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rectly, the source of a deafening roar,
and a spectacle that left an inevitable
trail of mental trauma. It pushed all
classes into an “awful democracy” of
deprivation and suffering.

Mack’s third section is a bit less
convincing as it stretches the sensory
theme into the labor disorders of the
1870s, but his discussion of George
Pullman’s company town strongly
reasserts the theme. A fourth chapter
plunges back into the muck with a dis-
cussion of Upton Sinclair’s stockyards
landscape, and Mack ties Sinclair to a
sensory interpretation and critique of
Karl Marx’s view of workers. Finally,
the book takes us to the White City
Amusement Park, a predictable fan-
tasyland that played with the senses.

This is a fascinating book and an
enjoyable read. It will delight those
who appreciate its dozens of small
insights on how humans encounter
cities. Its sampling technique, which
tends to isolate each story rather
than knitting them together, will
disappoint those expecting a compre-
hensive slog through muck, smoke,
cacophony, and visual insult.
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Fostering on the Farm examines the
role midwestern children’s homes
played in “placing out” destitute
children in farm families in the nine-
teenth century, and the development
of county and then state government
structures to oversee and improve
those placements in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries.
Author Megan Birk examines the
placing-out system that paralleled
and interacted with orphanages and
eventually transitioned into a more
professionalized system now known
as foster care. Her regional focus on

the Midwest is a nice companion to
most of the historical work on care
for orphans and other dependent
children, which tends to look at large
eastern cities and immigrant children
and families.

Birk covers a great deal of ground
in a concise manner, starting with
widespread depictions of farm homes
as ideal places where children placed
in them would be regarded as family
members. They would learn impor-
tant agricultural skills and the joys of
democracy, and they would develop
a good work ethic. Even as better-



known (and now somewhat infa-
mous) “orphan trains” brought urban
children west and placed them on
farms, midwestern children’s homes
also saw rural homes—preferably
on an actual farm, but certainly in a
farm community—as the best option
for these dependent children: such a
plan was superior to keeping them in
orphanages for an extended period
or paying surviving family members
to keep families intact. Using a wide
variety of records from the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries,
Birk punctures this idyllic picture by
showing that the most common rea-
son rural families asked for children
was to increase their labor pool, not
to expand their families.

Birk’s tale weaves back and forth
between a number of different states,
nationally known midwestern re-
formers, county agencies and chil-
dren’s homes, and actual children’s
experiences. Ohio, Michigan, and
Indiana are explored at more length
than neighboring states, partly be-
cause their stories are important
and also because they vary from one
another in important ways even as
they share common themes. Birk
is, like all historians, limited by her
sources. While she does an excellent
job of mining a broad array of voices
from the past, these sources are often
very sparse in the information they
provide, especially when children
were physically harmed. Chapter four
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covers the development of active,
better-funded state agencies to place
children in homes and supervise their
placement, and is especially good at
explaining why government involve-
ment in family life grew: it was the
only way to actually protect children
over whom the state had taken re-
sponsibility.

For readers who know the his-
torical literature on orphanages and
child placement/foster care, many of
the topics Birk covers will be familiar.
Placing them in a rural, midwestern
context adds depth and nuance to the
story historians have been exploring
in recent decades. For readers who
do not know much about what hap-
pened to children who lacked parents
to care for them due to death, illness,
poverty, or other reasons, Fostering on
the Farm is an excellent introduction
as well as a corrective to a literature
that sometimes gives the Midwest,
and the children who lived there in
unstable settings, less attention than
it deserves.
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