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abstract This arti cle explores how Swiss agron o mists and farm ers expe ri enced, per ceived, 
and interpreted the mod ern i za tion of North Amer i can agri cul ture from the late nineteenth to 
the mid-twen ti eth cen tu ries by exam in ing a series of travel reports, cor re spon dence, dia ries, 
pho to graphs, and film mate rial that they pro duced about their study trips to the United States 
and Canada. These sources are an inter est ing point of depar ture for trans na tional per spec tives 
in agri cul tural his tory; they reveal not only a great deal about the expec ta tions, anx i eties, per-
cep tions, and prej u dices that Swiss agri cul tur al ists expressed in their encoun ter with agri cul-
tural insti tu tions, eco nomic men tal i ties, and farm ing prac tices on the other side of the Atlan tic, 
but, in a much broader sense, also about the contested visions of agri cul ture in the age of indus-
trial cap i tal ism. The arti cle exam ines how these vis i tors per ceived and interpreted the pat terns 
of agri cul tural mod ern i za tion in the United States and Canada and how they com par a tively 
embed ded these obser va tions in the epi ste mic par a digms shaped by their expe ri ences at home. 
Furthermore, the arti cle explores how the pre oc cu pa tion with Amer i can agri cul ture and the 
trans for ma tion of knowl edge, tech nol ogy, and prac tices across the Atlan tic shaped the pat terns 
of change in agri cul ture in Switzerland.
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C’est du choc des idées que jaillit la lumière” (It is the col li sion of 
ideas that sparks the light). This was the slo gan that the agron o mist 

and bac te ri  ol o gist Willy Dorner used to intro duce his 1930 travel report to 
the United States after hav ing spent a year at the New York State Agri
cultural Experiment Station in Geneva, New York, and study ing Amer i can 
agri cul ture in some depth.1 Indeed, the col li sions and inter ac tions, the con
flicts and nego ti a tions, the demar ca tions and fusions between the expe ri
ences in Switzerland and the expe ri ences in the New World con sti tuted a key 
intel lec tual pro cess that shaped the many jour neys to North America that 
Swiss agron o mists and farm ers under took in the nineteenth and twen ti eth 
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cen tu ries. By documenting their sojourns, they not only tried to come to 
grips with what they expe ri enced in America, but they also left traces for 
his to ri ans who fol low these trans at lan tic bro kers in their explo ra tions into 
Amer i can cul ture and agri cul ture. These accounts are a cru cial van tage point 
for all  those who attempt to recon struct the web of social and intel lec tual 
con nec tions that enabled and sustained such trans con ti nen tal exchanges, and 
who try to grasp the broader mean ings of these crosscul tural encoun ters for 
agri cul tural changes and con ti nu i ties on both sides of the Atlan tic.

Agriculture in other countries was much on the mind of Swiss agron o
mists, agri cul tural engi neers, and farm ers from the midnineteenth to the 
midtwen ti eth cen tu ries. A trans at lan tic cross ing to study the con di tions 
and changes in North Amer i can agri cul ture was there fore widely desired by 
agri cul tur al ists, and few would reject the oppor tu nity to travel to America 
when they had the chance and the means to do so. Indeed, the scope and 
diver sity of our sources indi cate that trav el ing to countries in Europe and 
in North America with the aim of study ing the spe cific set tings and cir
cum stances of agri cul ture abroad was a wide spread prac tice since the 1870s.2 
While Germany, Great Britain, Denmark, the Netherlands, Italy, and France 
all  received their share of atten tion, no other region trig gered as much fas ci
na tion and per plex ity as North America.3 Especially as the first glob al iza tion 
enfolded its trans for ma tive forces in the last third of the nineteenth cen tury, 
Swiss observ ers like Victor Fehr grad u ally shifted their atten tion from Brit
ish and Ger man agri cul ture to the newly emerg ing agri cul tural com pet i tor 
across the Atlan tic Ocean.4 The United States became, as Sven Beckert put 
it, “an impor tant and con se quen tial pres ence in the Euro pean polit i cal imag
i nary.”5 And Amer i can farm ing epit o mized more than most of the Euro pean 
phe nom ena what Swiss contemporaries regarded as “mod ern” agri cul ture 
with all  its prom ises and dan gers, its lures and per ils.

Thus the accounts pro duced by Swiss trav el ers to America reveal a great 
deal not only about the expec ta tions, anx i eties, per cep tions, and prej u dices 
that they expressed in their encoun ter with agri cul tural insti tu tions, men tal
i ties, and prac tices on the other side of the Atlan tic, but, in a much broader 
sense, also about the contested visions of agri cul ture in the new indus trial 
age.6 The years between the 1870s and the midtwen ti eth cen tury marked 
a period of agri cul tural change that sparked an increas ing inter est among 
Swiss agri cul tur al ists in the expe ri ences of soci e ties that were shaped in sim
i lar ways by the forces of indus trial cap i tal ism and its man i fold reper cus
sions and ram i fi ca tions in agri cul ture. Moreover, an intense trans na tional 
and trans at lan tic traf c of ideas, knowl edge, and tech nol o gies accom pa nied 
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these devel op ments. The chal lenges were obvi ously not contained to national 
frame works or to Europe but oper ated in many regards “between, above and 
beyond national pol i ties and soci e ties” in the Western world.7 As his to rian 
Dan iel T. Rodgers has shown, a his tor i cal explo ra tion of the tight con nec
tions between the indus tri al iz ing countries of the late nineteenth and early 
twen ti eth cen tu ries opens “a largely for got ten world of trans na tional bor
row ings and imi ta tion, adap ta tion and trans for ma tion” in which rural reform 
and agri cul tural restructuring had a prominent place.8 Indeed, in explor ing 
North Amer i can farm ing, in debat ing the struc tural trans for ma tions of agri
cul ture in the New World, and in spec u lat ing about the “poten ti al i ties of 
devel op ment” that unfolded on the other side of the Atlan tic, vis i tors always 
medi ated about the con di tions and the future of Euro pean agri cul ture in the 
age of mod ern indus trial cap i tal ism as well.9 Yet, beyond crit i cal rea son ing 
on their expe ri ences in America, trav el ers like Hans Moos, Franz Müller, 
and Eduard Bally brought not only new knowl edge, prac tices, orga ni za tional 
ideas, and tech nol o gies but also liv ing ani mals and plants back across the 
Atlan tic. Their encoun ter with Amer i can agri cul ture thus often turned into 
an impe tus for change back home.10

Seen in this light, the emer gence and institutionalization of explo ra tions 
into other countries’ agri cul ture in the late nineteenth and early twen ti eth 
cen tu ries were an inte gral part of what we have called else where an agrar ian
indus trial knowl edge soci ety.11 This con cept denotes an ensem ble of actors, 
insti tu tions, dis courses, and prac tices that emerged in the last third of the 
nineteenth cen tury and empha sizes the social and eco nomic impor tance 
of contested forms of knowl edge in shap ing agri cul ture’s trans for ma tion in 
indus trialcap i tal ist soci e ties. This approach takes seri ously the knowl edge 
and expe ri ences of those who actu ally worked with ani mals, plants, and the 
soil with out underrating the cul tural and mate rial force of what Wendell 
Berry has called the “indus trial ideal” that began to shape the expec ta tions 
of agri cul tural prog ress and moder nity in the midnineteenth cen tury in the 
Western world.12 From these inter ac tions emerged a hybrid, dynamic, and 
ambiv a lent knowl edge regime that per me ated the inter pre ta tions of the trav
el ers and, as we assume, cre ated a com mon ground for the encoun ters with 
North Amer i can agri cul tur al ists between the late nineteenth and the mid
twen ti eth cen tury. While the imper a tives of indus trial prog ress remained the 
most impor tant “hori zon of expec ta tion” for the vis i tors and the vis ited, it was 
exactly the diverse, uneven, and mul ti fac eted effects of indus trial prog ress on 
agri cul ture that cap tured the gaze of these vis i tors to North America.13 As 
they tried to grasp the com plex ity and inter re lat ed ness of these devel op ments 
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on both sides of the Atlan tic, they increas ingly became aware that they were 
fac ing a “frac tured moder nity.”14 Moreover, the resourcebased diff er ences 
between agri cul tural pro duc tion and indus trial manufactur ing that left their 
marks on Euro pean and Amer i can agri cul ture alike opened up an epi ste mic 
space to think of the place and role of agri cul ture in indus trial soci e ties in a 
broader and com par a tive per spec tive.15

In this con tri bu tion, we explore the trans na tional and trans at lan tic entan
gle ments of the agrar ianindus trial knowl edge soci ety by fol low ing some 
of this soci ety’s expo nents from Switzerland on their trips to and sojourns 
in America and by ana lyz ing how they made sense of their crosscul tural 
encoun ters with Amer i can agri cul ture that furnished, in many ways, a lab
o ra tory for study ing what contemporaries per ceived as moder nity. As Mary 
Nolan noted in her study of Amer i can ism in inter war Germany, “America, 
Amer i can ism, and Fordism pro vided not only a model to emu late or mod ify, 
but a vivid, col or ful, and con tro ver sial lan guage in which to debate moder
nity.”16 Indeed, that holds true for the pre oc cu pa tions of Swiss farm ers and 
agron o mists with North Amer i can agri cul ture as well. What “mod ern” agri
cul ture was or should become, to what extent the orga ni za tion and prac tices 
of farm ing in America actu ally disclosed the essence of “moder nity” in agri
cul ture, and whether these fea tures were worth emu lat ing under the con
di tions in Switzerland—these were all  pro foundly discussed and contested 
issues.

In what fol lows, we will explore sev eral key themes that struc tured the 
dis course on Amer i can agri cul ture in Swiss travel writ ing, rang ing from the 
met a phor of Raubwirtschaft and cap i tal ist men tal ity, across the role of the 
state and agri cul tural sci ence, to the work ethic and agri cul tural tech nol
ogy. By focus ing on these five themes, we do not mean to sug gest that they 
rep re sent uncon tested, homo ge neous, and unchang ing modes of per cep tion 
and problematization. Quite to the con trary, these issues not only trig gered 
debates among trav el ers them selves and in the agron o mist com mu nity back 
in Switzerland, but their rel e vance and con tent also shifted in time. Before 
discussing them in more detail, how ever, it seems appro pri ate to first give 
an impres sion of the tra jec to ries, motives, and itineraries of the trans at lan tic 
bro kers who shaped the dis cus sion of Amer i can agri cul ture in Switzerland 
in deci sive ways.

Visiting Amer i can Agriculture: Trajectories, Motives, and Itineraries
It is not sur pris ing that the pre oc cu pa tion with North Amer i can agri cul
ture inten si fied in the last decades of the nineteenth cen tury. The trans port 
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and com mu ni ca tions rev o lu tion—the new and expanding inter con nec tions 
between rail roads, steam ships, and tele graph lines—con trib uted not only to 
the per cep tion of a “timespacecom pres sion” but also to a pro found increase 
and reconfiguration of the trans at lan tic trade with agri cul tural goods and 
food.17 It accel er ated the inter na tional divi sion of agri cul tural pro duc tion, 
led to dra matic price volatilities, and had farreaching reper cus sions for the 
pro duc ers and con sum ers on both sides of the Atlan tic.18 Now, the Euro
pean peas antry and farm ers increas ingly had to face com pe ti tion from Amer
i can farm ers, who pro duced within mark edly diff er ent nat u ral, eco nomic, 
and cul tural con di tions in the New World.19 While agri cul tural trade before 
the steam age was constrained by the lim ited reach of trans ports and the 
per ish abil ity of most agri cul tural goods, the global agri cul tural mar kets were 
pro foundly transformed in the face of what Karl Marx called “the anni hi la
tion of space by time,” the ten dency of cap i tal ism’s tech nol o gies and mar kets 
to drive “beyond every spa tial bar rier.”20 The emi nent Ger man econ o mist 
Gustav Schmoller wrote in 1882 that the world was witnessing a “rev o lu tion
iz ing of the world mar ket” with agri cul tural pro duce and that this con sti tuted 
a “pro found turn ing point in our agri cul tural con di tions.”21 The first glob
al iza tion cre ated a new and mighty rival on the other side of the Atlan tic 
when it came to grain grow ing and, on the other hand, a new pur chaser 
of manufactured dairy prod ucts like cheese. These com plex inter ac tions not 
only sparked the fears of a new “Amer i can dan ger” in Europe, but they also 
trig gered a fierce intel lec tual inter est in North Amer i can agri cul ture and con
sumer hab its alike.22

Against the back drop of these dis rup tive changes, a feel ing of a cri sis of 
com pet i tive ness spread rap idly among the Swiss agron o mist com mu nity 
in the 1870s, and farm ers, agri cul tural reform ers, sci en tists, and pol i ti cians 
sought for expla na tions and rem e dies. For some of them, the cri sis in the sec
ond half of the 1870s pro vided an oppor tu nity, if not a neces sity, to con sider 
new and other ways of orga niz ing agri cul tural pro duc tion and trade, and to 
learn from other soci e ties’ expe ri ences. It comes as no sur prise, then, that 
America was one of the most pop u lar places that agron o mists and farm ers 
turned to in order to bet ter under stand their cri sisshaken pres ent in the last 
quar ter of the nineteenth cen tury.23

From then onward and sustained by a long his tory of SwissAmer i can 
emi gra tion pat terns, a steady flow of vis i tors crossed the Atlan tic from East 
to West and an equally steady flow of reports and reflec tions on Amer i can 
agri cul ture poured back into the Swiss pub lic sphere.24 Interest in Amer
i can agri cul ture never ceased before World War I, but the inter war years 
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witnessed another period of inten si fi ca tion. Pivotal in this regard were the 
dis lo ca tions caused by the world war. The expe ri ence of food short ages, the 
break down of the inter na tional trade in agri cul tural goods, and the inten si
fi ca tion of class con flicts in the last two years of the war led to a wide spread 
feel ing of a new cri sis. At the same time, how ever, this per cep tion also led 
to a search for inspi ra tions to improve agri cul tural pro duc tion and recover 
from the pro found social and eco nomic dis rup tions and con flicts that had 
haunted Swiss soci ety dur ing and after the war.25 Again, America attracted 
inter est, but, some what iron i cally, the new inter est stemmed from a shift 
in cir cum stances com pared with the first wave of atten tion that Amer i can 
agri cul ture had enjoyed in the late nineteenth cen tury. As Hans Moos put 
it in 1919, “The coun try that had, a few decades ago, unleashed a ruin ous 
trans at lan tic com pe ti tion against the old civ i lized countries of Europe, has 
saved them from hun ger dur ing the War and will prob a bly con tinue to do 
so for some time to come.”26 It is, there fore, Moos con cluded, com pre hen si
ble that Euro pe ans displayed a par tic u lar moti va tion to con tinue to travel to 
America. Many oth ers shared this opin ion in the inter war years: “Today, the 
gaze of suff er ing Europe is directed to the great Union,” declared the dairy 
spe cial ist Guido Koestler in 1923, because the “World War and all  its dread
ful con se quences” had thrown Europe into a state of cri sis and dis lo ca tion.27 
Thus the severe eco nomic prob lems and social con flicts in the after math of 
World War I pro vided a new impe tus for agri cul tural econ o mists and engi
neers, pro fes sors and intel lec tu als, and farm ers and pol i ti cians to make the 
pil grim age to America.

Apart from the gen eral inter est in Amer i can agri cul ture and the inten si
fied atten tion that it attracted in moments of cri sis and tran si tion, the deci
sion to really make a trip to the United States or Canada usu ally depended 
on a set of more con tin gent and pro saic cir cum stances. There were study 
trips spon sored by fed eral, state, and pro fes sional orga ni za tions that were 
usu ally a mix ture of of cial dip lo matic mis sions and sci en tific or edu ca tional 
travel. This was the case with the voy age that Moos under took in 1893 to the 
World’s Colum bian Exposition in Chicago, which he extended to a lengthy 
trip across the United States or like wise with the Swiss Mission of Economic 
Studies in North America in 1919 (see fig. 1).28

Other deci sive fac tors that turned a gen eral intel lec tual inter est in America 
into an actual trip to America were aca demic fel low ships, the par tic i pa tion in 
inter na tional sci en tific congresses, or mis sions from the League of Nations. 
The soil sci en tist Hans Jenny and the bac te ri  ol o gist Willy Dorner both 
departed for America in the late 1920s with Rockefeller fel low ships in their 
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pock ets, and both used the oppor tu nity to travel widely across the United 
States.29 International sci en tific congresses allowed for sim i lar, yet usu ally 
much shorter jour neys. The ani mal breeder Ambrosi Schmid, for instance, 
com bined his visit to the International Congress of Genetics in Ithaca, New 
York, in 1932 with an extended trip through the United States, just as Georg 
Wiegner, pro fes sor in agri cul tural chem is try at the Swiss Institute of Tech
nology in Zurich, had done in 1927 when vis it ing the first International Con
gress for Soil Science in Washington, DC. Similarly, Guido Koestler, Robert 
Burri, and Albin Peter, all  spe cial ists in cream ery indus try and dairy farm ing 
at the Swiss Institute of Technology in Zurich and the Agricultural Exper
iment Station and the School for Dairy and Creamery in Bern, respec tively, 
took the oppor tu nity to travel around the coun try when vis it ing the Interna
tional Dairy Congress that took place in Washington, DC, in Octo ber 1923. 
A few years later, Burri, direc tor of the Milk Experiment Station in Bern, 
returned to North America to inves ti gate the urban milk dis tri bu tion sys tems 
in cit ies like New York, Washington, Chicago, and Toronto on a study trip 
com mis sioned by the League of Nations.30

Figure 1. Many farmers and agrono
mists, among them Franz Müller, came 
to North America on commissioned 
tours such as the Swiss Mission for 
Economic Studies in North America 
in 1919. © Swiss Federal Archives, 
Bern, E2200.3607#1000/1741#67*: 
Wirtschaftliche Studienreise von 
 Schweizern nach Nordamerika, 1918–21.
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Another rea son for this inten sive trav el ing was that a jour ney abroad had 
not only become a key stage in the cur ric u lum of many agron o mists and 
was regarded as an “excel lent means of agri cul tural edu ca tion,” but that this 
was, in many ways, also born from neces sity.31 The num ber of agron o mists 
grad u at ing from the Swiss Institute of Technology rose par tic u larly strongly 
dur ing World War I and the early 1920s, but there were only lim ited occa
sions for them to find work after grad u a tion.32 Hence, many left the coun
try to pur sue their careers at least tem po rar ily else where and many were 
attracted by the “New World” that had the rep u ta tion of being, as one young 
trav eler put it in 1932, “the most pro gres sive coun try” in the world.33 Fried
rich Traugott Wahlen, an agron o mist and spe cial ist in plant pro duc tion, for 
exam ple, left for Canada after grad u at ing at the Swiss Institute of Technol
ogy in 1920. He became direc tor of the Cana dian Agricultural Experiment 
Stations in Ottawa, before returning to Switzerland in the late 1920s when he 
was appointed as direc tor of the Agricultural Experiment Station in Zurich. 
These inter na tional expe ri ences also pre pared the ground for Wahlen’s later 
post–World War II career at the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations. During his sojourn in Ottawa, Wahlen was an invalu able 
source of infor ma tion and advice for the many col leagues that followed him 
across the Atlan tic Ocean looking for tem po rary work in Canada or North 
America.34 This pat tern occurred quite often: farm ers, agron o mists, and sci
en tists who left for the United States either to farm or to pur sue their aca
demic careers became ver i ta ble cul tural bro kers and con sti tuted cru cial nodes 
in the net work of SwissAmer i can travel. They pro vided vis i tors with reli able 
infor ma tion, a place to stay, new con tacts, and transportation facil i ties as well 
as an often appre ci ated oppor tu nity to speak Swiss Ger man for a short while.

Important in this regard were also the alumni clubs of the agricultural 
colleges in Switzerland that sustained such con nec tions, either by pro vid ing 
poten tial trav el ers with con tacts in North America or by invit ing for mer 
pupils to speak in their assem blies on their expe ri ences in America when 
they vis ited Switzerland or when they came back from their shorter sojourns. 
Max Kleiber, for exam ple, an agron o mist who had first grad u ated from the 
Agricultural College Rütti and then from the Institute of Technology in 
Zurich and later became pro fes sor of ani mal hus bandry at the University of 
California in Davis in 1929, fre quently wel comed trav el ers from Switzerland, 
showed them the facil i ties and lab o ra to ries of his insti tute, endowed them 
with fur ther con tacts, and suggested places to work. To sus tain his con tacts 
back in Switzerland, he not only corresponded with many of his friends and 
col leagues but also kept on pub lish ing in Swiss jour nals, gave lec tures, and 
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joined the assem blies of his alumni clubs when vis it ing Switzerland.35 Such 
prac tices essen tially con trib uted to sus tain ing and per pet u at ing the intel lec
tual and social exchange across the Atlan tic.

In con trast to the more indus trialminded trav el ers to the United States 
who often restricted their jour neys to America’s urbanindus trial heart land 
to see Henry Ford’s Highland Park and River Rouge fac to ries or the iron 
and steel works that stretched from west ern Pennsylvania through Ohio and 
Indiana, and into Chicago, vis i tors inter ested in agri cul ture tended to travel 
more exten sively and far ther west into the immensely var i able Amer i can 
agri cul tural land scape.36 While the trav el ers sel dom followed exactly the 
same route, a com par a tive anal y sis of the sev eral travel reports at our dis
posal dis plays a recur rent pat tern in the itineraries: as almost all  ships from 
Europe docked in New York City (except the ones head ing to Canada that 
docked in Que bec), most trips began and ended here. Travelers then usu
ally headed toward Chicago, the “gate way between East and West,”37 and 
then pur sued their trip far ther to the midwestern states and the north ern 
Great Plains. From there, they either chose to cross the Sierra Nevada and 
head for San Francisco or to go south ward, drive through Nevada, and head 
for Los Angeles. In California, the Red River Valley or the Central Valley 
wheat farms and fruit grow ing areas as well as the poul try farms in Petaluma 
marked the essen tial vis it ing sites. On their way back, they often tra versed 
the south ern plains through Kansas and Missouri, head ing for St. Louis and 
Cincinnati and then back to the Atlan tic Coast. Only rarely did they spend 
much time far ther down in the mid dle south ern states or in the Deep South.

The deci sion, what pre cise itin er ary the indi vid ual trav el ers chose, 
depended, of course, on their spe cific motives, inter ests, and con tacts. Bacte
riologists like Willy Dorner and Koestler who were inter ested pri mar ily in 
dairy farm ing and cheese mak ing tended to go to Wisconsin, Minnesota, and 
New York, whereas plant breed ers like Albert Volkart or spe cial ists in agri
cul tural machin ery like Walter Schmid were attracted by the wheatgrow ing 
areas of the Midwest. Livestock experts, in con trast, headed pri mar ily toward 
the west ern prai ries, rarely miss ing a visit to the aweinspir ing and some
times shock ing stock yards and pack ing houses in Chicago or Kansas City, 
and horticulturalists, wine grow ers, veg e ta ble gar den ers, or poul try farm ers 
saw California as the prime site of their trav els. Moreover, as most jour neys 
to the United States were ded i cated to edu ca tional or sci en tific pur poses, 
most itineraries found essen tial stops at agri cul tural col le ges, exper i ment sta
tions, and uni ver sity depart ments. Amer i can agri cul tural sci ences and edu
ca tion enjoyed an excel lent rep u ta tion among Swiss agron o mists, and many 
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schol ars attempted to get a job in an Amer i can research insti tu tion or col lege. 
Furthermore, vis its to farms and fac to ries occurred on a reg u lar basis.

Quite diff er ent in this respect were the expe ri ences made by those who 
did not travel the coun try on a com mis sioned and orga nized tour or pur sued 
sci en tific inter ests, but tem po rar ily tried to com bine their intel lec tual curi
os ity with mak ing a liv ing in North America. The nine teenyearold Eugen 
Lenggenhager, for instance, headed for the United States in the late 1900s 
to learn the art of poul try keep ing, a trade one could not for mally acquire in 
Switzerland until the midthirties. Lenggenhager worked for two years on 
chicken farms around the coun try and vis ited poul try sci ence courses at the 
University of Pittsburgh. After returning to Switzerland, he founded his own 
“Amer i can Poultry Farm Lenggenhager” near Zurich, which became famous 
in the interwar period as the first “real” poul try farm in Switzerland and 
lured innu mer ous vis i tors.38 Another exam ple of young prac ti tion ers’ explor
ing Amer i can agri cul ture were Gottlieb Lüthi and three of his col leagues 
who had just grad u ated from the Swiss Institute of Technology in Zurich. 
They toured Canada and the United States in the late 1920s for almost two 
years by milking cows on a farm around Ottawa, picking apples in Ontario, 
harvesting wheat in North Dakota, and work ing as cat tle ranch ers in Cali
fornia. One of Lüthi’s friends went through sim i lar expe ri ences, work ing as 
a har vester on a wheat farm in North Dakota, trav el ing together with hobos 
on trains through the Midwest, and toiling in the woods of Brit ish Colum bia 
in the lum ber busi ness. Curt Blome, a Ger man farmer and grad u ate stu dent 
at the University of Göttingen, who trav eled through America at the same 
time as Lüthi and his col leagues, reported that he tried to make the best of 
his expe ri ences “whether as a tramp in a work ing coat, as a tour ist in a Ford 
car or as man ager on a midsized farm.”39 Such trav el ers there fore escaped 
the ten dency of oth ers to visit lux u ri ous and wellrun model farms; instead 
they gained insights into the harsh world of small fam ily farms in remote 
areas and of the rural labor clas ses and, as Lüthi put it, threw them into the 
“zone of eco nomic bat tles.”40

Exploring Amer i can Agriculture: Observations, Interpretations,  
and Criticisms
As already men tioned in the intro duc tion, the reper cus sions of indus tri al i za
tion on agri cul ture were of par tic u lar inter est to trav el ers to North America. 
The rea son for this focus lay not in the nov elty of this phe nom e non in Amer
ica but in the fact that this pro vided a com mon ground for com par a tive 
obser va tions. In the eyes of Swiss vis i tors, Amer i can agri cul ture seemed to 
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dis play a com pa ra ble, if often more pro nounced and advanced, ten dency 
toward indus tri al iz ing pro duc tion, processing, and mar ket ing of agri cul tural 
prod ucts, a ten dency that these observ ers had detected in their own coun try 
since the midnineteenth cen tury.41 With one eye turned toward America 
and the other toward Europe, an engi neer and inven tor of motor ized agri cul
tural machines, Konrad von Meyenburg, wrote in 1909 that the “indus tri al i za
tion of agri cul ture” had become a “burn ing ques tion” in all  Western soci e ties. 
Only a detailed com par a tive anal y sis of the con di tions of pro duc tion and the 
diverse pat terns of agri cul tural devel op ment would prove, he maintained, 
whether the often heard assump tion that the “New World reveals to the Old 
World” the “new ratio nal ways” of agri cul tural pro duc tion really holds true.42 
It was the emer gence and unfolding of an “indus trial logic”43 in agri cul tural 
pro duc tion that connected Swiss and Amer i can expe ri ences and that pro
vided the tertium comparationis for ana lyz ing the devel op ments of agri cul ture 
in indus trial cap i tal ism on both sides of the Atlan tic.

Raubwirtschaft
The pro nounced inter est in the reper cus sions of indus tri al i za tion on agri cul
tural pro duc tion and in the expe ri ences of the farm ing pop u la tion in North 
America turned the often kalei do scopic obser va tions into more coher ent pat
terns of per cep tion and inter pre ta tion. One of the most per ti nent met a phors 
that trav el ers from Switzerland used in their attempts to come to grips with 
what they saw in America was the con cept of Raubwirtschaft, a con cept that 
we use here in the Ger man orig i nal because its seman tic range is almost 
impos si ble to ren der in an English trans la tion.44 The con cept was ini tially 
coined in the Euro pean dis course of human geog ra phy in the late nineteenth 
cen tury, soon trick led into agro nomic debates, and devel oped a con sid er able 
explan a tory power in America in the con text of the Dust Bowl of the 1930s.45 
In this con text, econ o mists like Lewis Cecil Gray of the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) or geog ra phers like Carl O. Sauer made 
use of it to crit i cize the “destruc tive exploi ta tion” and the “reck less glut ting 
of resources for quick ‘profit’” that char ac ter ized in the lat ter’s view com mer
cial agri cul ture tan gled up in the “mod ern indus trial mood.”46 The eco log i cal 
dev as ta tions of the Dust Bowl did not escape the atten tion of Swiss observ
ers, more over. In 1937, for exam ple, the widely read Swiss Agricultural Journal 
published an illus trated account on the “nat u ral calam ity” of the dust storms 
in the south ern plains that stemmed, as the arti cle empha sized, from human 
“short sight ed ness and greed for profit” as well as from turn ing the soil into a 
com mod ity and “object of spec u la tion” (see fig. 2).47
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The appeal of the met a phor of Raubwirtschaft for observ ers from Europe 
stemmed from its capac ity to amal gam ate myr iad impres sions in a sin gle 
con cept. Whether they observed the treat ment of soils, plants, ani mals, and 
machines; whether the lack of inter est in the poten tial of organic manure 
caused irri ta tion; whether they were astonished at the extent of the ten dency 
toward spe cial i za tion and sim pli fi ca tion and at the par tial aban don ment 
of mixed farm ing; whether they mused about the unfor tu nate posi tion of 
migrant farm work ers; or whether they rea soned about the hardnosed busi
ness men tal ity and the auda cious entre pre neur ial ambi tions they thought 
they detected among farm ers in America—all  these phe nom ena were linked 
to the sweep ing met a phor of Raubwirtschaft.

As early as 1893, Moos expressed his amaze ment about the expan sion
ary thrust with which the flat lands in the Great Plains were taken under 
the plow and the sod was bro ken up. In his view, these prac tices not only 
accounted for the remark able growth in pro duc tion of Amer i can agri cul ture 

Figure 2. Visualizing Raubwirtschaft. Swiss agricultural journals reported on the Dust Bowl in the 1930s, 
using photographs to illustrate the consequences of soil erosion and the massive devastation of natural 
resources. © Archives of Rural History, Bern, Photo Collection.
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that put Euro pean grain pro duc tion under severe pres sure, but they also dis
played an exploit ative rela tion ship to the land that would rather sooner than 
later under mine the repro duc tive pow ers of the soil. “The Raubwirtschaft not 
only under mines the rich stocks in min eral plant nutri ent mat ter,” Moos 
remarked, “but as long as the land is kept inces santly under the plow, the 
humus con tent will, as a mat ter of course, con stantly be depleted and the 
black, fer tile and inex haust ible prai rie soil will be sig nifi  cantly changed 
twenty years from now.”48

Not twenty but forty years later, in 1933, the soil sci en tist Hans Jenny, 
who had come to the United States in 1926 on a Rockefeller fel low ship and 
worked at the time at the Agricultural Experiment Station of the University 
of Missouri, reg is tered among the farm ers in this region an uneasy sense of 
the impov er ish ment of their soils that ech oed in many ways Moos’s gloomy 
pre dic tions. As he explained in an arti cle simul ta neously published in a bul le
tin of the Agricultural Experiment Station of the University of Missouri and, 
refined for a Swiss audi ence, in the lead ing agri cul tural jour nal in Switzer
land, the farm ers’ uncom fort able expe ri ence of soil impov er ish ment stemmed 
from an exploit ative agri cul tural sys tem that disregarded the met a bolic flows 
between soils, plants, ani mals, and humans: “Under the pres ent sys tem of 
exploit ative soil man age ment the amount of plant food in the soil is cer
tain to be reduced because the crops are removed and lit tle is returned. 
Few peo ple real ize how much plant food is annu ally removed from the 
soil by the major crops grown.”49 Thus the sit u a tion was des tined to be fur
ther aggra vated if this “typ i cal Raubwirtschaft” would be left in place.50 A 
shift away from “con tin ued grain farm ing” that resulted “in an unnec es sary 
and exces sive loss of soil fer til ity” toward “rota tion sys tems” that, “sup plied 
with manure,” would “suc cess fully main tain a rel a tively high nitro gen con
tent” was, in Jenny’s eyes, a mat ter of neces sity.51 In ret ro spect, Jenny saw the 
inter war years marked by a “rad i cal change from view ing soil as merely a 
cog in the agri cul tural pro duc tion machine” to view ing it as “a nat u ral body 
that deserves sci en tific study and con tem pla tion,” a view that he him self has 
expanded fur ther by think ing of the soil in “the con text of a liv ing, dynamic 
eco sys tem” as most farm ers and other rep re sen ta tives of the agrar ianindus
trial knowl edge soci ety did.52

The Ambiguities of Capitalist Mentality
That the “farmer in the New World lacks the close con nec tion to the soil 
that he cul ti vates” and that he tended to regard the soil solely as a “means 
of profit,” as the plant breeder Albert Volkart remarked in 1930, was per
ceived by many vis i tors as the driv ing force behind the “unscru pu lous prog
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ress” toward “indus trial agri cul ture” and an abu sive rela tion ship to the land.53 
Furthermore, it also mir rored an eco nomic men tal ity that caused ambiv a lent 
feel ings. When the farmer Victor Fehr trav eled through the Amer i can land
scape in the early 1880s think ing about the busi nessminded behav ior of the 
many farm ers he met on his way, he wres tled with two souls in his chest. On 
the one hand, he was greatly impressed by what he termed the “sys tem atic 
and goalori ented mind of the Amer i can farmer,” his “sys tem atic work,” and 
his openmind ed ness toward tech no log i cal improve ments and laborsav ing 
tech niques. These char ac ter is tics revealed the short com ings of the work ethic 
of Swiss peas ants and farm ers who clung, in his view, too much to the “tried
andtrue man ners and cus toms of our fathers.”54 On the other hand, Fehr 
displayed a rather skep ti cal atti tude toward the “onesid ed ness of put ting all  
one’s eggs in the bas ket,” the haz ard ous, “boomandbust” busi ness men tal
ity that he observed among Amer i can farm ers, as well as the “reck less chase 
of the dol lar” that, in his view, per me ated Amer i can cul ture: “In America, I 
very much disliked the assess ment of every thing in terms of the Dollar. ‘How 
much is he worth’—that’s the assess ment of men in terms of Dollars, a very 
mean way of think ing.”55

That Amer i can cul ture was per me ated by the val ues of risktak ing, reck
less cap i tal ist entre pre neur ship was a muchexpressed opin ion in late nine
teenth and early twen ti ethcen tury Europe, closely at the edge of a wornout 
ste reo type.56 Yet, in the eyes of Swiss agron o mists, the image of the busi ness
minded Amer i can farmer was only a sym bolic embodi ment that pointed 
to the dis sim i lar struc tural con di tions cre ated by trans for ma tive forces of 
indus trial cap i tal ism in America and Switzerland and that medi ated these 
forces in deci sive and obvi ously uneven ways. While the cul ture of peas
ant agri cul ture in many regions of Switzerland with its empha sis on mixed 
farm ing, riskspread ing diver si fi ca tion, labor inten sity, and the bal anc ing of 
sub sis tence and mar ket ori en ta tion, as well as pro duc tion and con sump tion 
on the farm offered the farm ing pop u la tion a means to come to terms with 
the cap i tal ist trans for ma tion of agri cul ture, vis i tors from Switzerland thought 
that Amer i can farm ers were caught within the power net works of indus trial
cap i tal ist soci ety in a much tighter way.57 As Gottlieb Lüthi observed, “The 
con tinu ing con quest of ara ble land and vir gin soil by the motor” in America 
cre ated strong depen den cies on banks, “the machine man u fac turer and the 
gas sup plier.” Moreover, the thrust toward exten sion and spe cial i za tion of 
pro duc tion also increas ingly exposed Amer i can farm ers to the vaga ries of the 
mar kets, caused over pro duc tion, cre ated tech no log i cal and eco nomic path 
depen den cies, and narrowed the scope of mak ing deci sions.58 Walter Riegg, 
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a farmer who vis ited the United States in 1929, came to sim i lar con clu sions. 
“Our Swiss agri cul ture is grounded on diver sity, it pro vi des labor and spreads 
risks,” he maintained. Amer i can agri cul ture, in con trast, tended in his eyes to 
“uni for mity,” “con cen tra tion,” and a “sim pler type of farm ing” that led nec
es sar ily to a riskprone, machineafne, and cap i talinten sive approach that 
had the poten tial of remark able cap i tal accu mu la tion for the cho sen few but 
also left the bulk of farm ers with lit tle means of resilience when fac ing a cri sis 
or price volatilities.59

The Role of the State and the Politics of Agricultural Research
As Swiss trav el ers noticed, the “mod ern iz ing state” played an impor tant role, 
not only in this drive toward more “uni for mity” in the pro duc tion pro cesses 
and the “stan dard i za tion” of the agri cul tural prod ucts but also in supporting 
agri cul tural research and edu ca tion at exper i ment sta tions and agri cul tural 
col le ges as well as in bring ing farm ers into the asso ci a tional realm of USDA 
pol i cies.60 That rural America was such an impor tant loca tion for the con
struc tion of the mod ern Amer i can state and that it pro vided a test ing ground 
for what his to rian David E. Hamilton called a “mod ern iz ing associational
ism” came some what as a sur prise for many Swiss trav el ers.61 The cru cial and 
vis i ble role of the state in reg u lat ing and admin is ter ing agri cul ture and rural 
soci ety as well as in pro mot ing agri cul tural sci ence and in diff us ing sci en
tific knowl edge among the farm ing com mu ni ties contradicted the widely 
shared assump tion that the Amer i can farmer was the sym bolic embodi ment 
of an auton o mous indi vid u al ism alleg edly so char ac ter is tic of Amer i can cul
ture.62 In the mid1920s, Friedrich T. Wahlen, then direc tor of the Cana dian 
Agricultural Experiment Stations in Ottawa, noted that the inter ven tions 
into the grad ing and mar ket ing of agri cul tural prod ucts by both the US and 
the Cana dian gov ern ments “smacked of state social ism” for Euro pe ans.63 His 
teacher and pre de ces sor as pro fes sor of plant breed ing at the Swiss Institute 
of Technology in Zurich, Albert Volkart, was equally sur prised by the influ
en tial role of the admin is tra tion in Canada and the United States in the 
field of agri cul tural research and the con trol of aux il iary mate ri als (arti fi cial 
manure, feed ing stuff, etc.). During his sojourn Volkart became con vinced 
that “the Amer i can” was “at heart much less an indi vid u al ist” than “one nor
mally assumed.” The “pater nal ism” of the state in North America goes, he 
con cluded, “in many things much fur ther” than in Europe.64

For Swiss vis i tors, the vis i ble hand of the state was espe cially per ti nent 
in fos ter ing sci en tific research and in build ing and sus tain ing an impres sive 
infra struc ture in agri cul tural sci ences and edu ca tion. As they ven tured into 
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the landgrant col lege sys tem; vis ited exper i ment sta tions, agri cul tural col le
ges, and uni ver sity insti tutes; and stud ied the role of the USDA in pro mot ing 
sci en tific research and in collecting data on diverse aspects of agri cul tural pro
duc tion and rural life, many of them began to revise the ste reo typ i cal views 
that pop u lated Euro pean debates on agri cul tural sci ence in America. As Vol
kart put it, the widely shared opin ion among his Euro pean col leagues that 
agri cul tural sci ence in North America lacked the o ret i cal depth and remained 
super fi cial painted an entirely “wrong pic ture”: “We should remind our selves 
of the impor tance of the research that Thomas Mor gan and his col lab o ra tors 
have con trib uted to the sci ence of breed ing and our under stand ing of inher i
tance,” he cau tioned. Moreover, every vis i tor to uni ver si ties and exper i men tal 
sta tions in Canada and the United States will see the impor tance of what 
Amer i can schol ars call the “dual pur pose” of their work, namely, to con trib ute 
to both the prog ress of prac ti cal agri cul ture and the the ory of agri cul tural sci
ence.65 This rejec tion of a depre ci a tive view of Amer i can agri cul tural sci ence 
is one of the key themes that appeared again and again in the travel reports, 
and hardly one observer failed to point to the cru cial role of the fed eral and 
state gov ern ments in supporting sci en tific research in agri cul ture and in car
ry ing this knowl edge into the farm ing com mu ni ties.

While this stateled sup port of agri cul tural research had pro voked admi
ra tion among agron o mists since the late nineteenth cen tury, Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s New Deal made vis i ble another side of the “mod ern iz ing state” 
that unleashed a wave of curi os ity well beyond the agron o mist com mu nity. 
The proc la ma tion of the agrar ian New Deal—with its empha sis on long
range plan ning and con trol of pro duc tion, its resettlement and edu ca tion 
pro grams, its fight against soil ero sion, its attempts in coop er a tive land use, 
and par tic i pa tory social research—aroused the inter est of many left ist observ
ers, pro gres sives, and rep re sen ta tives of the Euro pean labor move ment.66 In 
1936 the Union Review in Switzerland published an arti cle by its Washing
ton, DC, cor re spon dent under the title “The Amer i can Agriculture under 
State Control.” In the agri cul tural sec tor, the econ o mist Wladimir Woytinsky 
argued, the Amer i cans have attempted to estab lish “a planned econ omy in 
a pecu liar form.” In his view, the agrar ian New Deal not only pro vided an 
inter est ing attempt “to steer agri cul ture” but also was proof that a planned 
econ omy was achiev able by “dem o cratic means.” The Amer i can exper i ment 
thus merited the atten tion of all  those who were inter ested in transforming 
the mod ern econ omy according to plan.67 Interestingly, this view res o nated 
deeply within a Swiss soci ety that was strug gling with the after math of the 
Great Depression and in which com pa ra ble ideas to the ones put into prac
tice in the agri cul tural New Deal shaped pub lic debates in the 1930s.68
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But the pre oc cu pa tion with agri cul tural research, the mod ern iz ing state, 
and agri cul tural pol icy did not remain solely an intel lec tual exer cise. Com
parisons between North Amer i can and Swiss real i ties led to the detec tion 
of remark able diver gences that often turned into impulses to change con
di tions back in Switzerland along the lines observed on the other side of 
the Atlan tic. Franz Müller, for instance, who trav eled through America on a 
com mis sioned eco nomic study tour in 1919, empha sized that poul try breed
ing was taught at the agri cul tural col le ges of the uni ver si ties and there fore 
represented a flowering “branch of agri cul tural indus try.” In Switzerland, 
in con trast, it remained a “side line busi ness” on farms and was also entirely 
neglected as a sci en tific dis ci pline. In Müllers’s view, poul try keep ing in Swit
zerland was taught only in a super fi cial way at home eco nom ics schools—a 
sit u a tion he was eager to change after hav ing stud ied the sit u a tion in North 
America. “Whoever had the oppor tu nity to study Amer i can poul try breed
ing will come to the con clu sion that this sys tem is entirely introducible in 
our coun try,” he proclaimed.69 And indeed, Müller worked hard to use his 
Amer i can les sons to build up a sci en tific, orga ni za tional, and com mer cial 
infra struc ture in the Swiss poul try sec tor: he stud ied metic u lous stalling sys
tems, com pound feed stuffs, and lay ing per for mances on a Californian poul try 
farm in Petaluma and exam ined adver tis ing and mar ket ing strat e gies. Müller 
and his friend, the indus tri al ist Eduard Bally, even brought back a flock of 
Amer i can chick ens for use in breed ing exper i ments. Back in Switzerland, 
Müller founded a suc cess ful poul try and eggcollecting coop er a tive, devel
oped and traded stan dard ized chicken feed, engaged him self in a famous 
poul trykeep ing cam paign in alpine and other mar ginal areas in the sec ond 
half of the 1920s, and pushed hard for the estab lish ment of the first poul try 
breed ing school that finally emerged in 1935 in Zollikofen near Bern.70 While 
Müller’s engage ment cer tainly con trib uted to an uplift of poul try farm ing in 
Switzerland, the diff er ences in size and resources con tin ued to impress Swiss 
vis i tors to Amer i can chicken farms and poul try sci ence depart ments. Harald 
Ebbell, one of the most renowned poul try breed ers in Switzerland, noted in 
the 1950s that the poul try depart ment at the University of California in Davis 
alone was as big and well staffed as the whole Department of Agriculture at 
the Swiss Institute of Technology in Zurich.71

Labor and Work Ethic
Another recur rent issue that caught the eye of vis i tors from Switzerland 
and that was linked to the spe cific eco nomic cul ture in America was the 
cul tural val u a tion and the prac ti cal orga ni za tion of labor. Not only Fehr, as 
we have men tioned already, admired the Amer i cans’ prag matic and sober 
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approach to use ful work; vir tu ally all  vis i tors were greatly impressed by the 
high esteem that work enjoyed in Amer i can soci ety and by the work ethic 
that seemed to per me ate Amer i can cul ture.72 “What struck me right away 
in America is the gen er ous and benev o lent appre ci a tion of every form of 
work and every worker what so ever,” exclaimed Georg Wiegner; and Walter 
Riegg seconded: “There’s no doubt about the supe ri or ity of the Amer i can 
spirit of work. Labor is more esteemed over there than with us; whether rich 
or poor, who ever per forms use ful work is respected. Everyone is proud to 
improve his work.”73

These judg ments reflected at least in part a grow ing uneas i ness with the 
per sis tent labor con flicts and strikes that tore Switzerland in the late nine
teenth and early twen ti eth cen tu ries and were thus also intended to com
pare the trou bled and con flictshaken world of labor in Switzerland with 
an alleg edly more har mo ni ous labor sit u a tion in America based on a deeper 
ven er a tion of work ide als. However, their recur rent appear ance points to a 
dis tinc tive expe ri ence of labor in Amer i can soci ety in gen eral and in Amer
i can agri cul ture in par tic u lar.74 That there was more at stake in these pon
der ings on labor than just a lamenting of Swiss con di tions by refer ring to 
Amer i can oth er ness is underscored by the accounts of those who worked on 
farms in North America and not just observed work ing Amer i cans. Lüthi, 
for one, not only was stunned by the zeal with which gov ern ment agen
cies, schools, and uni ver si ties in North America ham mered the prin ci ples 
of “ef ciency” in the heads of stu dents and farm ers, but he also expe ri enced 
the con se quences of these attempts in every day life on farms. “One works 
on Amer i can farms inces santly,” Lüthi remarked, adding, “Whoever pauses 
to lean for a short moment on his mat tock and to watch what the weather 
might bring, as we some times do in Switzerland, imme di ately attracts atten
tion. The farmer is used to work from morn ing to noon and from noon to the 
even ing in one pace.”75

Some observ ers linked the “effi ciency craze” and the rigid orga ni za
tion of labor on Amer i can farms to the influ ence of “sci en tific man age
ment” and Taylorism that shaped the debates on “Amer i can ism” in inter war 
Europe.76 Indeed, the 1920s witnessed an increas ing pre oc cu pa tion with the 
ratio nal iz ing of work on farms, and some of the lead ing Swiss agron o mists 
con trib uted deci sively to the institutionalization of a sci ence of agri cul tural 
work in inter war Europe.77 Ironically, how ever, the efforts to apply the “Tay
lor System” to agri cul ture were much more intense in Europe than in the 
coun try where it had orig i nated. As Asher Hobson, the Amer i can del e gate 
at the International Institute of Agriculture in Rome observed in 1927: “In 
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America the Taylor System is accorded lit tle impor tance in its appli ca tion 
to agri cul ture. It is exclu sively of inter est to indus try.” But among Euro
pean agron o mists and agri cul tural econ o mists, Hobson reg is tered with some 
aston ish ment, there were “enthu si as tic fol low ers of Taylor.”78 Their attempts 
to fuse Taylorist meth ods and prac tices with the diverse older strands of 
the Euro pean sci ence of work con trib uted to a Euro peanwide net work of 
sci en tific insti tu tions that were devoted to the study of work in agri cul ture, 
whereas such endeav ors were strik ingly absent from the Amer i can scene. 
When Swiss observ ers made a con nec tion between the con di tions of farm 
work and Taylorism, there fore, this owed more to the inter pre ta tive frame
work they brought with them from Europe than it stemmed from the real i ties 
on Amer i can farms. The thrust toward labor dis ci pline, the efforts to inten sify 
the work day and increase work pro duc tiv ity, might have been char ac ter is tic 
fea tures of Amer i can farms, but they did not orig i nate in an orches trated 
attempt to apply Taylorism to agri cul ture as some Swiss vis i tors assumed.

In some ways, how ever, Taylorism and its obses sion with pro duc tiv ity and 
ef ciency fit ted aptly into the met a phoric par a digm of Raubwirtschaft, an 
econ omy geared toward the exploi ta tion of the laborforce of the human 
body, instead of the resources of the soil. It comes as no sur prise then, that 
Müller evoked Raubwirtschaft to describe the sit u a tion of the Amer i can 
rural work ing class. Just as the indus trial work force in a fac tory governed by 
Taylor’s meth ods, Müller wrote, rural labor ers were equally depre ci ated “to a 
num ber on the list of the employers” and were seen as an exploit able “liv ing 
machine.”79

Mechanization and Motorization
Closely related to this search for ef ciency of labor that revealed in the eyes 
of some a mar vel ous ratio nal orga ni za tion of labor, while it amounted in 
the eyes of oth ers to noth ing short of exploi ta tion, was the exten sive use 
of agri cul tural machin ery in Amer i can agri cul ture. In fact, the high degree 
of mech a ni za tion and, after World War I, motor i za tion of agri cul tural pro
duc tion was maybe the most obvi ous sym bol of the indus tri al iz ing thrust 
in Amer i can agri cul ture.80 “Whenever pos si ble, the Yan kee uses machines 
instead of the expen sive and ardu ous man ual labor,” reported Moos in the 
early 1890s, “there is not one farmer who would think about doing a task with 
horny hands when he could pos si bly assign it to a machine.”81 Fascinated 
by the laborsav ing effects of a hay ele va tor that Moos had exam ined on 
his tour, he decided to bring back such machin ery to Switzerland. After his 
return he suc cess fully nego ti ated with the machine man u fac turer Fritz Marti 
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in Winterthur on the pos si bil i ties of constructing and adapting Amer i can 
hay ele va tors for Swiss farm build ings and pro moted their advan tages in the 
agri cul tural press (see fig. 3).82

Significantly, it was farm machin ery that became the sym bol for tech no
log i cal inno va tion in agri cul ture and was widely adver tised in jour nals read by 
the farm ing pop u la tion through out the late nineteenth and early twen ti eth 
cen tu ries. In the early 1930s, for instance, an arti cle on the prog ress of motor
i za tion in Amer i can farm ing mar veled at the sight of trac tors and com bines 
in the Amer i can land scape: “It is as though a small fac tory were mov ing over 
the ground. The soil is, of course, an immov able object and can not be ‘fed to’ 
a machine; but by dint of mov ing the machine itself a sort of fac tory pro cess 
is induced.”83 The horny hands of the farmer that Moos had still evoked as a 
sym bol of man ual farm labor, despite the wide spread use of machines, were 
now replaced by an imag i nary of machine log ics that turned agri cul ture into 
some thing close to the “auto matic machine of the fac tory work shop” and 
the farmer into an over seer of machin ery, out of dan ger of get ting blis ters 
on his hands.84 When the anon y mous author of this piece drew a pic ture 
of an Amer i can agri cul ture in which “human labour does noth ing but start 

Figure 3. “The American Hay Elevator.” This widely reprinted advertisement used the symbolic mean
ing of technological progress associated with American farm machinery to promote a hay elevator that 
Hans Moos had initially imported from the United States in 1893. © Archives of Rural History, Bern, 
Photo Collection.
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and super vise,” he evoked a future the farmer and agron o mist Albert von 
FellenbergZiegler had been predicting in Switzerland seven decades ear
lier.85 From the mid dle of the nineteenth cen tury on, the awe and some times 
dreaminspir ing sight of agri cul tural machin ery infused many observ ers with 
a heavy dose of exag ger a tive rhet o ric in Europe as well as in America. Yet 
oth ers like the farmer Walter Schmid, who documented his insights by mak
ing a film that he sub se quently showed to gen er a tions of grad u ates at the 
Agricultural College Strickhof in Zurich, tended to take a closer and more 
sober look at the pat terns of mech a ni za tion and motor i za tion (see fig. 4).86 
They explored the roots of these phe nom ena, grasp ing the cul ture of tech nol
ogy at work and spec u lat ing about the pros pects that the Amer i can expe ri
ence embod ied for Swiss agri cul ture.87 As they did so, they assem bled some 
of the evi dence that another Swiss, the archi tect Sieg fried Giedion, later 
syn the sized in his influ en tial book Mechanization Takes Command.88

As some vis i tors to America detected, the wide spread use of motor ized 
tech nol ogy stood in rela tion to the early sodbust ing enter prises of the farm
ers in the West and the ten dency toward spe cial ized agri cul tural pro duc tion 
sys tems.89 Machinery man u fac tur ers in America found a flowering mar ket 
as long as heavy, expen sive, and highly powered plows were needed to break 
up the soil of the Western prai ries, but they were forced to change their out

Figure 4. Capturing American agriculture on celluloid. Walter Schmid, the fore
man of the home farm of the Agricultural College Strickhof in Zurich, documented 
his trip to the United States in 1935 with his film camera. © Archives of Rural 
History, Bern, Photo Collection.
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look toward engi neer ing smaller, ligh ter, and more ver sa tile machines as soon 
as this land was under cul ti va tion by the mid1910s. And thus they began 
to fab ri cate machines that tended to be more suit able for the con di tions of 
Euro pean agri cul ture as well.90

These devel op ments pre pared the ground for more intense exchanges 
regard ing the expe ri ences and pros pects of motor i za tion in agri cul ture on 
both sides of the Atlan tic. For observ ers like the Swiss engi neer Konrad von 
Meyenburg, the days of the huge and highly powered spe cial ized machines 
of Amer i can man u fac tur ers were over. They were never in tune with the 
“struc ture of Euro pean agri cul ture,” he maintained, and were, once the sod 
had been bro ken up and was tilled reg u larly, grad u ally becom ing obso lete in 
North Amer i can farm ing as well. Amer i can and Euro pean agri cul tural engi
neers were thus fac ing the chal lenge of constructing a “small and uni ver sal 
machine” that brought the tech no log i cal ver sa til ity that many farm ers were 
long ing for.91 Interestingly, Meyenburg’s plea did not escape the atten tion of 
Amer i can agri cul tural engi neers, and his inven tions became the sub ject of 
debate among the mem bers of the Amer i can Society of Agricultural Engi
neers. When the soci ety discussed the pros pects of using soiltilling machines 
in 1914, its vice pres i dent, Lynn Webster Ellis, enthu si as ti cally claimed that 
Meyenburg’s rotary cul ti vat ing machine represented “the fore cast of the uni
ver sal soil work ing tool of the future.” Ellis not only thought that Meyenburg 
was “the best posted man on trac tors and power farm ing it has been my 
plea sure to meet,” but he also praised his soilmill ing machine as “with out 
ques tion the most per fect instru ment yet devised by the mind and hand of a 
man for pre par ing a per fect seed bed in one oper a tion.”92

Despite this com mon ground that brought Swiss and Amer i can agri cul
tural engi neers in closer con tact and fos tered their dis cus sions on the chal
lenges of motor ized tech nol ogy in agri cul ture, there was one cru cial diff er ence 
that cap tured the atten tion of more than one trav eler. Amer i can agri cul ture 
was shaped by more spe cial ized and sim pli fied pro duc tion sys tems than the 
ones prevailing in Switzerland, and this ten dency toward sim pli fied farm ing 
struc tures was heavily bol stered, according to observ ers from Switzerland, by 
the now pos si ble motor i za tion. In their eyes, the devel op ment of Amer i can 
agri cul ture seemed to con firm that motor i za tion and spe cial i za tion engen
dered each other.

As Amer i can engi neers proved to be suc cess ful in motor iz ing wheat farms, 
they emu lated these engi neer ing prin ci ples to develop machines to har vest 
other grains, veg e ta bles, and fruits, extending their enthu si asm for agri cul
tural machin ery fur ther to the devel op ment of machines ded i cated to plant
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ing and cul ti vat ing. In the anal y sis of Swiss observ ers, Amer i can farm ers 
tended to rein force the trend toward spe cial i za tion of pro duc tion because 
the pur chas ing and main te nance costs of such machin ery were indeed more 
eco nom i cal than employing labor, but still remark ably high. Therefore farm
ers were induced to use their machines to the utmost by enlarg ing the rel
a tively eas ily acces si ble acre age “to one crop as exclu sively as pos si ble.”93 In 
con trast, farm ers in rel a tively densely pop u lated Switzerland wres tled with 
the prob lem of lim ited access to large tracts of land and thus held on to their 
diver si fied farm ing struc tures, which, in turn, dis cour aged them from buy
ing motor ized machin ery as long as a ver sa tile, mul ti pur pose trac tor was still 
miss ing. Working ani mals were, up to the 1940s, gen er ally speak ing, more 
flex i ble and bet ter adjusted to the diverse power require ments of their mixed 
farm ing oper a tions.94

The diff er ing con di tions under which agri cul tural machin ery and, increas
ingly after World War I, motor ized tech nol ogy had to func tion ade quately 
had con se quences for the gen eral assess ment of machines in agri cul ture, but 
also for the cul ture of tech nol ogy and the con cep tu al i za tion of farm work 
that surrounded these debates. According to Lüthi’s obser va tions, Amer
i can farm ers per ceived machines first and fore most as lib er at ing, free ing 
them from drudg ery and redirecting their work toward guid ing, repairing, 
adjusting, and over see ing their mechan i cal “ser vants.” Yet this enthu si asm 
for the “prog ress of the power farm” and the “long ing for the new” that was 
bol stered by what Lüthi per ceived as a “boosterish praise” on the part of 
man u fac tur ers also concealed the new depen den cies that the farm ers were 
enter ing by pur chas ing and using the machines that ran off the fac to ries 
of the man u fac tur ers. The “‘pro gres sive’ young farmer loves the noise of the 
machine in his ears,” Lüthi wrote. He con tin ued, “In the coaxing numb ness 
that the machine pro vokes, he does not real ize that he is deprived of his most 
impor tant eco nomic weapon, the selfsuf  ciency of horse power.”95 In a tell
ing con ver sa tion that Lüthi had with Sam McOmie, a Californian farmer 
in Los Alamitos on whose farm Lüthi worked as a milker for a cou ple of 
months, these contested views on mech a ni za tion and motor i za tion and its 
reper cus sions on work cul ture clearly came to the fore. After hav ing read a 
report titled Harvest in Switzerland that was illus trated with pho tog ra phy 
show ing farm women car ry ing hay bales down a slope, McOmie expressed 
his aston ish ment that Lüthi wanted to go back to a coun try in which such 
work prac tices were obvi ously still observ able. From this emerged a dia logue 
on labor and motor i za tion that is worth quot ing at some length because it 
reveals the contested per spec tives on these issues:
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Lüthi: Only in the first moment you feel the alle vi a tion that the machine 
pro vi des, but as soon as you are used to it, you begin to grow weary of your 
hand i work which always has to be done beside the machine and begin to see 
it as a bur den.
McOmie: But the peo ple can hardly accom plish any thing by work ing this way, 
I won der how they earn a liv ing.
Lüthi: Indeed, but over here we are deal ing with the very reverse. The farm ers 
here pro duce too much with their machines. Overproduction has grown to 
ter ri fy ing heights in this coun try. Despite the vast ara ble lands that you cul ti
vate, despite the huge herds that you main tain and the best meth ods that you 
use, you earn next to noth ing, because you machinize just too much of a good 
thing out of the soil.
McOmie: But you surely don’t want to advo cate the return to man ual labor?
Lüthi: No, I don’t, but a par tial return to man ual and ani mal labor would at 
least save the farmer from his com plete sur ren der to the indus try.96

Lüthi reported that McOmie like oth ers remained skep ti cal of his argu
ment that “machines were not only the selfevi dent pio neers of human prog
ress, but, when exces sively used, tend to dis turb the equi lib rium between 
pro duc tion and con sump tion.”97 Lüthi clearly saw the sys temic dimen sion of 
agri cul tural tech nol o gies that not only had a transforming impact on farm ing 
prac tices but also threw farm ers into a whole net work of new social rela
tions, expert cul tures, finan cial arrange ments, and pro vid ers of fos sil fuels 
and repair parts. “The moment when horses are replaced by mobile motors 
(trac tors, trucks, auto mo biles),” he wrote, marked a “cer tain limit of motor
i za tion” beyond which “a com plete sur ren der to the indus try” began.98 That 
farm ers in America wres tled with the twin forces of over pro duc tion and an 
increas ing depen dency on fos sil fuels and indus trial man u fac tur ers was also 
part of the inter pre ta tion that Schmid gave in his report on the state of 
motor i za tion in America. The fore man of the home farm of the Agricul
tural College Strickhof in Zurich, who vis ited for mer pupils of the col lege 
in 1935, pointed out in his report that the replace ment of work ing ani mals by 
motor ized trac tors not only set 15 to 20 mil lion acres free for wheat pro duc
tion but also increased the demand for fuel by over 100 per cent.99

These argu ments, deeply embed ded in the knowl edge regime of the agrar
ianindus trial knowl edge soci ety, held out a prom ise that was some what at 
odds with the expan sion ist thrust and the motor iz ing fer vor that McOmie 
and other farm ers saw as the pow er ful and mer ci less forces that they had 
to cope with to stay in busi ness in the Amer i can sur round ings. But despite 
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the bal anced and some times even restrained judg ments of motor i za tion by 
observ ers like Lüthi, the prog ress of tech nol ogy and the expanding use of 
motor ized machin ery were gen er ally per ceived as more or less inev i ta ble. In 
this sense, America only foreshadowed what the future would bring for Swiss 
agri cul ture. And indeed, just as McCormick’s har vest ers were dragged by 
horses and cows across the fields of farms in Switzerland up to the mid dle of 
the twen ti eth cen tury, so were AllisChalmer’s and Fordson’s trac tors slowly 
appearing in the inter war years. Moreover, Swiss machine man u fac tur ers like 
Johann Ulrich Aebi began already in the sec ond half of the nineteenth cen
tury to import, test, and mod ify Amer i can machines in order to adapt them 
to the con di tions prevailing in Swiss agri cul ture, while Amer i can com pa nies 
like International Harvester established branch ofces in Switzerland and 
placed their ads in farm ers’ jour nals.

Conclusions
To be sure, when Swiss agri cul tur al ists came to America, their obser va tions 
and inter pre ta tions of the pat terns of agri cul tural change and rural life were 
always shaped by the expec ta tions, prej u dices, and visions of Amer i can agri
cul ture that they brought with them from Switzerland. On the other hand, 
their Amer i can expe ri ences also changed and mod i fied these pre sump tions 
and raised new ques tions that would most prob a bly have remained unut
tered with out these crosscul tural encoun ters. As the soil sci en tist, agri cul
tural chem ist, and fre quent writer of travelogues Georg Wiegner cau tioned 
in 1928, travel reports tended to be either exces sively enthu si as tic or unduly 
pes si mis tic.100 In his view, both ver sions were usu ally the result of a lack 
of time and work ing expe ri ence among the observed soci ety that bedeviled 
vis i tors, and he judged it exceed ingly dif  cult to leave one’s own cul tural 
prej u dices and hab its of thought behind. Euro pean vis i tors were espe cially 
haunted by their binary con cep tions when encoun ter ing America, he warned: 
“In their view, the ide als live in Europe, dollarism reigns in America. In 
Europe, men are free, indi vid u al is tic, reflec tive; in America they are cramped 
in masssug ges tion, ste reo typed, uncrit i cal. In Europe there is art, in America 
kitsch; Europe has a pro found and the o ret i cal sci ence, in America sci ence is 
lim ited to chemical syn the sis and phys i cal mea sure ments solely for indus trial 
and busi ness pur poses. In most travel reports, the neat, inten sive, sophis ti
cated Euro pean agri cul ture is confronted with a sloppy, exten sive Amer i can 
Raubwirtschaft.” Wiegner, like most of his col leagues who were con scious of 
the ste reo types they car ried with them, deemed it nec es sary to get beyond 
those binary views to find the right “mid dle way,” as he put it, between a naive 
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opti mism and a wrong ful skep ti cism, and espe cially to allow one’s own pre
sump tions to be mod i fied and adjusted by new expe ri ences and unex pected 
insights.101 It was exactly the lim ited insights of the count less but often rather 
ste reo typ i cal travel reports writ ten mainly by jour nal ists that induced agron
o mists like Moos to travel to North America them selves and to observe the 
devel op ments in Amer i can agri cul ture with their own eyes.102

While not all  agri cul tural vis i tors from Switzerland were as reflec tive as 
Wiegner and Moos, most of them were can didly inter ested in unraveling the 
key fac tors for the agri cul tural cir cum stances in America and in connecting 
their obser va tions to their knowl edge about agri cul ture at home. In so doing, 
they engaged in an intel lec tual pro cess that the his to rian Dominick LaCapra 
once called “defamiliarizing the famil iar and famil iar iz ing the unfa mil iar.”103 
The expe ri ence of trav el ing through the Amer i can agri cul tural land scape 
and of debat ing sim i lar i ties and diff er ences between Amer i can and Swiss 
con di tions chal lenged inherited assump tions; the inter ac tions between 
the “famil iar” and the “unfa mil iar” questioned old wis doms and encour
aged a quest for new con cep tual syn the ses. This dynamic nature makes these 
accounts an instruc tive source for trans na tional per spec tives on agri cul tural 
his tory.104 Moreover, many trav el ers not only rea soned about Amer i can agri
cul ture and its sig nifi  cance in their writ ten accounts, but they also brought 
with them new ideas, tech nol o gies, plants, and ani mals across the Atlan tic 
Ocean and used their Amer i can expe ri ences as an impe tus to change things 
back home.

As we have illus trated, vis i tors from Switzerland to America were par tic u
larly inter ested in the unfolding of indus trial log ics in agri cul tural pro duc tion 
and their obvi ously vary ing effects and ram i fi ca tions in the rural soci e ties of 
America and Switzerland. On both sides of the Atlan tic, this thrust toward 
indus tri al iz ing agri cul ture pro voked as much fas ci na tion and enthu si asm as it 
trig gered repu di a tion and unease. It is, there fore, not sur pris ing that Swiss and 
Amer i can observ ers chose com pa ra ble lan guage to cap ture the ambi gu i ties 
of this trans for ma tion of agri cul ture in the indus trial age. When the Swiss 
writer Felix Moeschlin drove through Kansas in the late 1920s, he felt he 
was encoun ter ing “the highest stage of agri cul tural indus tri al i za tion.” “The 
peas ant is dead,” he announced. The peo ple work ing the land on threshing 
machines were in his eyes “nomadic indus trial work ers,” whereas the own ers 
of the land had become “mer chants” more inter ested in the stock exchange 
prices of the wheat than in the cul ti va tion of the land on which it grew in 
the first place (see fig. 5).105 A few years later, John Steinbeck chose a sim i
lar met a phoric lan guage of alien ation, com mer cial i za tion, and mod ern rural 
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nomad ism when he spoke of the “highly orga nized indus trial farm ing” in 
America that depended on “migrant work ers, that shifting group of nomadic, 
pov ertystricken har vest ers.” These exploited farm work ers, Steinbeck main
tained, “have jumped with no tran si tion from the old agrar ian, selfcontaining 
farm where nearly every thing used was raised and manufactured, to a sys tem 
of agri cul ture so indus tri al ized that the man who plants a crop does not often 
see, let alone har vest, the fruit of his plant ing, where the migrant has no con
tact with the growth cycle.”106 The resem blances between the judg ments of 
these two observ ers high light the fact that the attempts to indus tri al ize agri
cul ture connected Swiss and Amer i can expe ri ences in a tight way.

At the same time, how ever, these crit i cal per spec tives reveal a par tic u lar 
tem po ral struc ture that shaped many of the accounts that Swiss vis i tors 
wrote on Amer i can agri cul ture. When Moeschlin proclaimed a “cap i tal ist 
indus tri al i za tion” of agri cul ture and the death of the peas ant in America 
to an imag ined Swiss pub lic, he con jured devel op ments that Swiss soci
ety would face rather sooner than later. For Steinbeck, in con trast, writ ing 
for an Amer i can pub lic, these devel op ments were already firmly in place 

Figure 5. Photographing the “Grapes of Wrath” for a Swiss public. The writer Felix Moeschlin and the 
photographer Kurt Richter perceived the phenomenon of American “fruit tramps” as an indicator of a 
society in the “highest stage of agricultural industrialization.” © Archives of Rural History, Bern, Photo 
Collection.
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and left their mark on the pres ent state of Amer i can soci ety. Thus in the 
eyes of Swiss trav el ers, the obser va tion of America’s pres ent seemed to 
reveal some thing about the Euro pean future. Amer i can agri cul ture seemed 
to dis play a pat tern that Swiss agri cul ture would most prob a bly face in 
the near future as well. The sim i lar i ties and diff er ences between Amer i can 
and Swiss agri cul ture, there fore, merited a more thor ough go ing reflec tion. 
For as pow er fully as the thrust toward indus tri al i za tion seemed to shape 
Swiss and Amer i can agri cul ture alike, it nev er the less hit diff er ent his tor i
cally grown struc tures of pro duc tion and pat terns of thought that medi ated 
these indus tri al iz ing forces in spe cific ways.

Thus Swiss farm ers and agron o mists who departed across the Atlan
tic to explore Amer i can agri cul ture indeed encoun tered phe nom ena that 
were new, thrilling, and inspir ing and often induced an eager ness to change 
things in Switzerland along Amer i can mod els. But this was pre dom i nantly 
true for mar ginal or neglected domains in the over all struc ture of Swiss 
agri cul ture, such as poul try farm ing or the mar ket ing of agri cul tural goods. 
In these sec tors, the explo ra tions into Amer i can agri cul ture had vis i ble 
effects on prac ti cal, insti tu tional, edu ca tional, and sci en tific pro cesses back 
in Switzerland, as the exam ples of Lenggenhager and Müller illus trate. In 
domains in which Swiss agron o mists and farm ers had devel oped exper tise 
com pa ra ble to that of their Amer i can col leagues, such as in mech a ni za tion 
and motor i za tion, ani mal and plant breed ing, or soil sci ence, how ever, the 
study of Amer i can con di tions did not trans late into attempts to copy Amer
i can mod els but instead helped the vis i tors to iden tify the ambi gu i ties and 
prob lems agri cul tural repro duc tion faced in the age of indus trial cap i tal ism. 
For trav el ers such as Jenny, Volkart, Meyenburg, Lüthi, and Schmid, the 
encoun ter with Amer i can agri cul tural prac tices pro vided an expe ri ence that 
sharp ened their view of how indus trial log ics lured and forced farm ers into 
a cul ture of ef ciency, com pet i tive ness, stan dard i za tion, spe cial i za tion, and 
productivism that were at least par tially at odds with their visions of “good 
farm ing.” For them, the study of Amer i can agri cul ture was cru cial inso far 
as it helped to dis cover that the enhance ment of agri cul tural pro duc tion in 
Switzerland required diff er ent mea sures than the ones observed on the other 
side of the Atlan tic. In a cer tain sense, then, they shared the per spec tive that 
the emi nent agron o mist and agri cul tural econ o mist Ernst Laur artic u lated 
in 1933 after hav ing vis ited Denmark: “We can and we want to admire Dan
ish agri cul ture, but we have to cul ti vate the Swiss soil according to sub stan
tially diff er ent con sid er ations.”107
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