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In a suggestive concluding chapter, 
the author describes the passing of 
the frontier generation and the sense 
among contemporaries that things 
were changing. This is as close as the 
reader gets to an explicit description 
of the identity that emerged from the 
region, although it is more asserted 
than proven. Readers learn that rivers, 
reapers, and railroads were important, 
but there is little explicit connection 
between those topics and the identity 
that settlers brought to the region or 
that emerged there. That said, read-
ers who come to River, Reaper, Rail 
for a detailed and deeply researched 
record of change in a significant 
region of the Old Northwest will not 
be disappointed.

J. L. Anderson is Professor of History 
at Mount Royal University.

doi: 10.2979/indimagahist.116.1.05

County warrants a mention. The 
author describes settlement patterns 
across the county and notes numerous 
towns as well as canals and railroads 
in the region, leaving readers at a loss 
for reference points. 

Despite the extensive research 
that went into River, Reaper, Rail, the 
book does not emerge as more than 
a sum of its parts. In other words, the 
chapters relate important information 
about settlement, but the reader is left 
wondering what the larger point is. 
The author promises a book about 
agriculture and identity, suggesting 
that farmers are fundamentally con-
servative, but does not deliver enough 
on the promise. For example, despite 
the conservatism of farmers, Thoreson 
explains that settlers were interested 
in what they labelled improvement, 
an ethic that encouraged the adop-
tion of mechanical reapers, thresh-
ers, ditching, canals, and railroads. 

      

Memories of Life on the Farm: Through the Lens of Pioneer 
Photographer J. C. Allen 
By Frederick Whitford and Neal Harmeyer
(West Lafayette, Ind.: Purdue University Press, 2019. Pp ix, 398. Photographs, notes, selected 
bibliography, index. Clothbound, $49.99)

Frederick Whitford and Neal Harmeyer 
have created an extraordinary book 
from the life’s work of pioneer pho-
tographer John C. Allen. The book is 
ambitious in scope and succeeds mag-
nificently on several fronts. It is primar-
ily a tribute to Allen and his ability to 

capture rural life and agricultural his-
tory in early and mid-twentieth-century 
middle America with black-and-white 
photographs.  And while it would find 
its place on many a coffee table, it is 
far more than a collection of charming 
and superbly composed photographs.   
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The book begins with a look at the 
remarkable life of John Allen, and how 
he came to be a self-taught photog-
rapher, legendary in his field. Allen’s 
mother died just eighteen months after 
he was born in 1881, and Allen spent 
most of his youth in an orphanage. The 
authors draw judiciously on Allen’s 
unpublished autobiography, personal 
papers, and photographs to tell a com-
pelling story of his life and career in 
the first thirty-four pages of the book. 
In an age when most of us are ama-
teur photographers, Allen’s secrets to 
success in photography can be widely 
appreciated.  

In the remaining 364 pages, the 
authors forego conventional text and 
use carefully chosen and organized 
captioned photographs to tell their 
story. The result is uncommonly 
useful for this type of publication, as 
Allen had kept careful records of his 
photographs, and the vast majority 
are labeled with the date and place. 
Because Allen was also a photogra-
pher who tried to capture the changing 
technologies of agriculture, the authors 
have been able to create a document 
of interest to researchers by organiz-
ing the book into topic areas with a 
reasonably detailed table of contents.  
Researchers interested in the drainage 
of fields or the marketing of apples 
will find a number of photographs 
that together illustrate changing 
methods over the years. Those such 

as myself, who have employed diary- 
and letter-based methods, may find 
the pictures in this book refreshingly 
welcome.  

This does not imply that the pho-
tographs are mostly technically ori-
ented and dry––they are not. Allen’s 
freelance business was so successful 
because he had a knack for using the 
charm of children and animals to sell 
his photography. He took pictures that 
connected with people, and the pic-
tures still do that today.  Those who 
have less academic interests in rural 
history will not be disappointed.

The book is particularly relevant 
to those interested in the history of 
Indiana; Purdue alumni will also be 
rewarded. Most of the photographs are 
from farms in Indiana, a good chunk 
of them from Tippecanoe County, but 
others are from throughout the state 
and across the country.  Much of the 
book centers on the midwestern states, 
but the authors include short sections 
devoted to cotton and truck gardening, 
for example, that rely more heavily 
on pictures from the South and from 
California.  In short, this book will 
make a great gift among Hoosiers, but 
it should also have a home in Indiana 
libraries and research libraries.
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