micromanage the affairs of the uni-
versity. Not only did they have to agree among themselves on which breeds of 
cows, horses, and hogs to stock on the Purdue farm and which crops the farm 
manager should grow, as this June 1874 record shows, they even had to approve 
the livestock purchase: “On motion Superintendent was authorized to buy four 
cows for the use of the Boardinghouse, the same to be paid by the Treasurer, 
upon bills approved by the Secretary.”29

 Austin was in attendance when the board of trustees agreed to accept the 
resignation of Richard Owen, who was the first president of Purdue (1872–
74).30 Owen elected to step down as a result of negative press criticizing him 
for developing a lengthy plan to build the physical structures at Purdue while 
ignoring other facets of operating a school, such as plans for classes, courses, 
and teaching. He returned to Indiana University, where he resumed work as a 
geology professor, a position that he had formerly held there.
 On June 12, 1874, the board voted to replace Owen with Abraham 
Shortridge, an Indiana native born in Richmond.31 His professional association 
with colleges included teaching positions at Milton College, Dublin College, 
and Whitewater College. At the time of his hiring at Purdue University, he had 
been working as the first superintendent of the schools in Indianapolis.32

 Just a few months later—on September 16, 1874—Purdue University held 
its first official class, with six faculty members teaching thirty-nine students. 
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 Expenses.
Board in the Institution, room furnished, tuition in all the branches 

 of the regular course, fuel, light, and washing (one doz. pieces weekly),   

 per session  ...................................................................................... $150

Tuition for day scholars in the collegiate department, per session  ....... $25

Tuition for day scholars in the preparatory department, per session  ........$20

The highest branches pursued will ordinarily determine the price of tuition.

 Extra Studies and Charges.
Music on the piano, melodeon, or guitar, per session  ........................... $30

Use of instruments for the two former, per session  ................................ $5

Drawing and Painting, per session ............................................ $15 and 25

French and German, each, per session .................................................. $10

 Classes were demanding, and students were examined on many subjects.
Virginia’s school year lasted forty weeks and was divided into two sessions. 40 
Her four-year program consisted of the following classes:

Freshman Class.

First Term. Second Term.

Arithmetic, finished. Elementary Algebra.
Latin Grammar. English Grammar.
Watts on the Mind. Latin Reader.
Universal History. History of England.

Sophomore Class.

First Term. Second Term.

University Algebra. Algebra, finished.
Natural Philosophy. Physiology.
Geology. Astronomy.
History of Greece. Physical Geography.
Latin. History of Rome.

Junior Class.

First Term. Second Term.

Geometry. Geometry, finished.
Rhetoric. Botany.
History of France. Evidences of Christianity.
Greek Grammar. Greek Reader.
Chemistry. Caesar.
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Senior Class.

First Term. Second Term.

Natural Theology. Butler’s Analogy.

Trigonometry. Story on the Constitution.

Logic. Virgil, continued.

Virgil. Mental Philosophy.

Greek Reader. Greek Testament.

Moral Science. English Literature.41

 In addition, students attending Glendale were required to uphold the strict 
standards set forth by the college: “. . . the regulations involving such restrictions 
only as are necessary to secure correct deportment, the formation of good hab-
its and manners, a just appropriation of the hours of each day, and the attain-
ment of high moral and virtuous principles.”42

 The college stipulated who could visit students and when students could 
leave the premises:

Pupils, in coming to the Institution, should be provided with a sufficient 

wardrobe and other necessaries, or supplied from home. They will not be 

permitted to spend money, or leave the College, except under the guidance 

of teachers or parents.43

First and foremost, students were not allowed to receive visitors on Sunday, 
nor could they leave or return on that day. The young women were expected to 
attend religious services that day and prepare a lesson plan for what was being 
studied in Bible class.
 The college staff was very proud of the institution’s strict moral code and 
reassured worried parents of their daughters’ safety, noting, “[N]o death hav-
ing occurred among the inmates of the Institution since its establishment.”44 

Families were told that their daughters would be living in an area absent “of the 
various excitements and temptations that attend female institutions located in 
cities, or in the immediate vicinity of institutions for young men. . . .”45

 Virginia proved to be a dedicated student who excelled in her studies both 
in and outside of class. While at Glendale, she developed a keen interest in  
public affairs at the urging of her father.

Father’s chief demand was that we should be public-spirited. He insisted 

that I should read the Cincinnati Gazette and other daily papers. So I 

spent my time in the college reading room, devouring the editorials and  

dispatches of three or four papers a day. In this way I formed a taste of 

keeping up with current news which has stayed with me.46
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 In 1866, Virginia graduated with honors from Glendale Female College, 
having earned a bachelor of arts degree.47 Her graduating class totaled five 
students, with fellow graduates representing Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, and 
Minnesota. After graduation, Virginia returned to her parent’s home to help 
with the farm and entertain guests.
 Four years later, on April 28, 1870, she married Henry Clay Meredith, the 
only living son of Civil War General Solomon Meredith. Through her upbring-
ing and education, Virginia Claypool Meredith was well groomed to begin her 
new role as a wife and daughter-in-law to this very influential family.

The Claypool Family Tree

 Abraham Claypool (1762–1845) m. Ann Elizabeth Wilson (1766–1849)

     Children

  Solomon, Jacob, Ann, Wilson, Abel, Isaac, Sarah, Maria, 

   and

  Newton Claypool (1795–1866) m. Mary Kerns (1798–1864)

      Children

    Benjamin, Abraham, Edward, Jefferson, Sara, Elizabeth,  

   Mary, Maria, Newton, 

    and 

   Austin Bingley Claypool (1823–1906) m. Hannah Ann Petty (1828–1923)

        Children

    Frank, Elizabeth, Marcus, 

     and 

    Virginia Claypool (1848–1936) m. Henry Clay Meredith (1843–1882)

        Children

     Adopted Mary Lockwood Matthews (1882–1968) and 

     Meredith Matthews (1887–1962)



An Independent Woman Emerges





of twelve and a half cents” when he arrived in Indiana.2 During the 1830s and 
1840s, Solomon bought and sold plotted lots in Cambridge City. He was frugal 
with his earnings, and “with the money thus accumulated, he possessed a capi-
tal sufficient to engage in other pursuits where little capital was required.”3

 Soon thereafter, Solomon began a journey into politics that occupied much 
of his time from 1834 to 1859. He was elected sheriff of Wayne County in 1834 
at the age of twenty-four and reelected in 1836. It was during his first term that 
he married Anna Hannah from Centerville, Indiana, on March 17, 1836. Anna 
was born in Brownsville, Pennsylvania, on April 12, 1812. She was the daugh-
ter of Samuel Hannah, who was, at the time of the marriage, the clerk of the 
Wayne Circuit Court in Richmond, Indiana, and would later become Indiana’s 
secretary of state.4 Solomon and Anna Meredith would have four children: one 
daughter who died in infancy and three sons.5

 At the end of his second term as county sheriff, Solomon opened up a 
mercantile store in 1838 in the local community of Milton. This successful 
dry goods business was later located in Cambridge City in 1839. He managed 
the store until its sale in 1843.6 He also served as director and financial agent 
of the Indiana Central Railroad and would later become the president of the 
Cincinnati and Chicago Railroad Company.
 Solomon Meredith was a staunch Republican. He was a delegate at the 
nominating convention for the Whig Party in 1840 and 1848, and served as a 
delegate to the 1856 Republican National Convention. In 1865, Lincoln’s funeral 
train made three 15-second stops at Cambridge City; one was at Solomon’s 
Oakland Farm to honor “a great personal friend.”7 
 Solomon’s visibility as the county sheriff and as a successful local business-
man earned him sufficient credibility and recognition, which got him elected 
three times as a representative for Wayne County to the Indiana State General 
Assembly from 1846 to 1849.
 By the mid–1840s, Solomon Meredith was well connected to influential 
people at all levels of government. Knowing the right people in the right places 
allowed him to garner important political appointments. In 1849, President 
Zachary Taylor appointed Solomon as the United States marshal for the District 
of Indiana, a position he held for four years. Solomon returned to state politics 
as a state representative in 1855, rising soon thereafter to the high rank of chair-
man of the Committee of Ways and Means.
 The General Assembly approved articles of incorporation for Cambridge 
City on February 12, 1841, and Solomon became president of the city’s first 
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 Virginia Claypool Meredith wrote on May 12, 1897, that Solomon Meredith’s 
“love for farming and his interest in advanced agriculture was deep and abid-
ing. His public spirit in importing pure bred cattle and sheep, and also in pro-
moting agricultural fairs, was of very substantial benefit to Eastern Indiana.”11

 Solomon Meredith’s influence as a rancher grew in 1851 when he bought 
a 180-acre farm on the outskirts of Cambridge City. Purchased from the Ira 
Lackey estate at a sheriff ’s sale, it cost Solomon $6,500, which was two-thirds 
of its appraised value.12 He named the property Oakland Farm. The farm 
included a beautiful Federal-style home built in 1836 about three blocks south 
of the National Road, the nation’s first federally funded highway. The house was 
described as “a very handsome red brick structure of 20 rooms with the usual 
farm ‘offices,’ smoke house, milk house, wood house and out kitchen with large 
fireplace for boiling apple-butter, rendering lard, making soap and like acces-
sories of farm life.”13

 General Meredith even had his own railroad stop at Oakland Farm.  
One report noted, “Many persons important in the political and civic life of 
Indiana disembarked from the railroad coaches at Meredith’s private stop.”14 
When the state legislature was in session, the general would often invite the 
legislators to attend parties at his home.15 Virginia Meredith would remark, 
“Then, and many, many other times distinguished guests graced the handsome 
double parlors, with double doors connecting, with very beautiful mantels in 
each room.”16

 Raising livestock on Oakland Farm was Solomon’s passion. The general 
purchased his first Shorthorns in 1851. In what would be a major purchase, 
he bought an English bull named Balco, which gave his herd great creditability 
among other breeders.17 Soon, he was pasturing renowned herds of Shorthorn 
cattle and flocks of Southdown sheep, and even began importing these breeds 
from England to improve the genetics of his own animals. He raised other 
animals as well, advertising them all on his letterhead: “S. Meredith & Son. 
Breeders of Short Horn Cattle, Berkshire Swine, South Down and Cotswold 
Sheep.”18 Solomon held his first public stock sale in 1856 and soon became 
quite the expert on the breeds he raised, with people from around the country 
seeking his advice and purchasing his animals.19

 Oakland Farm and the Meredith family became household names in the 
agricultural community, especially among those who raised purebred livestock. 
When Solomon sold his stock, it was recalled as a great event:
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 There is little doubt that Solomon wanted to command men in battle. 
However, he indicated that if a command was not afforded him, he would still 
fight for the Union: “I am going to fight this war through; if a command is 
offered to me I will accept it; otherwise Captain Riley has reserved a place for 
me in his company, and I will go as a private soldier.”28

 Initially, Solomon made a direct request to Governor Morton to place 
him in command of his own regiment. Apparently, others did not think he 
was qualified and pressured Governor Morton to refuse the request. However, 
Solomon had even higher connections, so “with his usual energy, appealed to 
[the] President [Abraham Lincoln], who requested the Governor to appoint 
him a Colonel, which he did very promptly, giving him command of the famous 
Nineteenth regiment [of the Indiana Infantry], then just formed at Camp Morton.”29

 Solomon received his commission in July 1861. His regiment was assigned 
to the Union Army of the Potomac, where it was attached to what would become 
the famous Iron Brigade. The Nineteenth Regiment was involved in some of the 
hottest and deadliest skirmishes of the Civil War: Antietam, Fredericksburg, 
Chancellorsville, Gettysburg, the Wilderness, Cold Harbor, and Petersburg.
 The Meredith family would pay dearly for their support of the Union. 
The older two of Meredith’s three sons—Samuel and David—would die from  
wounds they received on the battlefield. Samuel died at Oakland Farm in  
January 1864, before his twenty-sixth birthday, from wounds received at 
Gettysburg.30 Captain David Meredith died in 1867 at age twenty-seven in 
Mobile, Alabama, from his Chickamauga battlefield wounds.31 Both sons were 
buried in the family cemetery at Oakland Farm. The surviving son, Henry Clay 
Solomon, would pass through the Civil War unscathed, serving on his father’s 
staff as a second lieutenant and aide-de-camp.32

 Solomon Meredith was himself wounded several times during the Civil 
War. While recuperating from a wound suffered in the battle of Gainesville in 
1862, he was promoted to Brigadier General on October 6, 1862. He was the 
general-in-charge of the Iron Brigade at Gettysburg when the Confederates, 
under General Robert E. Lee, attacked at Seminary Ridge on the first day. The 
Confederates were repelled from the ridge but at great human cost. Nearly 
two-thirds of the Iron Brigade were wounded, killed, or missing. General Mere- 
dith was among the injured. According to the Indianapolis Times, “[T]he 
General was struck by a fragment of a shell which so shattered his nervous 
system that he never fully recovered from it.”33 These injuries took him out of 
service for four months.
  

18   T H E  Q U E E N  O F  A M E R I C A N  AG R I C U LT U R E





In an adjoining room were displayed a large variety of bridal presents, 

consisting chiefly of silver ware, many of which were valuable as well as 

beautiful. The total value of the presents was some three thousand dollars.

A splendid supper was prepared for the occasion. The table besides con-

taining almost every variety of cake, confectionery, tropical fruits, &c., was 

beautifully decorated with flowers.

The ten o’clock train on the Valley road stopped in front of the resi-

dence, and the newly married pair took their departure for Chicago [and 

Milwaukee]. May peace and love ever be with them.40

 After their marriage, Virginia and Henry moved into Solomon Meredith’s 
home. A two-story addition to the west side of the Meredith home may  
have been added at this time as the living quarters for the newlyweds.41 As  
was customary for the women of prominent families of that era, Virginia was 
expected to help Henry’s mother, Anna Meredith, manage the house, instruct 
the servants, and entertain the frequent guests—including politicians and 
important stock breeders—who visited Oakland Farm.
 Just nineteen months after the wedding, tragedy struck the Meredith  
family. Anna died on November 11, 1871, leaving the management of the home 
entirely to twenty-three-year-old Virginia.42 It was said in an unsigned note, 
“Her personality lacked the fine sensibilities and feminine touch possessed 
by his [Solomon Meredith’s] wife, but right then the Oakland Farm needed a 
face-lifting and ‘Miss Virginia’ (as she was called) was just the one to do it.”43 

Solomon Meredith would never get over the death of his wife, but his daughter-
in-law helped fill the void. She became a close companion of Solomon’s and 
learned much from him about raising purebred livestock, handling public sales, 
and establishing working relationships with the stock breeders who came to 
visit the farm.
 In the post–Civil War years, Solomon Meredith had resumed showing his 
animals with great success. At the 1870 Indiana State Fair, he won first and 
second place for his Shorthorn bulls, heifers, and calves.44 Virginia Meredith 
would comment that Solomon and Henry “began a new period of activity. The 
livestock industry was resumed and the farm entered on a term of fame and 
prosperity. Shorthorn cattle and Southdown sheep enlisted the time and energy 
of father and son.”45

 The year 1873 brought additional changes to the Meredith entries in live-
stock competitions. While Oakland Farm animals were, once again, winning 
everything in sight, the awards were now presented to “Solomon Meredith & 
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that position. He worked hard within the organization, and soon his efforts 
were rewarded when he became president of the board in 1882. During his 
tenure, he was appointed to attend the Agricultural Convention at Washington, 
D.C., on January 10, 1882.53

 Henry was also elected to the Indiana General Assembly in 1881. He 
became known for “taking special interest in all measures relating to agricul-
tural questions.”54 He and Virginia traveled to Indianapolis in January 1881 to 
attend the inauguration of Governor Albert G. Porter.55

 As Henry became more politically involved, Virginia was thrust into a more 
active role in managing Oakland Farm. Henry’s long absences from the farm 
meant that she would take over much of its day-to-day operations. According 
to the 1880 U.S. Census of Agriculture, Oakland Farm now had 115 acres of 
pasture and 65 acres of tilled ground. Virginia and Henry had 21 acres that 
produced 60 tons of hay to feed their 50 Shorthorns. They also had a flock of 
84 sheep on hand that June. During the previous year, they had sold 115 sheep 
at auction, and their sheep had produced 51 fleeces weighing 400 pounds.56 

By this time, the Merediths employed two Irish workers to help with the work: 
Anna Doughty, a twenty-two-year-old servant hired to take care of the home; 
and Thomas Fanning, a young man of twenty who was paid to take care of the 
stock and fields.57 In addition, Virginia had hired additional field and livestock 
workers at a cost of $1,040.
 Virginia soon became known as an expert in her own right as she started 
to advertise, show, and sell her livestock.58

Mrs. Meredith welcomed them [stock breeders] graciously, talked  

intelligently, and in her husband’s absence was able to display the stock 

and pedigrees and prepare the way for sales. It was not long until she was  

handling all the bookkeeping, the records, and the pedigrees, and was fa-

miliar with advertising and cataloguing.59

 Virginia had been taught well by the Claypools and Merediths, and her train- 
ing was about to be tested.60 Her apprenticeships on the farms of her father, 
father-in-law, and husband would serve her well when thirty-eight-year-old 
Henry fell ill with pneumonia. He died unexpectedly on July 5, 1882, leaving her 
as the sole owner of Oakland Farm.61

 At the age of thirty-three, Virginia Meredith suddenly had to “choose 
between returning to her father’s home or carrying on the business of farming 
and stock breeding.”62 She would write (in third person):
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The untimely death, in 1882, of Henry C. Meredith brought in another  

period in the history of the old home. The widow of Henry Meredith 

entered a new world for women. Being familiar with her husband’s busi-

ness she decided to “carry on” in the old home. . . .63

 She quickly decided that she would manage the farm, a position that would 
have been “unheard of for a woman in those days.”64 It was here that she would es- 
tablish herself as suited to the task of managing a sizable ranch and farm. She 
would move quickly from being locally notable to being a nationally recognized 
and respected speaker and writer of agriculture. She could not have known it 
then, but in 1882, she was about to embark on a journey that would place her in 
the spotlight for decades to come.

The Meredith Family Tree

  Solomon Meredith (1810–1875) m. Anna Hannah (1812–1871)

     Children

   Samuel (1838–1864), David (1840–1867), Mary (1845–1846) 

    and 

   Henry Clay Meredith (1843–1882) m. Virginia Claypool (1848–1936)

      Children

    Adopted Mary Lockwood Matthews (1882–1968) and 

    Meredith Matthews (1887–1962)
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CHAPTER 3

I know of no other field which offers such opportunities to women. 
Women, with a far greater genius for detail than men, have an ability 

to concentrate their activities upon that which is essentially vital, 
and the quality of close observations possessed by the average woman makes 

for success in the raising of live stock and in all other departments of farm life, 
and is an incentive to enter into this particular phase of the world’s business.

—Virginia Meredith, Dignam’s Magazine, September 1905 

VIRGINIA MEREDITH FACED tough times during the sweltering days of July 
1882. Since their marriage twelve years before, Henry and Virginia had shared 
the ups and downs that came with running a large farming operation, espe-
cially after his father died in 1875. However, her husband’s premature death at 
the age of thirty-eight that month had left her on her own. Virginia’s days and 
nights were spent mourning Henry’s death and wondering what she should do 
with the farm.
 Oakland Farm was a landmark property, the legacy of General Solomon 
Meredith. As Virginia walked through the main entryway and around the 
home, she could see his Civil War paraphernalia prominently displayed. If she 
kept the property, she might never emerge from his shadow.
 The days passed slowly as she thought about the Meredith men, but at the 
same time, she had to plan for a future without them. Work gave her comfort as 
she went about the business of feeding and caring for the herd of Shorthorns, 
flocks of Southdown sheep, and horses that grazed the farm’s picturesque 
pastures. Farm work was routine, usually predictable, and always demanding.
 Meredith’s paramount concern was what to do with her farm and home. 
If she sold them off, how would she support herself ? Still young at thirty-three, 



she could always remarry or teach in the local school system. But outside of 
teaching, the prospect for employment in the community seemed rather lim-
ited. Selling the farm would likely entail moving away from Cambridge City  
to find work to her liking, a prospect she did not relish. Another option was to 
return to her father’s home. Ultimately, though, she decided in favor of keeping  
the farm, saying that it was “not with any hope of success, but because work  
was the only solace within my horizon at the time.”1

 Meredith and those she turned to for advice knew that in 1882 it was rare 
for a woman to own and manage a purebred livestock operation. One report 
noted, “[Her] decision to continue the type of farming which embraced live-
stock in pure bred lines was looked upon as something quite out of the ordinary 
career of a woman.”2 The 1880 United States Census supports this observation. 
Only 122 women nationwide referred to themselves as “stock-raisers” that year.3 
The picture would change fifty years later, when women in large numbers were 
calling themselves farmers, planters, ranchers, and farm managers. Women 
such as Meredith were in the forefront of agriculture in the 1880s, opening the 
doors to those who followed in succeeding generations.4

 Virginia Meredith could not have foreseen how the decision to keep 
Oakland Farm would shape her life. Months became years as she settled into 
her role as farm manager and owner. She expressed to others that having the 
farm was an opportunity handed to her on the proverbial silver platter: “Indeed, 
with my exceptional advantages, I ought to have done very much more than I 
have done.”5 Her reputation grew, as did the status of Oakland Farm.
 Meredith was practical in her thinking, well read on agricultural subjects, 
and had developed a good sense of what worked and what didn’t—key traits 
in any successful businessperson. With her sights firmly set, she managed the 
farm with vigor and determination, but she must have questioned whether she 
had the skills, judgment, and tenacity to build on what her husband and father-
in-law had accomplished at Oakland Farm. Surely the question “What would 
people think about her if she failed?” must have crossed her mind many times 
during the first few years.
 In reality, Meredith was more than qualified to earn a living as a farmer 
and livestock breeder. She was a quick study, remembering much of what her 
father had taught her about farming. Her father’s teachings were augmented 
by the many years that she had worked alongside the Meredith men. General 
Solomon Meredith had taken an interest in Virginia early on as someone with 
a keen interest in everything concerning the farm and its operations. She had 
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Making a good showing in the highly competitive livestock ring was impor-
tant to those who sold purebred animals. It was not, however, as important to 
Virginia Meredith as it had been to her husband and father-in-law. Blue rib-
bons, premiums, and trophy cups did not pay the bills. Early on, she decided 
that she would judge herself personally successful when livestock breeders and 
farmers paid top price for the livestock bred and raised on the Oakland Farm.
 For many years, she would advertise her livestock sales in such magazines 
as the Breeder’s Gazette under the name of Mrs. Henry C. Meredith. She under-
stood the marketplace and so linked her sales to what was already familiar 
to livestock breeders, which were the names of Oakland Farm and General 
Solomon Meredith. One of her first advertisements stated:

SHORT-HORN CATTLE.

The OAKLAND FARM HERD was established more than 30 years ago by 

General Meredith, and afterwards continued by his son, the late Henry C. 

Meredith. The standard already established for the stock at Oakland Farm 

will be maintained. The herd consists of such families as Moss Rose, Hupa, 

Young Mary, Phyllis, Aylesby Lady, Raspberry, etc. A flock of Registered 

Southdowns also bred on the farm. Stock for sale. For information call on, 

or address MRS. HENRY C. MEREDITH, Cambridge City, Ind.11

 By 1884, Meredith’s herd had grown to about forty head of Shorthorns and 
a flock of Southdowns numbering sixty, which were “one of the best flocks in 
the country.”12 Virginia Meredith’s first Southdown sheep sale on September 18, 
1884, came two years after taking over the reins of Oakland Farm. She worked  
off her nervousness the day before the sale, selecting and penning the 
Southdown sheep that would be auctioned the following day. She waited anx-
iously that morning, wondering how many farmers would attend the sale at her 
farm and what kind of prices her ewes and rams would bring. Slowly, the buyers 
began arriving for the auction. She didn’t have long to wait to get her questions 
answered, because the veteran auctioneer, Colonel Judy, “cried the sale” as the 
bidding took place and the sheep were sold to the highest bidders.13

Mrs. Henry C. Meredith’s public sale of the South Down flock at Oakland 

farm took place yesterday afternoon. The sale was quite largely attended 

by sheep raisers and stockmen from other States, and from the counties 

of Clinton, Madison, Randolph, Franklin, Rush, Fayette, Wells and Marion 

in this State. Some of the most prominent among them were J. H. Potts,  

of Jacksonville, Illinois; T. A. Stafford, of Ohio; Philip Miller, of Iowa. . . .  

The bidding was quite spirited, and the prices fully up to Mrs. Meredith’s 
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expectations. The general average will be about $25 per head. There were 

forty-two head sold out of the lot of fifty-five advertised, Mrs. Meredith 

reserving the lambs of the flock. The fine imported ram was bought by  

J. H. Potts & Son, of Jacksonville, Illinois, for $100. This is the most extensive 

stock firm in the United States, and the liberal price paid for the animal 

showed that they appreciated the quality of the Oakland Flock.14

 Meredith, during the morning, took time to answer questions about her 
Shorthorns, selling a few of them in the process. By 1 P.M., the auctioneer’s voice 
and the bidders’ calls gave way to the sounds of serving plates and the smell 
of freshly cooked food spread across numerous outdoor tables. Meredith was 
following a long-held tradition by providing lunch to the fifty or so buyers who 
had stayed until the last of her sheep were auctioned.
 While Meredith was busy selling livestock, she was also active in purchas-
ing new Shorthorns for her herd. Meredith published in the September 24,  
1885, Breeder’s Gazette a paragraph titled “A New Bull for the Meredith Herd.”15 
Still calling herself Mrs. Henry C. Meredith, she informed the readers that she 
was improving her herds with the introduction of a rather famous Shorthorn 
bloodline. Her brief paragraph also showed how well she understood the jargon 
associated with purebred Shorthorn lineage:

Mrs. Henry C. Meredith, of Cambridge City, Ind., recently purchased from 

T. Corwin Anderson, of Side View, Ky., the Bates Wild Eyes bull Wild Eyes 

Baron, a red of April 30, 1884, got by the famous Flat Creek sire Barrington 

Duke 37622, out of Wild Eyes Duchess 4th (Vol. XVIII) by exp. 2d Duke of 

Hillhurst (39748), etc., price $500. The dam of this young bull is the mother 

of three heifers that sold at public sale during 1884 for $1,600, $1,775, and 

$2,000 respectively, and one this year at $2,025.16

 Nearly three years after her first sheep sale, the public had a chance to view 
Virginia Meredith’s Shorthorns when her first cattle sale took place in the spring 
of 1887. She showed remarkable business savvy, advertising in farm magazines 
and newspapers the eleventh public sale of Shorthorns—her first cattle sale 
without the Meredith men—from the famed Oakland Farm herd. She correctly 
deduced that more prominent buyers would come if she linked her first sale to 
the past reputation of the farm. As was the case with the Southdown sheep sale, 
the quality of these Shorthorns derived from her decisions on which pairs to 
breed, their feeding regimen, and care.
 Seven hundred people crowded around the auctioneer that day. It was said 
that it was “. . . such a crowd of Short-Horn breeders as has not been seen at any 
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sale in this state for years.”17 Meredith appreciated the overflow crowd of would-
be buyers on her farm. She especially was grateful for the professional compli-
ments extended to her when “. . . so many distinguished breeders . . . praised 
her cattle, and especially the careful manner in which they had been bred and 
handled.”18

 Her cattle auction was nothing less than spectacular, a “grand success” 
by any measure, with “hers being one of the series of sales, and her average 
being from twenty-five to fifty per cent. better than that of any other sale in 
the series.”19 Meredith sold 35 head of cattle that day, bringing on average $120  
for the heifers and $100 for the bulls.20 If she wasn’t confident about her skills or 
had any doubts before her first cattle sale, the day’s bidding affirmed her posi-
tion as a Shorthorn breeder on par with Henry and Solomon Meredith.
 Comments were made about the reserve herd of Shorthorns grazing the 
lush pastures that day. It was noted that “her reserve herd of twenty odd head 
is much more valuable than that sold, and formulates, in pure pedigree, the 
foundation for one of the best, if not the very best herds in Indiana, headed as 
it is, by a pure Bates Wild Eyes Bull.”21 With this caliber of reserves in place, the 
future for Oakland Farm looked promising.
 It was April 25, 1889, when Meredith hosted her second solo cattle auction 
of Oakland Farm Shorthorns. Seventeen Shorthorns were sold that day. The 
“animals offered were in excellent condition, well bred, suitable for any herd, 
and should have commanded much higher prices. Yet, when compared with the 
prices realized at other sales this season, the average is higher than any one yet 
made. The scarcity of money among the farmers and breeders of the country 
causes them to be less desirous to purchase than in other years.”22 Even during 
tough financial times, Meredith’s Shorthorns brought better than average prices 
when compared to those sold by other breeders.
 Each sale mirrored previous ones, with her animals yielding excellent 
returns. Virginia Meredith’s sale in May 1891 grossed $2,000 from 27 cows 
and heifers. Seven bulls at the same sale put $540 in her pocket.23 Even Purdue 
University’s agricultural school purchased two Shorthorn cows and a bull 
for the university herd, which was “considered a great addition to the college 
herd.”24 The agricultural community quickly learned that their own Shorthorns 
would be judged and priced relative to Meredith’s herd at Oakland Farm.
 It was not until nearly a decade after her husband’s death that she began 
selling cattle and sheep under her own name. For the May 1891 sale, she used her 
name in the advertisements, which read: “PUBLIC SALE OF SHORT-HORNS BY MRS. 
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She and others wrote a collection of stories printed into a pamphlet called “The 
Quarter Century Reunion for Glendale College.”38 Meredith referred to herself 
as “Jennie,” which was what family and friends called her: “Jennie Claypool, now 
Mrs. Henry C. Meredith, of Cambridge City, Indiana, as the wife of a progressive 
farmer, finds the world beautiful, and is grateful every day for the education 
and training received here that has given [her] the ability to see the beauty in 
Nature’s mysteries.”39 She wrote:

Fifteen years ago we wrote essays about “The Uses of Adversity,” “Woman’s 

Sphere,” “The Pleasures of Hope,” “Memory,” and such other serious themes 

as readily present themselves to the youthful mind. Since then experience 

has modified our view, chastened our spirit, and enlarged our comprehen-

sion of the affairs of life; indeed, all there is of education is its power to 

enable us to meet the evil and good of life with equanimity; when it fails 

of that, it fails utterly.

When an unimpassioned review of life thrusts itself upon the student or 

philosopher, he is not concerned that he has discovered a new element; but 

he does congratulate himself upon the persistent application which has 

brought him through a long series of studies and investigations to worthy 

success. And so it is that the acme of culture and refinement is not unwor-

thily employed in housekeeping and home-making. The poet, often quoted, 

has said, “That she who sweeps a room as by divine command, makes that 

and the action fine.”40

 Under the influence of the two children, Meredith worked out a lifelong 
belief that managing a farm home was equal to the work done on a farm to 
make it productive and profitable. Her new thinking put into play a new phase 
in Meredith’s life that would forever link her to promoting home economics as 
a career for college-bound rural women.
 The life of Mary Matthews (1882–1968) is relatively well known. Mary’s 
career path and chosen profession mirrored the part of Virginia Mere- 
dith’s career that was related to the scientific and practical study of the home. 
She was born at Peewee Valley, Kentucky, on October 13, 1882.41 While growing 
up at Oakland Farm, Mary attended Farmers’ Institutes with Virginia Meredith. 
Mary followed her mother to the University of Minnesota when Virginia was 
made the preceptress in the School of Agriculture, where Mary attended high 
school and later the university. In 1904, Mary Matthews had the distinction of 
being the first undergraduate woman at the University of Minnesota to earn a 
bachelor’s degree in home economics. She would go on to enjoy a distinguished 
career that, at times, would coincide with that of Virginia Meredith (see Chapter 7).
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Shortly after arriving home Mrs. Meredith dreamed that she was stand-
ing on the lawn and a strong wind blew down a favorite tree that stood 
near the house. She also dreamed that upon the same day that the tree 
was blown down she sold her farm. The dream did not impress Mrs. 
Meredith at the time, but a few days later, during a gale of wind, the very 
tree she had dreamed was destroyed, was actually blown down and later 
on the same day Mr. Wright came and offered her such a price for the farm 
that she could not refuse his offer. The coincidence of the dream and the 
actual occurrence furnish food for comment for those who delight in such 

themes. . . . 53

 With her mind on planting her crops, she was surprised when Cornelius T.  
Wright, the local mortician, asked to buy Oakland Farm. To his surprise, 
Meredith agreed to think over his offer. The local community was shocked that 
she would even consider selling the farm that had been in the Meredith family 
for fifty years.
 Why would Meredith consider selling the iconic Oakland farm? The farm 
was more than just property to her. It had given her independence as a woman 
and a reputation as a lady of importance. Deciding to keep the farm in 1882 
was, no doubt, a tough choice at the time, but twenty years later, selling it 
became a gut-wrenching decision. “[F]or Mrs. Meredith to part with its owner-
ship is a hard trial,” reported one newspaper.54 
 The dream notwithstanding, Meredith cited numerous reasons through-
out the years as to why she finally agreed to sell the farm. Wright’s offer was 
“so tempting that she could not refuse to sell” was the most mentioned.55 For 
the land, house, and outbuildings, she received $17,250 from Wright, which 
amounted to $115 per acre.
 Still, making a profit was not the only reason Meredith ever mentioned for 
selling the legendary farm. A local newspaper reported that it was “. . . because 
of the fact that the scene of her labors for the great majority of the year is dis-
tant from the farm. . . .”56 So it seems that Wright may have caught Meredith 
at a time when she was overcommitted; by 1902, in addition to working at the 
University of Minnesota, she was traveling as a speaker and writing for maga-
zines and newspapers, which must have made managing the farm exceedingly 
difficult.57 And still on another occasion, Meredith gave yet another reason, 
stating that she “concluded I wanted to make a farm myself.”58 It might be that 
Virginia was just tired of the financial struggles that she had fought for twenty 
years in order to make Oakland Farm solvent. More than likely, it was probably 
the combination of all of these reasons that led her to sell Oakland Farm.

37T H E  WO M A N  FA R M E R  F RO M  C A M B R I D G E  C I T Y





the “ancient seat of the Claypools and the home of Sir James Claypool, the 
founder of this branch of the family.”65

 After spending the winter teaching in Minneapolis, Meredith’s first task 
upon her return to Indiana in April 1903 was to improve her living quarters 
at Norborough Farm. The property included a two-story farmhouse with out-
buildings on the ridge above Simon’s Creek. The home was at the end of a long 
lane south of Hunnicutt Road. She had the farmhouse repainted and was settled 
in time for her women’s club to close its season there on June 11.66 Meredith, 
who was accustomed to a much more splendid home, was determined to build 
a new house on her land; however, this dream never materialized.67

 Meredith had become a local celebrity by this time. What she did and said, 
where she traveled, who visited her, and what she bought seemed to find its 
way into the local newspaper. Even one of Meredith’s most harrowing experi-
ences—when she lost control of the horse that was pulling her buggy—made 
the local paper:

Mrs. Meredith had rather a remarkable experience one day last week. She 

was driving her family horse [hitched] to a buggy coming to town. As she 

was coming down the hill in the road through the woods, the horse became 

frightened at something and started to run, and when he came to the gate 

under full speed, he jumped over the gate, taking the buggy, with Mrs. 

Meredith in it, with him, and continued running away, and she was not able 

to control and stop him until he had run a half mile. Upon examination it 

was found that the buggy, horse or harness had not sustained the slightest 

damage. It is a Manlove gate, made from gas pipe and is four feet high, and 

the only damage done was a slight bending of the top pipe. Israel Morrey, 

who was driving near by, was an eye witness to the scene. Mrs. Meredith 

had a narrow escape from what might have been a serious accident.68

 Each story provided an important and meaningful glimpse into Meredith’s 
life at the Norborough Farm.

Mrs. Meredith is now comfortably and pleasantly located in her new home 

on Norborough farm. She has already made numerous improvements 

which greatly adds to the general appearance of the place. This, however, 

is just the beginning, and in the organization of her plans she is looking 

forward with great satisfaction and interest in their execution and perfec-

tion. In time she hopes to make this one of the most valuable and attractive 

Short-horn breeding farms in the State. It is well adapted for the purpose 

and with her experience and ability, makes it possible for the realization of 

every desired anticipation. It can and will be made a model farm.69
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 In 1905, Meredith offered a carriage tour of her property to a reporter from 
Dignam’s Magazine, a publication for women published in Richmond, Indiana. 
The reporter’s description of Norborough Farm seemed to chronicle Meredith’s 
progress:

. . . a winding roadway through a vanishing woodland of beeches and out 

over a level stretch of meadow; a low-ceiled old house with a veranda 

overlooking a picturesque bit of landscape—old-fashioned garden flowers 

near, a slope to a stream with hills on the farther side covered with trees 

which make a flame of color in the autumn, while groups of cattle disposed 

to one side seem purposely placed for an artist’s composition.70

It was obvious that Meredith was proud of her farm. As they went along, she 
pointed to the cattle, horses, sheep, and fields of alfalfa rippling in the breeze.
 Though Meredith had only resided on the farm for a short time, she was 
already continuing the success that she had first enjoyed at Oakland Farm. 
In the fall of 1903, shortly after taking up residence at Norborough, she had 
traveled to Anderson, Indiana, to attend a Shorthorn sale at the farm of J. M. 
Donnelly. There she purchased two 2-year-old Shorthorn heifers named Royal 
Cherry and Red Rose that were said to be some of the best animals auctioned 
that day.71 She paid Donnelly $155 for each heifer. Soon she would establish 
a “large stock farm [Norborough] on which high-grade cattle and sheep are 
raised.”72

 Meredith was extremely pleased with the progress of her farm, saying,  
“I have never been happier than in the past two years.”73 She had converted 
eight to ten fields that previously had been planted to corn into “a great pas-
ture” for her prized cattle and sheep. She lived the maxim “Good live stock in 
rich pastures is the symbol of a high type of farming and comfortable living.”74 
And she indulged her lifelong passion for books with her library of five shelves 
“devoted to herd records, with many volumes aside from these, the literature on 
these subjects being extensive.”75

 But while things seemed to be going well for Meredith at Norborough 
Farm, it is possible that she was still having a difficult time with her finances. 
In January of 1904, she had tried to secure additional speaking engagements 
without success.76 Having no luck on that front, she then attempted to secure 
her father-in-law’s war pension through political contacts. She wrote to  
Indiana Senator Charles Warren Fairbanks, asking about General Solomon’s 
pension:
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Oakland Farm a private family cemetery where Solomon Meredith; his wife, 
Anna; and sons Henry, David, and Samuel were buried. It was surrounded by 
a white picket fence that could be seen from the front windows of the house. 
Located next to the town’s original Capitol Hill Cemetery, it was a fitting memo-
rial to the Merediths.86

 Towering above the cemetery was a monument to Solomon Meredith. 
Henry had contracted with Lewis Cass Lutz, a local artist, to design this tribute 
to his father. John H. Mahoney was commissioned for the work.87 The monu-
ment was described as a “lofty column, surmounted with the statue of Gen. Sol. 
Meredith, in heroic size. It is a prominent object [forty feet tall], and can be 
seen from the surrounding country at many points miles away.”88 The statue 
depicted General Meredith in his Civil War–era Iron Brigade uniform.
 Just to the west of the monument were the graves of three Civil War 
horses—Barney, Tom, and Turk—who Meredith affectionately described as 
“pensioners on Oakland Farm.”89 She offered this description of the horses:

Horses were far more important then than now. We had on our home farm 

[Oakland Farm] three pensioners, horses that had seen service in the Army 

of the Potomac. Barney, a gaited saddle horse, shared Indiana honors in the 

battle of Gettysburg. Barney was one of the noted horses of the Army of the 

Potomac with speed and endurance; at the battle of Gettysburg Barney was 

the only horse of the Iron Brigade that escaped with his life. He was then 

sent to the home farm to end his days in Indiana.

On those historic days of [18]63—July 1, 2, and 3—the Rebel General Lee 

rather surprised the northern army by his rapid advance and it became 

imperative to “hold” the Rebel army by engaging it in battle until the Union 

troops could be placed in position. For this duty the “Iron Brigade” was 

chosen because it had seen service and proved itself; in that brigade, First 

Division, First Army Corps, was the 19th Regiment Indiana Volunteers. 

Barney belonged to Lieutenant Samuel Meredith and shared the glory of 

the day. . . .

A second pensioner was a big roan, Tom, sent home from Gettysburg. In the 

early days after Appomattox there was a constant stream of soldiers com-

ing to our home in a very active effort to qualify for Government help, and 

every old soldier wanted to see “old Tom” and stroke his glossy shoulder.

And there was still another pensioner—a handsome bay horse given to 

General Meredith—Turk. . . . These three pensioners had the freedom of 

the pasture.90
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[Turk] was a large, fine bay, a rapid mover, a trusty, serviceable horse. 

He saw active service during the latter part of the war in the army of the 

Potomac, and in the Southwest. During Gen. Meredith’s life at home on the 

farm, this was his driving horse. . . . Turk was led in the procession, with 

empty saddle, at the burial of Gen. M. He was over 25 years old.”91

 In 1905, the Meredith cemetery was visited by the Indiana Nineteenth 
Regiment, part of the famed Iron Brigade. Surviving members had come 
to Richmond, Indiana, to meet with old friends. At their reunion, Virginia 
Meredith was not only made an honorary member of the regiment, but she was 
presented with a badge made of iron collected from the Gettysburg battle. A 
large contingent of soldiers from the regiment went to Cambridge City to pay 
their respects at the grave of their former leader, General Solomon Meredith.92

 With few living relatives to assume the burden of maintaining the graves, 
Virginia became concerned that the Meredith cemetery would fall to neglect 
after her own death. Something had to be done to remedy the problem that she 
had created by selling Oakland Farm.
 She became preoccupied with having the Meredith cemetery moved from 
its hilltop site to a public cemetery. Word quickly spread that Meredith wanted 
to move the graves of General Meredith and his family to a new location. 
Public cemeteries outside of Cambridge City approached her about the matter.  
The Crown Hill Cemetery in Indianapolis along with Glen Miller, a city park 
in Richmond, showed strong interest in interring the Meredith family.93  
They wanted one of Indiana’s best-known Civil War generals added to the list of 
distinguished persons buried within their respective cemeteries.
 Her final decision was to re-inter the Meredith family in the Riverside 
Cemetery in Cambridge City. She “always felt that this was the home of the 
family through life, and it ought to continue. . . .”94 This was also fitting since 
Solomon’s wife, Anna, was president of a group of ten local women who helped 
raise the funds to purchase the land that would become Riverside Cemetery.
 Meredith announced her intentions on July 23, 1907, and said that the 
monument and family graves were to be relocated to Cambridge City’s Riverside 
Cemetery.95 Her announcement was timed to coincide with the dedication in 
Indianapolis of a monument to Oliver P. Morton, the Civil War–era governor 
of Indiana. Morton, a personal and longtime friend of Solomon Meredith, had 
been at Solomon’s bedside at the time of the general’s death.
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Meredith’s choice of farming as a profession may have been unconventional 
for a woman in the late 1800s, but she embraced it and even excelled at it. This 
gave her a sense of great accomplishment, which she addressed in one of her 
speeches: “There is one time when I feel proud, very proud, and it comes once 
in ten years, and that is when the census taker comes around and says, ‘What 
is your occupation?’ And I say, ‘Farmer.’ And he usually says, ‘You don’t want me 
to put your name in as a farmer, do you?’ I certainly do, for I am a farmer, and I 
have an opportunity to gratify my pride once in ten years.”100

 In fact, Meredith wanted more women to consider farming as a legitimate 
career choice. One newspaper interview reported that Meredith’s views were 
that farming “furnishes those conditions of life which the average woman 
craves, a home, a safe and sure income, independence. She admits that there is 
no prospect of amassing a fortune, but believed that women care less for wealth 
in itself than do men; and that therefore the vocation has become one of the few 
open to women which are not already over-crowded.”101

 Meredith felt that women had many of the attributes that made farming 
a perfect profession for them. She thought women and farming went hand in 
hand because, as she noted, “[women’s] work is not discounted on account of 
sex. A bushel of wheat brings market price; a cow makes as many—or more 
pounds—of butter when owned by a woman, as when owned by a man.”102 
 And Meredith actually thought that farming was easier than managing a 
farm home. She said if “a woman can make bread and direct some one else how 
to make bread, she can do the infinitely simpler thing—make hay. If she can 
make butter or teach another the delicate process that involves painstaking care 
and sound judgment, she can certainly accomplish the comparatively simple 
process of growing corn. If she can take care of boys and girls, how easy is it 
in comparison to maintain the health and promote the growth of cattle, horses 
and sheep.”103 
 The farms at Cambridge City remained central to Meredith’s life for forty-
six years, but her time there would eventually draw to a close. She once said,  
“I have always felt that if you cannot live on a farm you should sell it to 
somebody who can live on it.”104 So Meredith sold Norborough Farm and left 
Cambridge City to move in with her daughter, Mary Matthews, in West Lafayette 
in 1916, at the age of sixty-seven.
 In Cambridge City, Meredith had availed herself of opportunities and 
become an independent woman at a time when few women had. She used the 
experiences gained at Oakland and Norborough Farms—in livestock breeding, 
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farming, and political and community influence—to expand her own career 
horizons, achieving great success in the process. Her success would continue in 
the years ahead as she continued to draw upon and apply the lessons she had 
learned at Cambridge City.
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CHAPTER 4

We seek to emphasize what we truly believe, 
that the farm and its home offer an opportunity for 

“the investment of all that manhood is or may be”—
for the “investment of all that womanhood is or may be.”

—Virginia Meredith, from a speech given at the 
Annual Conference of Farmers’ Institute Workers, 

West Lafayette, Ind., October 1910 

MEREDITH WAS IN HER THIRTIES when her name became synonymous 
with women who broke down barriers placed in front of them. She was a 
woman to be reckoned with in her early life, thanks mainly to her love of agri-
culture and livestock. When others spoke of women farmers in agriculture, 
Meredith was singled out by name. She represented only a handful of women 
at that time who were successfully running their own crop production and 
livestock operations. Meredith and Oakland Farm were nationally known. As 
an agricultural businessperson, she had no equal among women and, some 
argued, could stand toe-to-toe with most men of her day.
 Her well-managed and financially successful Oakland Farm opened an 
additional and very influential door that soon made Virginia C. Meredith’s 
name well known across Indiana and the Midwest. She achieved yet another 
first when she began speaking on livestock issues in front of audiences con-
sisting primarily of male farmers. One of Meredith’s earliest documented talks 
was at an 1884 program hosted by the Gibson County Agricultural Society in 
Princeton, Indiana.1 Her assigned topic was “Improved Breeds of Cattle,” with 
special reference to Shorthorns. Just a year later, she was asked to speak at the 
Farm and Home Week at Purdue University.2
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 Meredith’s successful work as a livestock breeder, farmer, and business-
woman soon led to a constant stream of requests to address agricultural 
audiences on livestock production. Coincidentally, her rise in popularity as a 
public speaker on agricultural subjects occurred as the need for educating the 
farm populace became a priority for the Indiana State Board of Agriculture, an 
organization that represented the interests of the strong and influential agricul-
tural sector of Indiana. It was this same quasi-governmental organization that 
Virginia Meredith’s husband, Henry, had served from 1879 to 1882—including 
as its one-time president—and that her father, Austin Claypool, had served 
from 1869 to 1879.
 With funding provided by the Indiana General Assembly, the representa-
tives on the agriculture board were appointed to better define the needs of 
agriculture and farmers, and to bring about long-term improvements in the 
farm economy, farmer education, and the farm family. The board members 
decided to offer programs known as Farmers’ Institutes. These locally based 
meetings, a forerunner of similar services that would eventually be provided 
by the Cooperative Extension Service, offered opportunities for farmers to learn 
more about the latest developments in agriculture and to use this information 
for improving their businesses. Henry Meredith was a strong proponent of 
making these programs available in Indiana and guided the passage of a series 
of resolutions creating the state’s first Farmers’ Institutes.
 While the Indiana State Board of Agriculture sponsored a handful of 
institutes as early as 1882, for many reasons—including political infighting 
and limited state funds—it was ineffective at managing the program, so the 
Indiana General Assembly passed the Farmers’ Institute Act of 1889, which 
turned over the management reins for the institutes to Purdue University. 
William C. Latta, the professor of agriculture at Purdue, was assigned the job of 
creating institutes where farmers would receive the latest science-based views 
on agricultural production.3 The institutes managed by Latta would launch 
Meredith’s career as a speaker and writer.
 During the first two years in which Latta managed the program—from 
1889 to 1891—approximately half of Indiana’s counties participated by holding 
at least one program, but by 1893, institutes were being offered in all ninety-two 
counties.4 Many Purdue faculty members participated in those early institutes, 
but with so much ground to cover, Professor Latta recognized early on “the 
impossibility of supplying all the meetings with trained speakers and scientific 
experts,” noting instead that his aim was “to develop practical workers from the 
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 Undoubtedly, Latta must have wanted to pay Meredith at some point in 
the second year but was not permitted to do so. Meredith herself was quoted 
as saying, “One of the board members protested against paying any woman 
for any kind of work.”12 The board to which Meredith referred was the Purdue 
University Board of Trustees, which was the only board that Professor Latta 
answered to in an official capacity. It was this board that ultimately controlled 
the funds provided by the Indiana General Assembly to Purdue for implement-
ing the Farmers’ Institutes. This disappointment notwithstanding, Meredith 
continued to speak for free until such time that all institute speakers were paid 
for their efforts.13

 Speakers in the early days were paid two to ten dollars for each two days’ 
worth of work. Meredith and the other speakers often worked a grueling six-
day week. Apparently, partway through the 1895–96 institute season, Meredith 
must have had doubts about doing all of the speaking engagements that she had 
agreed to do. Latta let her know in no uncertain terms that “[y]es, I expect you 
to take all the work assigned you in the schedule, and the local authorities are 
also expecting as much. Please do not disappoint us.”14

 Outside of their salary, Professor Latta’s state funding paid for speakers’ ex-
penses, such as train fare, carriage rentals, meals, and lodging. Speakers would 
travel by train from town to town, then be shuttled to meeting locations, often 
by carriage. Latta secured the rates for the trains and worked with speakers  
to make the necessary travel arrangements. Latta wrote one particular letter to 
Meredith that provides insight into these arrangements:

I have asked the G.P.A. [general passenger agent] of the Big 4 Ry. [Railway] 

Co. to grant you half rates for the following trips: Dec. 14, Indianapolis to 

Lafayette; Dec. 21, Crawfordsville to Indianapolis. Each ticket is to be good 

for five days from date of sale. You will therefore please ask the agents at the 

respective starting points for half rates in accordance with this schedule.15 

 Early on, Meredith and the other speakers read papers they had prepared 
and took questions.

The papers, or essays, were somewhat formal in character, and the audi-

ence seldom took an active part in discussing the subjects presented. . . . As 

a rule, the speaker takes about half or three-fourths the time allotted to a 

given subject, and then gives way for questions and informal discussion by 

the audience. . . . Inexperienced speakers are requested to write brief papers, 

not exceeding twenty minutes in length. . . . The decided preference of the 

audience is, however, for the speaker who can discard paper and notes 
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and speak extemporaneously. The more experienced and more effective  

workers use only outlines. . . .16

 Meredith remained active as an institute speaker between 1889 and 1920, 
except for a period of six years when she was at the University of Minnesota (see 
Chapter 7).17 Starting with the first institute in 1889 and continuing through 
1892, Meredith traveled to nearly every county in Indiana.18 It didn’t take long 
for the county organizers to personally request the lady livestock manager from 
Cambridge City for their programs. According to one historian, “the invitations 
came more frequently and she acquired more than a local reputation as a public 
speaker.”19 
 Meredith left little record on how she was treated as the first woman 
speaker addressing predominantly male agricultural audiences. No doubt, a 
few eyebrows were raised and more than a few whispers could be heard in the 
audience when she took to the podium to speak about her experiences raising 
livestock. Obviously, the men first had to get beyond their prejudices about 
a woman being able to raise purebred livestock. But once they looked past 
Meredith’s gender, they began to earnestly listen to her advice on producing 
better animals that sold for higher prices in the marketplace. Her audiences 
came to understand that the woman speaker in front of them was more than 
ready for the challenge.
 There is little doubt that her influence on audiences and her reputation as 
a speaker grew by leaps and bounds each time she made a public presentation. 
Following a series of lectures about cattle production to animal sciences stu-
dents at Purdue University in January 1890 and again in 1897, it was reported 
that audiences at the university found her to be one of “the most compelling 
and popular speakers who comes to the campus.”20

 Meredith’s knowledge, speaking style, and demeanor contributed to her suc-
cess as an institute speaker. One article noted, “To those who had not made her  
acquaintance, her knowledge of her subjects and her gift as a speaker were a reve- 
lation.”21 Even Meredith’s appearance seemed to be of note: “[Meredith] is a 
woman who would attract attention anywhere. . . . At middle age, she is a handsome 
woman, tall, erect, and splendidly proportioned.”22 Off stage, she was a quiet and 
modest person, but when she took to the podium, her presence was undeniable.23

 The Indianapolis News described her as having an “individuality about her, 
an atmosphere of inexhaustible strength, of calm confidence in herself—aris-
ing, no doubt, from her long habit of self-reliance, but never merging into 
arrogance or egotism—that stamps her at once as ‘somebody.’” 24 Others talked 
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about her passion for agriculture and persuasiveness coupled with a “rich voice 
and power to carry an audience. . . .”25 Her talks were said to be of “. . . inspi-
rational quality. There is fire at the heart of her which fires other people. Born 
with a rare gift for thinking, she has been willing to use it,—to wrestle with an 
idea, as Jacob wrestled with the angel, until it yields its blessing. Accordingly 
her talks are shot through with that most magical of all the elements—thought. 
And behind that is her hundred horse-power earnestness.”26

 Thus, it was not by accident or luck that Virginia C. Meredith became one of 
the country’s most popular agricultural speakers of the late nineteenth century. 
But while Meredith gave the impression that she was a very confident woman, 
in her early days as a speaker she questioned what impact she was having. In 
1894, just prior to her institute work, she confided to Latta that she was con-
cerned about her effectiveness as a speaker. Latta’s reply indicated that he often 
felt the same way. It was a rare confession between two popular speakers.

Your brief note upon leaving Chicago came duly to hand. I can appreciate the 

feeling which you entertained upon starting out in the Institute work. I feel 

sure, however, that the kindly, if not always punctiliously courteous, treat-

ment which you have received will, on this, have restored your complacency 

and equipoise. I know that your services will be appreciated this year as they 

have always been in the past, and, what is better still, I know that you will do 

genuinely good work which has the ring of the pure metal in it. Rest assured 

of my implicit confidence in the outcome and in your ability to do the best 

thing possible. Please do not lay too much stress upon either the absence or 

the methods of expression of approval. Farmers are frequently lacking in this 

respect, but their hearts are kind and I am sure your long familiarity with 

them will enable you to discern both their desire for improvement and their 

appreciation of those who strive for it. Sometimes I, myself, feel a little cast 

down, but I am encouraged almost all the while in the thought that a great 

good work is being done and that in the end it will be all right.27 

 In fact, Meredith had become so popular that Professor Latta soon needed 
to secure her services much earlier than other institute speakers.28 By the 
early 1890s, Latta was competing with the World’s Columbian Exposition for 
Meredith’s time (see Chapter 6). He asked her in March 1893 about her avail-
ability during the upcoming winter. Latta also offered Meredith more money 
than he paid any other institute speaker from Indiana. She was now being paid 
what then Senator James Mount and T. B. Terry, his two top male speakers, com-
manded.29  In his letter, Latta asked Meredith the following:
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I recently sent out copies of the enclosed circular to the chairmen and 

secretaries of Institutes throughout the State. I find upon the return cards 

that your name is quite frequently mentioned and this is evidence of  

quite a general and earnest desire to have you actively engage in the 

Institute work next year. I therefore write you thus early in the hope of 

securing your services for say about a fortnight at a time at intervals 

through the season. I am sorry to say that we are not able to hold out  

strong financial inducements to you to enter this work. [Authors’ Note:  

Latta always believed he could never pay the speakers what they were  

worth.] I am compelled, therefore, to appeal largely to your patriotism,  

pride in Hoosierdom and interest in the farming community  

generally to induce you to again engage actively in this work.  

The regularly assigned speakers will receive from $15.00 to $25.00 

per week in addition to expenses, with the exception of Mr. T. B. Terry,  

of Ohio, who asks more. So far I have offered $25.00 to but one speaker 

within the State for next year. I realize that any person who is 

qualified to do his work as it should be done is worth more than  

our limited funds will warrant the General Manager [Latta] in paying.

The replies to my queries show that almost unanimously the institute offi-

cers will favor but three meetings per week, which will make the work more 

expensive than it was for this season just closed. This means that it is nec-

essary to practice the utmost economy if we are to send out two speakers 

to each Institute and continue the direct apportionment of $20.00 to each 

county. We desire to secure the very best workers possible with the funds 

at our disposal, but will find it absolutely impossible to pay many of these 

workers $25.00 per week in addition to their expenses. I earnestly desire 

to have you lend a helping hand next winter and trust you will consent to 

an active participation in the work. If $25.00 per week and your expenses 

would not be a satisfactory remuneration I will pay you $30.00 in addition 

to your expenses. I would say, however, that $25.00 per week is, in my judg-

ment, a full equivalent of $10.00 per Institute where you go out to a single 

meeting because each individual Institute attended will, on an average, 

take three days time. Please consider this matter carefully and give me an 

affirmative answer, if possible, on as reasonable terms as you can afford to 

engage in the work.30

 Meredith signed on to do the upcoming work for the institutes.31 Latta set 
the schedule for her, warning her about the difficulties she would face when 
speaking at three programs a week:
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I have tentatively made the following assignments for you at Farmers’ 

Institutes next season, namely; the 1st, 2nd, 3rd weeks in December 

[1894] and in 1895, the weeks beginning respectively Jan. 14th, 21st and 

Feb. 4th, 11th and 18th. In assigning speakers I have, as far as possible, 

assigned those requested, but this is not true in every case. Your name has 

been mentioned by a majority of the chairmen and I am sure you will be 

a very welcome visitor at any of the Institutes to which I have thus tenta-

tively assigned you. It will hardly be possible for you to get home at the 

end of each week as the meetings begin on Monday and close on Saturday. 

You may, therefore, prefer not to have three weeks of continuous work 

in December. Please let me hear from you as soon as convenient stating 

whether I may make these assignments final or not. . . .32

 Meredith agreed with Latta that doing too many programs would take 
her away from home for too long, so Latta honored her request to work no 
more than two weeks in succession.33 By August, Meredith knew her Farmers’ 
Institute schedule for the upcoming season:

I have made the assignments as nearly in conformity with your wishes  

as I can. The assignments as they now stand are as follows: the first week in  

December, Harrison, Floyd and Washington counties; the second week  

in December, Jefferson, Switzerland and Ohio counties; the week begin-

ning January 21st, Steuben, Dekalb and Allen counties; the week beginning 

January 28th, Kosciusko, Noble and LaGrange counties; the week begin-

ning February 18th, Whitley, St. Joseph and Elkhart counties. . . . As the 

assignments now stand I have five weeks of Institute work for you. . . .34

 Latta was disappointed that Meredith’s administrative duties at the World’s 
Columbian Exposition seemed never ending. The institute chairmen continued 
to ask for Meredith. He knew Meredith’s presence on even a few of the institute 
programs would be a big draw. Early in June 1895, Latta asked Meredith to com-
mit to doing a few days of institute work:

Can we count upon you to do some Institute work next winter? Although 

many of the counties have not yet been heard from I find there is quite a 

call for your services, and I am very desirous to have you in the work. Please 

let me know from you at your early convenience and state whether the 

terms of last year will be satisfactory in case you can engage in the work. 

Hoping to receive a favorable reply, . . .35

 By 1900, Meredith was accepting speaking engagements that went well 
beyond the state’s boundary. “Mrs. Meredith has this winter been invited to 
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address farmers’ and breeders’ conventions in New York, Illinois, Indiana, 
Wisconsin, Minnesota and Mississippi,” reported the Indianapolis News.36 

Sometimes she even had to turn down her longtime friend, Professor Latta. 
He wrote to Meredith on September 9, 1899, at St. Anthony’s Park, Minnesota, 
asking whether she could give a presentation at an upcoming Conference of 
Institute Workers that was held each year at Purdue University. This annual 
program was a way for Latta to update his speakers on the latest subjects relat-
ing to the Farmers’ Institutes.

We are planning to hold a conference of institute workers here Oct. 18 and 

19. I write to ask if you could be with us on the 19th, at least, to present at 

a woman’s session the subject of “women or woman in agriculture.” My 

thought is to have three subjects presented, viz., “Women in agriculture.” 

“Industrial education of women.” “Needs of the farmer’s wife and daugh-

ter.” I hope to secure Mrs. [Nellie] Kedzie [Jones] of Illinois to present the 

second topic and Mrs. [Mary] Mayo of Michigan for the third.

With the small amount at my command for meeting the expenses of such 

a meeting, I confess it seems presumptuous for me to ask your help. I trust 

however that your interest in the subject and your loyalty to the farmers of 

Indiana will induce you to make a strenuous effort to be with us.37 

 Meredith replied that she could not speak at the conference due to her 
commitment to teach classes at the University of Minnesota at that time. Latta 
tried again with a follow-up request: “Your kind letter of the 15th duly received. 
I greatly regret that you will be unable to attend our conference but I recognize 
the fact that so soon after the opening of your term, that it would hardly be 
practicable for you to get away. I would be greatly pleased to have you with us at 
least one session. I expect to be at the State Fair on Friday and hope to meet you 
then. I hope the year may be a pleasant and prosperous one in Minnesota.”38 
Despite Latta’s persistent efforts, Meredith did not attend his conference  
that year.
 By 1903, Virginia Meredith had left Minnesota and returned to farming 
full-time at Norborough Farm. Consequently, she was able to resume her duties 
as a lecturer at the Farmers’ Institutes in Indiana, making 1903 her most pro-
lific year for institute work. With Meredith back in the state, Professor William 
Latta began promoting her to county chairmen at every opportunity, noting her 
versatility: “I think it would add to the interest at that session if you could have 
Mrs. Meredith’s address on ‘Special Education for the Home Keeper’ or ‘Fences, 
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Do you feel disposed to make a strong plea for the dual-purpose cow, like 

the milking type of Shorthorn, that shall produce calves for the general 

market, and also serve as a dairy cow? If you can support this proposition, 

I would be glad to have you take it up, or something like it.42

 Meredith showed great versatility regarding the subjects she covered as 
a speaker, with her topics spanning both the field and home. She would cover 
such subjects as “General-Purpose Farming” and “The Farm Home” at the 
Tippecanoe County Farmers’ Institute in 1897.43 She carried through with the 
multiple themes of production and home at the 1902 special program on butch-
ers’ stock in Anderson, discussing “Lines of Progress in Animal Husbandry” 
and “The European Farmer and His Home.”44 At the New Paris [Preble County], 
Ohio, Institute in February of 1906, she made three presentations on what 
might have been the most important issues addressed throughout her speaking 
career: “The Farmstead Field and Fences,” “The Business of Home-making,” and 
“Standards of Living and the Use of Money.”45 
 Throughout time, Meredith adapted to meet the changing needs of her 
institute audiences. Professor Latta asked Meredith in April 1904 to consider 
adding new topics to her repertoire. He included these new subjects on an 
updated list that was sent out to the chairpersons responsible for each county’s 
meetings.

Would it be convenient and agreeable to you to do some institute work next 

Winter on the same terms as the past Winter? If so, I would be pleased to 

have you suggest at your early convenience any additions to your subjects 

or any changes which you care to make. I think the number of special sub-

jects desired by chairmen will be larger than heretofore. If I mistake not, 

the tendency is in this direction. These special subjects will include, among 

other things, beef making, feeds and feeding, improvement of live stock, 

highway improvement, betterment of the schools, domestic economy, 

household management, etc. etc. If your subjects of last year do not cover 

the full range of your experience, observation and study, I will be glad to 

have you add others.46

 One of Meredith’s last agricultural talks occurred on August 3, 1920, when 
she was invited to speak by the Indiana dairymen at Martinsville, Indiana. At 
seventy-one years of age, Meredith had become a living legend in the agri-
cultural community. Her part of the program was advertised in the Indiana 
Farmer’s Guide with the following quote: “Mrs. Virginia Meredith, prominent 
club woman and influential speaker will be present to give a talk of interest to 





A  VO I C E  F O R  RU R A L  P E O P L E 61

reported that a “fitting close to this most happy occasion was a few minutes talk 
from Mrs. Meredith a most brilliant and gifted lady, who charmed the audience 
with her words and most pleasing address.”53

 The educational program began sharply at 9:30 A.M. the next day. The 
agenda listed a wide array of topics, but the theme of the program was clearly 
evident: How could a profit be turned from farming? Meredith had been invited 
to the 1895 conference as a businesswoman who understood how to make 
money from her farming operation. Her speech, “Profitable Sheep Husbandry,” 
was one of six offered that day by speakers from around the country. She fol-
lowed a native Mississippian as the only woman speaker on the two-day edu-
cational program. Years later, Meredith remembered: “The remarkable thing 
about it was that in the South, up to this time, it had been thought ‘not quite 
nice’ for a woman to speak in public.”54 In fact, the only other woman speaker 
who had appeared on a Vicksburg platform was reformer and temperance 
leader, Frances Willard.55

 The effort that Meredith had invested in the conference—from the long 
train ride to Vicksburg, to preparations for her talk, to the social events sur-
rounding the institute—paid off. Her speech encouraged, engaged, and ener-
gized the audience.

Her paper captivated the audience completely. From a purely literary point 

of view the paper was a gem, and charmed from the exquisite manner in 

which the subject was handled, while from a practical point of view it could 

not be excelled. It evinced a thorough, intimate and detailed knowledge of 

the subject. Its delivery was perfect, every word being distinctly heard by 

the entire audience.56

 The last day of the program was a long session that opened at 9:30 A.M. 
and ended around 10 P.M. The crowds were some of the largest ever recorded 
for such meetings. As one person recounted, “Every seat was occupied; some 
persons brought folding chairs with them and filled the available space in the 
aisles, and many were glad of the opportunity to secure standing room.”57

 The highlight of Meredith’s visit to Mississippi occurred as the confer-
ence neared its end late that evening. The secretary of the Mississippi Board of 
Trade’s executive committee, J. A. Conway, stood up to give the closing remarks. 
He began reading his prepared address to the audience, occasionally glancing 
over at Meredith, who was seated at his side. It didn’t take long for Meredith to 
realize that his speech, while read to the audience, was actually directed at her.
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essays for agricultural magazines that her notions about farming, the home, 
and community reached a wider audience.
 Meredith’s most popular article, “Farm Life:  Its Privileges and Possibilities,” 
was published in “every English speaking country throughout the world.”63  
It describes a love of farming, rural people, and a way of life that Meredith often 
addressed (see appendix 1 for full text of essay).

What is farming? Its realities assume phases in harmony with one’s own 

nature. One will tell of all its hardships, another of its charm in the lovely 

June time, “knee deep in clover.” City folk will talk of its independence—

country folk of its drudgery. What is farming? It is an art, a science and a 

profession. With such scope, should not privileges and possibilities clus-

ter about the farmer? As a vocation farming allows the widest range for 

individuality. Here, more than in any other calling, can one have liberty 

to exercise the power of choice, that greatest privilege of existence, and 

also the greatest responsibility of life, because the power of choice involves 

the possibility of making a mistake. [italics in original] All conduct, intel-

ligent or otherwise, rests upon the power of choice. We choose high or low 

thoughts, aims, friends, methods of farming. Choice never denied us. We 

are sovereigns with our own acre and with our own brains. If we exercise 

our high privilege and choose knowledge rather than ignorance of breeds 

and their adaptations; knowledge rather than ignorance of crops, soil and 

cultivation, we shall get the last ounce of value from our acre.

 Meredith always seemed to note that members of the agricultural com-
munity had in their reach choices that they could make to improve their lives 
and increase the profitability of farming. She wrote in “Farm Life” that putting 
knowledge to work was the issue at hand if the people who called themselves 
farmers were to prosper:

As farmers, we need to be practical; to be concerned about facts. [italics 

in original] Our corn is a fact that must be got into a bushel measure and 

for which we must get dollars. But is that all? We raised lots of good fodder 

when we raised the bushel of grain—how about ideas? . . . May not our 

mind have some activity in changing facts into ideas? . . .

We are to seek truth—knowledge—in all the lines that center upon the 

farm. Acquire information, in order to discover what is best for our own 

acre—and our own brain. Our tastes and preferences are to be candidly 

considered. Patient study is being bestowed upon the problems of soil and 

heredity, and farmers coming after us are to be congratulated upon the 
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By 1893, the editors of the Breeder’s Gazette, a popular weekly livestock trade 
magazine, had invited Meredith to write for their publication. The December 13 
issue carried the following introduction:

We have pleasure in announcing that we have arranged with Mrs. Virginia C.  

Meredith of Indiana for a series of articles upon the subject of the relations 

of women-folk to the farm and farm life. . . . Mrs. Meredith occupies an 

unique position in relation to American agriculture. . . . The Gazette has 

provided an unusually large store of original matter from the best sources 

for the coming year, a large proportion of which is as usual of the strictly 

practical sort; but while we are studying out the multitudinous problems 

presented by various branches of the breeder’s and feeder’s art we can cer-

tainly devote a little time very profitably to following what Mrs. Meredith 

has to say about farming and farm life from the standpoint of a woman 

who knows something practically whereof she speaks.65 

 Meredith described her eight articles as being “on the relation of women 
to farming, and inferentially to the future of society.”66 Meredith’s career would 
bring her into contact with many influential women and men. However, her 
“Women and the Farm” series brought her work to the attention of working 
farm women and men across the nation.
 The series addressed four lines of thought: farming is a vocation well-suited 
for women; women should immerse themselves within their communities; taking 
care of the home is honorable; and farm women need to invest in furthering 
their education.67

 According to Meredith, farming brought women “into business relations 
with a class of men who have a genuine respect for women, and who have also 
the habit of mind that considers directly the result and not the incident of who 
accomplished that result.”68 She argued that buyers of farm commodities look 
more at the quality of the product rather than at who produced it. She noted, 
“Away from the farm women in endeavoring to carry on an independent busi-
ness encounter a serious barrier in the fact that men generally are so in the 
thrall of sex-bias as to be unfit to do business with.”69 

 She linked the success of a farm directly to an educated farm woman:

Every well educated woman masters the fundamental laws of physics, 

and is perfectly able to understand why the plow point runs too deep; she  

can readily see when the traces and double-tree [for horses] need to be 
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readjusted. . . . A woman is certainly competent to know the how and 

why of these elementary farm exercises, and knowing why, she is no less  

becomingly employed when she directs the laboring man out in the  

sunlight of the field how to use the principle of gravity than when directing  

the laboring woman in the bright kitchen about the application of the 

principles of chemistry.70

 Meredith noted that a woman who learns the basic principles of farming 
could more easily direct the work assigned to men:

Farming is the business of cultivating land. The popular definition and 

conception of farming as the mere process of cultivating land is not cor-

rect. The agricultural colleges have encountered some opposition, because 

with a certain class of the farm doing is exalted above directing. The best 

farming does not consist in doing but in directing. It is not necessary to 

hold the plow-handle, but it is essential to know how deep the plow point 

should run, and why. It is not necessary to ride or drive the cultivator but it 

is essential to know when and how and why the corn should be cultivated.  

. . . Driving the mowing machine, raking, loading, and stacking are incidents  

of the business and laborers may be had for a dollar a day to do those 

things, but the directing of a hay harvest combines an exercise of intel-

ligence and an enjoyment of pleasure, indeed too great to be monopolized 

by men! [italics in original]71 

 Meredith also expected that a successful woman farmer would want to 
improve her community:

When the daughter believes that farming is a learned profession, a fine art 

and an exact science suitable for her endeavors, will she not cease to turn 

longing eyes toward the town? When she discovers that a woman may have 

a positive vocation, a definite purpose and a remunerative business in 

farming, she will find charms in country life, she will become so interested 

in good roads, good schools and good society that she will seek sure meth-

ods of bringing them, each and all, into existence in her neighborhood.72

 Meredith maintained that women could make significant differences in the 
community when they expressed their well-reasoned opinions. For example, 
good roads became a central theme in her series. Good roads, in her view, 
directly led to improvements for schools, social life, churches, and businesses. 
Meredith pointed out that demanding good roads is “the high privilege of his 
[a farmer’s] daughter and his son’s wife to study these questions and to bring 
all men to a correct way of thinking.”73
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 Meredith also challenged her readers to take immediate action by getting 
involved in their schools:

Women of the farm must make it a business—a vocation, to see that 

the schools are steadily improved; beginning with the present conditions, 

proceed to make them better. . . . [O]ne who will read, study, and think on 

this subject may become a mighty influence in her own locality. [italics in 

original] If every one were to take a vow of devotion to the interests of her

own locality what think you would be the effect?74 

 She was concerned that rural schools were not only hiring unqualified 
teachers but that the system put in place to educate children was anything 
but educational: “Instead of education adapted to the child, we find the child 
manipulated until he fits the system.”75 
 While the need for women to seek education and to answer the call to public  
action filled her first articles, Meredith never wavered in her belief that the 
greatest occupation was the “making of a home.”76

It is to be regretted that nature and society do not allow every woman the 

privilege of making a home, and it must be in lieu of this privilege denied 

that she seeks other privileges—the privilege of self-support, of earning a 

competence, acquiring a profession, conducting a business, and other like 

privileges—which, desirable as they may be, must always in the estimation 

of every woman be considered as of secondary importance when com-

pared with the privilege of making a home.77 

 Meredith was worried that women who manage the affairs of the home 
greatly underestimated their value and worth.

Each woman who is the head of a well-kept home is aware that she has 

inaugurated and is maintaining an institution of the most complex 

nature—an institution demanding the most varied qualities of mind and 

the most diverse accomplishments of hand. She is aware that she marshals 

all her forces in so successful a manner that those nearest think it all a mat-

ter of course, never giving a serious thought to the contingency of having it 

otherwise than orderly and agreeable.78

She wrote about men who have become important but “have achieved distinc-
tion with less ability and with less application than she [a woman] exercises in 
her vocation of home-keeping.”79 
 Given her own upbringing, Meredith thought the farm was a wonderful 
place to raise children. She probably reflected back on her own experiences on 
her parents’ farm as she wrote on this subject.
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Family life is accented in the country as nowhere else. The isolation renders 

dependence on others impossible. Three times a day at the table and in the 

evening the entire household is together. The father’s business is transacted 

at home and naturally the association between parents and children is 

very close. The events of the day and of the season are the mutual topics of 

conversation for old and young, the subject of childish inquiring and philo-

sophic comment. In the country older people have time to talk to children 

sensibly and to take them seriously. The long drives and walks alone with 

father on the farm would in the confessions of many a man and woman be 

acknowledged as the determining point of an after career. . . . In the coun-

try the child may be alone with its father or mother often and the cardinal 

points of life are decided in these tender years.80 

 Meredith advocated women banding together socially through clubs 
because she believed it led to a “broadening of vision and of companionship 
[that] is of inestimable value to the individual and is inevitably felt in the whole 
community.”81  She went on to explain how women of that time were different 
than their mothers: “We are constantly being exhorted to do something, while 
in the preceding century men and women were persecuted for merely believing 
and thinking certain things. That has all passed away, happily.” [italics in original]82 
 She wrote that “literary culture, the acquisition of knowledge and social 
advancement” are personal benefits that each woman gains by belonging to 
a club.83  She observed that reading and discussing novels at club meetings 
helped elevate a woman’s status in her own home.

Nowhere else does conversation need to be so studiously guided and 

guarded, directed and encouraged as in the country home—and here the 

supreme tact of the woman is exerted or her supreme unworthiness dem-

onstrated. In the country topics for conversation must be supplied by intel-

ligent effort or else conversation will flow with the dull and dismal motion, 

eddying about the commonplace and stupid duties of the day. The club will 

furnish topics for conversation.84 

 Meredith often wrote about the accumulation of money by men and the 
spending of money by women. Supporting the theme espoused by club work 
and community involvement, it is not surprising then that she believed money 
should be dedicated to projects that benefit the community.

The accumulation of wealth is the problem and pursuit of men, but a greater  

problem is the proper consumption of wealth. When one has learned how 

to earn a dollar he has acquired a valuable lesson, but far transcending  

that knowledge in importance is intelligence in using the dollar after it has 
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data regarding the labor cost of growing crops as well as methods of utilizing  
them on a livestock farm. . . .”87 Another pointed out that “Mrs. Meredith’s 
methods were copied by many old-time breeders and thus the practical side 
of her views was demonstrated.”88 Her livestock work made her money, but her 
insights on business matters got her quickly noticed.
 It bothered her that farmers left their cornstalks in the field after throw-
ing the ears into the grain wagon. She wrote, “The corn stalk contains 45 per 
cent. of the whole value of the plant. Farming is the only business in the world 
that will allow a man to lose 45 per cent. of his capital stock, and at the same 
time live, and yet, strange as it may seem, there are hundreds, yes, thousands of 
just such farmers in the State of Virginia. A woman knows better than to farm 
in that way.”89 It also bothered her when a grower would not run his cattle or 
other livestock through the fields to pick up the wasted grain or to eat the corn 
plants left standing. Instead, she encouraged farmers to be innovative in their  
thinking: “We need interpreters of life. A new thought about an old fact some-
times has a thrilling power. It may indeed build a bridge over which we go safely 
to new roads.”90 Early on, Meredith began expressing the need for the agricul-
tural community to become educated about the science behind the farming 
practices used.

Another way of putting the question is: Are we satisfied with what the acre 
is doing for us? Are we satisfied the acre is bringing us its very best returns? 
Do we think we are getting enough wheat, enough corn; . . . Does everyone 
have as many apples as they want, as many strawberries? Are there any 

needs along this line? Is the acre doing for us all that it should? . . .

Down in our county we had a yield of wheat of from five to seven bushels 
[per acre] average. The people are taking five or six acres to raise what 
ought to be raised on one acre of ground. Who gets the thirty bushels of 
wheat to the acre? I have a neighbor—a woman farmer—who got thirty-
two and one-half bushels to the acre, instead of five or six. How did she get 
thirty-two and one-half bushels to the acre? Was it luck, or did she make 
herself a student of seed vitality and the right kind of seed for her soil? I 
say she got thirty-two and one-half bushels to the acre because she studied 
the subject of seed vitality and the amount of seed to be sown on her soil. It 
was not luck. So, then, there is a way of getting over thirty bushels of wheat 

to the acre. Then there must be special training.91 

 Meredith offered specific advice on what it took if one expected to raise 
livestock profitably. She described the real costs associated with bringing live-
stock to the market (see appendix 2 for full text of essay):
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The business to be profitable requires an investment in courage and 

patience as well as investment of money in cattle. . . . Beef breeds of cattle 

can not be profitable except they have good pasture—and good pasture is 

itself a matter of years—of a long period of time.

If one asks what is the trend of the beef markets today—asks what is the 

outstanding point in the situation—the answer comes clearly, unmistak-

ably—the demand for the ripe yearling—and he ought to be profitable, 

for a penny saved is two pence earned and the steer that does not go to the 

market until two or three years old often has pounds laid on and then lost. 

When these pounds are laid on for the second time each pound represents 

the cost of making two pounds. There is then a practical argument in favor 

of the ripe yearling pushed from birth to block. . . .

What does the farmer invest in his cow? Feed, shelter, care and a purchase 

price. The purchase price usually indicates the quality of the cow, that is, 

the amount and kind of pure blood she carries. It would be easily demon-

strated that the ratio between the purchase price and the amount invested 

in feed, care and shelter is a shifting one. At the end of five years, ten 

years, the greater part of the investment is in feed, care and shelter—but 

unchanging and immutable is the potency of her breeding, her quality 

as represented in the purchase price, as a factor in profit and loss. Our 

farmer will find then, if he invests $1,000 in feed, shelter and care, that the 

supremely important thing in the transaction is the purchase price of his 

cows; and it is for him imperative that he know positively which breed is 

best for him on his farm. . . . The profit which the farmer expects on his 

investment in feed, shelter and care depends upon his judgment in paying 

the initial purchase price for his cows and the sire of their calves.92 

 In addition to promoting good business practices on the farm, Mere- 
dith also promoted the farm itself as a good opportunity for women. Meredith 
strongly believed that women could do as well as—if not better than—men at 
farming. She encouraged women who wanted to start their own farm to get the 
same agricultural education as men:

I wonder if you would be shocked if I were to say that I think there is a 

special need for the training of women to be farmers. I live twelve miles 

from my father’s, and I drive that many, many times in a year, and for six 

miles on every side of the road every farm is owned by a woman, and 

only one woman lives on her farm. She is a German woman who was left 

a widow with several children, and she was enabled by this farm to raise 

and educate these children. Some of these women who owned these farms 





called there to start the work, with which she remained for 6 years. During 

that time the expansion of the field of extension work offered an attrac-

tive opportunity for further service, and she has ever since been active as 

a speaker in Institute and Short Course work in many states. Meanwhile 

she has become a contributor to the agricultural press, her writings cover-

ing a wide range of subjects relating to livestock, the farm in general, the 

farm home, and the farm family. Her acquaintanceship among successful 

breeders, and her activity in progressive organizations have had a further 

broadening influence that increases her ability to tell other farm women 

the things they want to know, in the way they want to be told them.94 

 In 1921, the editors of the Breeder’s Gazette asked Meredith if she was inter-
ested in writing a weekly column aimed at rural women, similar to what she 
had written for the publication in 1883. She agreed, and on May 12, 1921, the 
seventy-two-year-old Meredith became the editor of the “Virginia C. Meredith 
Page.” A headline announced the arrangement: “One of ‘The Gazette’s’ Most-
Esteemed Contributors This Week Assumes Editorial Charge of a Page to Be 
Devoted to the Women and the Boys and Girls of the Stock-Farm Home.”95

 Meredith contributed 124 weekly columns between 1921 and 1924. 
Throughout the years, the name of her column changed four times: The 
Virginia C. Meredith Page; In and About the Farm Home; The Farm Home; and 
The Home.96

 Meredith provided space in her weekly column for readers to share stories 
and offer opinions. One young girl, for instance, wanted to point out that she 
could do what the boys did: “Last fall when the district superintendent was 
laughing at the boys for letting a girl beat them I decided to join the pig club. I 
wanted to show my brothers that I could do as well at raising pigs as they could 
at growing corn.”97 It surely pleased Meredith to see young girls challenge the 
status quo.
 Meredith’s articles covered an array of subjects, including topics such as 
home design, rural schools and teachers, boys and girls’ clubs, and canning 
and raising vegetables. Her readers included men and women. One male reader 
wrote, “When the Gazette announced that it would inaugurate a department 
for women, with Mrs. Virginia C. Meredith as its editor, I was much pleased, as 
I had often thought that such a department would perfect our best paper, but 
I did not feel competent to suggest it. We older stockmen know personally or 
know of Mrs. Meredith, so that we began at once to read her department. We 
have not been disappointed.”98 
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The farm does not need all the boys and girls born there, but it does need 

the competent ones; it needs those who have had an opportunity of getting 

the great vision of the meaning of life when it is joined to productive activi-

ties and spiritual forces. To abandon the prestige that belongs to a high-

class business like the breeding of purebred stock with all its associations, 

with its history, stability and opportunities, is not a course to be urged by 

a thoughtful mother. Have mothers on stock-farms been underestimating 

the business?103

 Repeating a familiar refrain, she cajoled her readers to acquaint themselves 
with how their local schools were run. Meredith had long argued that rural 
children often were shortchanged when it came to education.

A principle of growth that appears to be universal is that it [change] must 

proceed from within outward. Community growth is no exception to this 

law. It is observed that the best comes to pass, especially in schools, wher-

ever the community is alert in laying hold for itself of good methods and 

firm in backing those who propose progressive plans. . . . Teachers are the 

vital inner life of the school.104 

 The subject of many of Meredith’s articles was her support of the boys’ and 
girls’ clubs.

Among all the distinct features of agricultural teaching that have been 

developed during recent years—and they have been many and impor-

tant—none have been more pronounced as a change in attitude and 

method, fundamentally new and fuller of promise for farm life, than the 

teaching given to young people which has taken form in boys and girls’ 

clubs of many descriptions, with a range of projects so wide that no talent 

nor aptitude, no taste nor capacity, need lack an outlet.105 

Meredith wanted youth to involve themselves in club projects, which, in her 
opinion, would “engage the mind and the hand and through which to measure 
capacities and aptitudes.”106 
 Meredith had not forgotten the importance of maintaining a home. She 
never lost her enthusiasm for the subject or her appreciation for its challenges.

To be able to manage the affairs of a country house so that its machinery 

runs smoothly demands qualities of a high order, because the complex 

problem of a country home embraces a bewildering multiplicity of  

important things. . . . Probably the outstanding and recurring ceremony of 

meals, which someone calls “three blessed epochs every day in the year,” 
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demands a more versatile capacity on the part of the country-house mis-

tress than any other section of her household management. Long before the 

meal is in course of preparation there has been a vegetable garden organized 

and tended, a poultry flock selected and cared for, and a dairy established 

and operated. These may be on a scale far from elaborate, yet the germ of 

each business is there, and requires a knowledge of its fundamentals, with 

enough executive force to bring them all into harmony with the housekeep-

ing plans. . . . Fortunately, most come by easy stages to the arduous task 

of planning and preparing meals. . . . If any one is in danger of thinking 

this performance of three meals a day an easy one, it is but necessary for  

the correction of that opinion to look on at the attempts of one without 

experience who seeks to bring a properly-selected and cooked meal 

promptly to table.107 

 Meredith kept up with current developments in home economics as nutri-
tion and child development education began to emerge as serious disciplines 
within the field. She wrote, “The enlarging scope of home economics as a sub-
ject of instruction justifies the definition that it is sometimes given, namely, the 
right care of human life in the home. It is, therefore, to be expected that home 
economics in the college curriculum should include courses dealing with the 
care and management of the child, quite aside from the valuable and extensive 
study of nutrition.”108 
 Part of Meredith’s concern was that many adults lacked reliable informa-
tion on raising children. She noted, “. . . it remains a fact that helpless little 
babies continue to be the victims of ignorance and superstition, that a cord 
of red yarn is still tied about the baby’s neck to ward off contagion, and that 
undernourished babies are still ‘measured’ by old women with a reputed 
‘gift.’”109 She summed up her position by saying, “[T]he after-value of the child 
is determined largely by the nourishment of his body in early years, a realiza-
tion that physical health and mental strength in mature years are largely the 
result of eating, during childhood, the right foods properly prepared.”110

 Meredith tried to personalize her stories in an effort to make them more 
meaningful to her readers. She titled one such story “The Motherless Child.” The  
setting of the narrative is a brief lunch shared by a town’s orphans and a group 
of women volunteers. The moral of the story was a call for personal involvement.

An afternoon was planned by a town club to give pleasure to the children 

in the local orphanage, and with the most satisfactory results in the way of  

mutual pleasure. The plan was that a number of women corresponding 
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to the number of children in the orphanage should each agree to play 

“mother” to a certain named child. There was to be a luncheon, together 

with some other features of interest. . . .

One woman in describing the occasion said that it was one of the most 

pathetic experiences of her life: the eagerness of the child to be claimed 

even by a play mother, the hunger for a personal love and attention, the 

clinging of the child to her hand; even at the luncheon, she said, the 

child reached out under the table and stroked the lap of this very brief 

“mother.” . . . Some such plan as this could be easily carried out in a country  

community.111

 In one article, Meredith described Nobel Prize Laureate Madame Marie 
Curie, who was traveling to the United States to pick up a gram of radium for 
her experiments. It was a special gift purchased with $110,000 that had been 
raised by American women. Meredith’s reason for writing the article was to 
mention that this woman was both a famous scientist and a mother of two girls. 
She noted, “There came with Madame Curie her two daughters, for it seems 
that she has had time to be a mother and to enjoy her children while pursu- 
ing scientific research. She has felt, too, the compelling obligation to do her  
best in science without deserting the usual avenues of a woman’s activity.”112 
 Meredith railed in a column about the lack of respect for women with  
children. Her target was the U.S. Census.

The taking of a census has been a Federal function for more than a cen-

tury without any recognition of homekeepers in the classifications, except 

to count them as persons of “no occupation.” Since the ballot has been 

given to women, however, things are changed or, at least, mentioned with 

respect. For example, just now, when Congress is in the periodic throes 

of creating a tariff measure, politicians find themselves particularly clear 

about the effect of each item upon the home budget and their serious 

concern takes the form of appealing to women “to vote” right! The appeal 

is made to women “as executives of the greatest industry in the world, who 

spend 90 percent of the money through the administration of the family 

income.” These women who conduct “the greatest industry in the world” 

appear to need guidance, and are getting it in advice to protest in the right 

place against “fines levied by American men upon American women and 

upon American children.” The question arises, “What shall be done for the  

salvation of the said ‘American men?’” The gravity of the situation is almost 

lost in the comedy of the somersault turned by the politician!113
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 Meredith challenged her readers to make their voices heard within their 
communities and by their elected representatives in Washington:

It is within the power of farm women to bring to every needy mother in 

every township in the United States the counsel and the active help of a 

person informed in every phase of maternity—to those who are needy, 

not only on account of poverty, but for the lack of a reliable friend. It is 

idle to deny that there are many who believe that the child of the poor and 

the degraded is not worth saving; and in consequences those who believe 

otherwise have a heavier burden in finding help for the lowly and the 

ignorant. Farm women have it within their power to secure the passage of 

the Shepard-Towner bill, now before Congress [1921], which provides in a 

national way maternity counsel and aid. Farm women can do this because 

they are capable of sustained effort in such a cause, and because senators 

and representatives in Congress are more impressed by a personal letter 

of request from this farm woman back home, who votes, they are more 

impressed with her potential memory than they are likely to be impressed 

by resolutions or organized groups elsewhere. Those who are in touch with 

political matters are conscious of a great reaction in both political parties 

against the wishes of women voters; last year both parties were vehement 

in their advocacy of the Shepard-Towner bill, now both are virtuously 

declaiming against its “bureaucratic tendency,” as though that were more 

criminal than ignorance and superstition that can destroy children before 

they are a year old. The cost involved in the Shepard-Towner legislation 

is very great, but as it is the first proposed expenditure of this nature it is 

worth trying, and may, indeed, lead to the cutting off of some other colossal 

governmental expenditures that are hoary with age.114

 Meredith showed her impatience in 1923 with the administrators of the 
Cooperative Extension Service, who she believed were paying too much atten-
tion and money to the production side of agriculture at the expense of better 
understanding the farm home and family:

It is rumored that some observations in the field of agricultural extension 

work indicate that whenever the work of agriculture is stressed and the 

welfare of the home ignored there is sure to be reached a place, or point, 

where advancement halts. On the other hand, the states and the communi-

ties in which the improvement of the home has consideration, along with 

the improvement of crops and live stock, are precisely the places where the 

greatest advance has been, or is being made in agricultural extension work. 
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Few of the directors of agricultural extension work are able to make a fair 

division of the funds available for the work, because they sincerely think 

that production on the farm is more important and must precede improve-

ment in the farm home. They have not grasped the proposition that one 

must learn to eat and sleep and talk in a right way before he arrives at a 

place where he can think and do in a right way. . . . So it is that men high up 

in the Federal Department of Agriculture, in state agricultural extension 

work, and county agents have their eyes holden so that they do not see that 

nutrition is the big subject to be learned and taught. Too often they do not 

even understand what is meant by the word [nutrition]. Educated women 

and informed women everywhere are impatient with the apparent lack of 

sincerity in the promises made about a fairer division of Federal funds, 

while at the same time there continues a persistent and consistent opposi-

tion to any legislative measure which contemplates a place of responsibility 

and authority for trained women in the Government service.115

 Through her articles, Meredith campaigned for establishing a home eco-
nomics department in the United States Department of Agriculture. She had 
gotten word in 1922 that the USDA would make such a move in the future. 
Meredith pushed for a competent woman to be given the authority to manage 
the affairs of such a department:

Trained women have had much to complain of in the subordinate position 

given to home economics, both in the division of Government funds and 

in the methods of administration. Naturally men are absorbed with their 

own problems, and rarely are those in authority able to comprehend the ad- 

vance which has been made in scientific knowledge pertaining to the af-

fairs of the home; nor do they understand fully the importance and the  

far-reaching influences of the fundamentals of food, clothing and shelter. 

It is a promise of better things when competent women are put in official 

charge of whatever contacts she and local governments have with the  

welfare of women and children.116 

 The USDA finally relented and hired Dr. Louise Stanley as the head of the new 
Bureau of Home Economics. Stanley was formerly dean of the Missouri College 
of Agriculture Home Economics Department.117 Meredith seemed pleased  
with the appointment, saying, “Dean Stanley has the farm point of view, and has 
been technically trained in home economics. Women everywhere welcome the 
new bureau, and look forward to its development under capable leadership.”118
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 On February 7, 1924, the Breeder’s Gazette announced that Meredith was 
stepping down as editor of the women’s section. At the age of seventy-five and 
with competing responsibilities as a trustee for Purdue University (see Chapters 
8 and 9), Meredith decided to cut back. The editors of the Breeder’s Gazette 
informed their readers of Meredith’s decision:

It is with deep regret that we have to announce this week that we are no longer to 

have the valued help of Mrs. Meredith in the conduct of this department. Under 

her capable direction it has been made one of THE GAZETTE’S most popular 

features, and the editors invite the active cooperation of all who are interested in 

it, to the end that it may continue to sustain the high character already attained. 

Mrs. Meredith, it will be understood, is merely relinquishing the personal direc-

tion of the Department, and continues as a special contributor.119

 Meredith only wrote a couple more articles for the Breeder’s Gazette. One 
reminded the readers of the many scientific advances made over the course of 
her lifetime:

My childhood was lived on a farm beside the “Old National Road,” and 

I heard thrilling stories of the remarkable benefits that followed the  

construction by the Federal Government of this roadway; but probably 

contributing more to comfortable living today is the power service given to 

farm homes by the electric railway that now runs along the grand old high-

way. Many a farm home now sees the marvel of “pressing the button” and 

beholding the home-made candle—the kerosene lamp—drop out of exis-

tence. Very splendid is the electric light and the oil-burning furnace with 

telephone, and radio to add the social note whenever it is wanted, and there 

is the garage with a dependable automobile that gives me more luxury and 

pleasure. . . . Then, too, I have the joy of a bath-room with running water, hot 

and cold. . . . And what a bed I have to sleep on! . . . And let me not forget the 

wholesome white bread that I had at dinner, baked perfectly in a controlled 

oven—a culinary conquest. . . . What surpassingly rich gifts of comfort and 

luxury are mine this year when science, invention and organized industry 

unite to serve me; it would be quite beyond the limits of human nature to 

walk humbly and refrain from boasting!120 

 Meredith’s old page lingered for a number of years as a progression of other 
writers attempted to make a go of it. In 1931, Lucy Ruth Guard took over as the 
women’s editor under the banner of “One Woman to Another.” She wrote her 
first column after visiting Meredith’s home in West Lafayette, Indiana, where 
she had moved in 1916. Much of Guard’s first article was based on an interview 
with the eighty-two-year-old Meredith:
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Being first might establish a legacy, but often pioneers have to endure great dif-
ficulties until they are accepted by those who initially fought them. While it is 
true that Meredith became an expert livestock producer, a very popular speaker 
at the Farmers’ Institutes, and a respected writer for agricultural publications, 
first she had to overcome the stereotypes and biases that faced women like her 
who were breaking down gender stereotypes. Her gender meant that she was 
not well accepted as an agricultural spokesperson at first, for many men would 
have wondered out loud or, at least, to themselves why a woman was lecturing 
to them about livestock. What in the world could a woman tell them about live-
stock that they didn’t already know?
 While Meredith had made a fairly good living raising livestock, the practi-
cal skills developed on the farm were tested as she lectured in front of men. 
With practice and perseverance, she not only succeeded as a public speaker and 
writer, but she excelled. One newspaper account stated, “Her work carried her 
outside of Indiana and while women speakers were not popular 50 years ago 
she braved hostile sentiment and made a name for herself and worked her way 
into the hearts of the public.”124 She would hold that public podium, the “bully 
pulpit,” for decades to come, as she used it to advance agriculture as a profes-
sion, the home environment as a worthy field of collegiate study, and women as 
equal partners in American society.
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Eight-year-old Virginia Claypool poses for a photograph in 1856. 
Courtesy of Purdue University Agricultural Communication, J. C. Allen Collection.
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