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Few history books capture the story of America’s past as vividly as the farmhouses that
fill our countryside. These fundamentally practical homes chronicle the development of
the nation, tracing both its expansion and growing prosperity. From the late 1600s to the
late 1800s, pioneers in each new generation pushed ever westward from Massachusetts
and Virginia, across the prairie to the plains of the Dakotas, until farmland ultimately
yielded to the range. Mirroring the country’s industrial progress, the architecture of their
homes evolved from humble dwellings to the more elaborate styles that presided over
the Victorian-era landscape.

For much of our history, we have been a nation of farmers, making the farmhouse
our most prevalent form of architecture (if not our most celebrated or best documented).
Beginning with the earliest settlers who farmed to feed their families, working the land was
a primary occupation through most of the nineteenth century, when farming accounted
for more than half of the gross national product. Even as recently as the early twentieth
century, more than a third of the population was still involved in agriculture.

Owning land was—and still is—an essential part of the American Dream. It has
always represented freedom, autonomy, an opportunity to make one's own way in the

world—desires that had a particular resonance for the millions of immigrants who came
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to these shores. For a young and growing nation, such dreams proved mutually beneficial.
Fertile land, and plenty of it, was perhaps the greatest tangible asset this country had

to offer. It shaped our history, our development, even our values. By the nineteenth



