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N 1931, the International Harvester Company threw
a year-long party to celebrate the one hundredth
anniversary of Cyrus Hall McCormick’s invention of
the mechanical reaper. At first glance, it would be easy

for us to judge the ongoing memorials to Cyrus McCormick
(1809–1884) solely as a commercial campaign, like so many
other corporate marketing plans. What occurred during the

one hundred years since the reaper’s
invention, however, reflects

chapters of a family history
that is told in the posters and
lithographs the company
used as commercial adver-
tising, creating a heritage
for both itself and the
McCormick family.

This combined heritage
first came to life in 1902,
when McCormick’s busi-
ness—the McCormick Har-

vesting Machine Company—had merged with its competitors
to form the International Harvester Company. Cyrus
McCormick, Jr., became the first president of the Chicago-
based company. The merger united several companies whose

years of fierce competi-
tion had created deep
hostility. To support a
unified business during
the initial years after the
merger, individual com-
panies had of necessity
focused on the overall
needs of International
Harvester rather than
the concerns of their
respective groups. By
1928, the year Interna-
tional Harvester began planning its centennial celebration,
old resentments had faded, and the McCormick family’s
ascendancy at International Harvester was nearly complete.
Cyrus McCormick, Jr., was now chairman of the board, and
his family played a huge role in the company. There was no
question that the International Harvester Company would
want to plan a McCormick reaper centennial celebration for
1931. The only question centered on the respective roles of
the company and the family members, who wanted primarily
“to do honor to Grandfather.” 

The company produced commemorative coins, a feature-
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length film, and models of the original reaper for traveling
exhibitions. Local dealerships organized parades, lectures,
demonstrations, film presentations, and similar events. The
legacy of Cyrus Hall McCormick became the central focus of
the company’s advertising literature. The company used the
reaper’s centennial to energize its work force, sell its products,

and create a feeling of goodwill throughout its far-flung sales
territory. The message was simple: The qualities that had
made Cyrus McCormick and his invention great were still
alive at International Harvester. Advertising copy hailed
McCormick as “the inventor of the machine that ushered in
a new era of agriculture, of progress, and of freedom from

The themes of progress and empire dominated American advertising
in the late nineteenth century, and the McCormick Company was no
exception. This 1880s advertising poster is based on a fresco painting

by Emanuel Leutze in the House Wing of the Federal Capitol,
c. 1861–1863.
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humanity’s age-long
enslavement to the
soil.” The reaper had
launched “the long line
of machines . . . that
have conquered wilder-
ness and desert, built
new empires, founded
new civilizations, set
millions of men free to
create new industries,
[and] converted yester-
day’s luxury into
today’s common com-

fort.” International Harvester wished to show its commitment
to the same tradition of progress and service to humanity.
Brochures and short films with titles like Saving the World

from Starvation traced the evolution of agriculture from
McCormick’s reaper to a full line of modern farm machinery.

The event that secured Cyrus McCormick’s place in histo-
ry was a field trial in the rural community of Steele’s Tavern,
Virginia, in the summer of 1831. After weeks of intense labor
preparing the machine, he demonstrated a horse-drawn
mechanical reaper in a neighbor’s oat field in front of a small
group of family and friends. The test was not an unqualified
success. The reaper sank in soft ground, uprooted and flat-
tened the tangled oat straw, was prone to clogging, and need-
ed frequent adjustments and repairs while in the field.
Nevertheless, the field trial of 1831 was of critical importance
to McCormick. By the time he filed his first reaper patent in
1834, several competitors had emerged with their own
machines. The most serious challenge came from Obed
Hussey, who patented a working reaper in 1833. Conse-
quently, the date of the field trial was used in later years to
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Above: This photograph, a recreation of the 1831 field test, served as
the model for artist N. C. Wyeth’s image for the commemorative poster. 
Left: International Harvester dealers around the world exhibited this
1931 film in conjunction with demonstrations, lectures, and other

centennial events.



support McCormick’s claim as inventor of the first successful
reaper.

In 1835, McCormick set aside the reaper in favor of an
iron-smelting business. When the business failed he turned his
attention back to the reaper, but he continued to struggle.
Despite improvements made since 1831, farmers remained
skeptical of his machine. In addition, McCormick found it dif-
ficult to increase production and still maintain the quality of
his output. It was not until 1847, when he built his own fac-
tory in Chicago, that he was able to sell a significant number
of machines. (Incidentally, McCormick had first scoured
southern Wisconsin for potential locations but ultimately set-
tled in Chicago.) In 1858, at age 48, he married twenty-two-
year-old Nettie Fowler of Clayton, New York, and spent
much of the next two decades in New York and abroad while
his brothers ran the Chicago factory. By the 1870s Cyrus was
a millionaire and his company was the undisputed leader in
the agricultural equipment industry. 

During McCormick’s lifetime, the field trial of 1831 was
not often mentioned in his company’s advertising. Handbills
of the 1840s and 1850s focused more on the reaper’s mechan-
ical features and the testimonials of prominent local farmers.
When the company did refer in advertisements to the field
trial, the importance attached to its primacy was a practical
one. Having been the first, McCormick’s machine offered the

longest record of success. Having been in business longer than
any other competitor, the company could be relied upon to
continue in this tradition of quality and innovation.

By the 1870s, the company’s advertising gradually became
more abstract. It augmented the standard litany of mechani-
cal features, testimonials, and international victories with
paeans to patriotism, the nobility of agricultural life, and sci-
entific progress. Still, the invention of the reaper was not
explicitly glorified. A circular from 1883, only a year before
McCormick died, proclaims that “farmers, inventors, manu-
facturers, and dealers, stand side by side, and see yearly the
grand results of their united labors in lessening toil, cheapen-
ing food, and promoting the material interest of humanity.”
McCormick and his invention were only indirectly implicated
in these “grand” labors. He was simply one of several inven-
tors and manufacturers working with farmers for the benefit
of humanity.

In that same year, the company produced a lithographed
poster commemorating the field trial of 1831. This is the ear-
liest graphic depiction of the field trial to appear in company
advertising, and the only one to appear during McCormick’s
lifetime. Apart from the racist caricatures and anachronistic
clothing, the most interesting feature of the poster is that the
onlookers do not appear to be convinced by the demonstra-
tion. They have been stirred to conversation, perhaps debate,

BEFORE the advent of the

reaper, farmers harvested grain

by hand. The work was backbreaking

and slow. It took an average of five

workers with scythes and ten helpers

to cut, gather, and bind ten acres of

wheat a day. The first successful

horse-drawn reaping machine could

cut wheat faster and with fewer

hands. The machine that Cyrus

McCormick introduced in 1831 exhib-

ited the basic principles used by all

subsequent harvesting machinery. As

the reaper was pulled, a rotating reel

brought fresh stalks against a vibrat-

ing cutting bar. The cut wheat was

deposited on the reaper’s platform,

where a field hand would rake it off

and to the ground. Additional field

hands gathered the cut wheat and

bound it. Later, the wheat was

threshed to separate the grain. By the

1880s, the reaper had been modified

to automatically bind the cut wheat

with twine, allowing a single individual

to accomplish what had previously

required as many as five people. The

resulting twine binder was used

through the 1930s, when it was

replaced by the harvester-thresher, or

combine. The harvester-thresher cut

the wheat and threshed it in a single

operation. Combines remain the prin-

cipal mode of harvesting wheat and

other grain crops throughout North

America. 

What’s a Reaper?

This schematic design, attesting to the “ingenuity
of Mr. McCormick,” appeared in the January

1843 issue of the Southern Planter.
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In 1883, the company produced the

earliest graphic depiction of the field trial to

appear in company advertising; the most

interesting feature of this image is that the

onlookers have been stirred to conversation,

perhaps debate, but no sense of immediate

triumph. After McCormick’s death in 1884,

the tone of the company’s advertising

changed. It hailed the demonstration at

Steele’s Tavern as the culmination of the

“master-stroke of the century.”

Two interpretations of the original field trial of 1831. Above: Before Cyrus
McCormick’s death. Below: The N. C. Wyeth centennial image of 1931.
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but the poster conveys no sense of immediate triumph. The
event is simply presented as a historical fact: Cyrus
McCormick introduced his reaper to the world on July 25,
1831.

After McCormick’s death in 1884, the tone of the compa-
ny’s advertising changed. It magnified the importance of the
field trial and hailed 1831 as the beginning of a new era of
progress. The demonstration at Steele’s Tavern “before a num-
ber of leading Virginia farmers” was now the culmination of
the “master-stroke of the century,” rather than an important
addition to the field of agricultural science. The McCormick
reaper emerged as the foundation of scientific progress,
responsible for a golden age of abundance and material com-
fort: 

Before McCormick invented the reaper, invention
slept, man toiled with might,
No joy, no sweetness his, 
Then genius woke, the gloom of night took on the
glow of morn,
And lo! McCormick,
To the world remembered well as friend and
benefactor.

The most obvious reason for the change in tone is the death
of Cyrus McCormick on May 13, 1884. While the inventor
was alive, such rhetoric might have seemed arrogant. But after
McCormick’s death it made sense to celebrate the achieve-
ments of the company’s founder. The company was now in the
hands of the inventor’s son, and for Cyrus Jr. the historical
importance of the reaper and its inventor was a matter of fam-

ily honor. His father’s reputation had actu-
ally been under attack for many years. The
first attack had come in the late 1830s when
rival inventor Obed Hussey claimed to be
the true inventor of the first reaper. A long
line of competitors followed Hussey, argu-
ing that McCormick’s reaper was not the
first, that he had stolen his ideas from other
inventors, or that his invention had become
irrelevant in light of later developments. 

Such attacks became particularly force-
ful during the 1880s and 1890s. This was a
period of intense competition and was
referred to in the industry as the “reaper
wars.” An overabundance of suppliers com-
bined with a saturated market forced agri-
cultural machinery manufacturers to cut
prices and increase their marketing budg-
ets. Company agents organized field trials,

sponsored local parades, distributed colorful advertising litera-
ture, and generally tried anything they could think of to stand
out from their competitors.

The most serious challenge to the McCormick legend,
however, came not from competitors in the industry, but from
the inventor’s own brother, Leander. 

Leander McCormick was thirteen years old at the time of
the field trial in 1831. In 1848, he joined his older brother in
Chicago to become supervisor of all manufacturing, and in
1859 Cyrus made him a full partner in the company. The part-
nership, unfortunately, was not a harmonious one. Cyrus’s dic-
tatorial business style and his long absences from Chicago
further irritated a lifelong tension between the two brothers.
His refusal to promote Leander’s son within the company led
to the dissolution of the partnership in 1879, and Leander
eventually pulled out of the business altogether. By the 1880s
he was openly asserting that his brother did not deserve credit
for the reaper or any of its subsequent improvements. Accord-
ing to Leander, Cyrus had used his position as the family’s
business manager to steal the invention. The true inventor of
the reaper, he claimed, was their father, Robert McCormick.
Leander spent the last two decades of his life collecting evi-
dence to support his claims, and his descendants continued the
fight by publishing versions of his story well into the twentieth
century.

It was in this climate of accusation and intense competition
that the McCormick Harvesting Machine Company began to
memorialize its founder. After his death, advertisements invit-
ed readers to compare the world of 1831 with that of the

Leander McCormickWilliam McCormick

McCormick Collection McCormick Collection



“present age.” Scientific progress had transformed America
into a land with “fifty-five millions of the happiest, most pros-
perous and progressive people on the face of the earth.” Men
like Thomas Edison, Charles Goodyear, Samuel F. B. Morse,
Alexander Graham Bell, and Cyrus McCormick were
responsible for this progress. McCormick and his reaper,

however, deserved the highest honors, for “[i]n the grand
march of human progress which distinguishes the present age
above all others . . . agricultural machinery . . . [is] second to
none in its important bearing on the well-being of society.” 

In fact, according to an 1884 catalog, nearly all of the
great achievements of the nineteenth century could be traced
to a “trinity of forces . . . the Reaping Machine, the Railroad
and the Telegraph.” The text concludes that “no doubt the
most important factor of the three was the . . . reaper pro-
duced by the inventive genius of Cyrus H. McCormick.” 

The company first touted his domestic achievements, and
the advertisements called him the “conqueror of American
prairies,” because the advent of the reaper had coincided with
the settlement of the American frontier. The reaper was par-
ticularly well suited to the flat, wheat-growing lands of the

Above: This 1899 catalog design accentuates the domestic and
international achievements of both McCormick the man and the

machines. Left: In this 1889 catalog illustration featuring
McCormick mowers and binders, the lone buffalo may have drawn

sympathy, but the domination of the machine seemed inevitable.
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Trans-Mississippi. Company
ads focused on this theme, point-
ing out that before the r e a p e r
“ t h e  s l o w  p r a i r i e  schooners
of the pioneers were entering the
verge of the pathless West, [and]
farther than the Missouri all was

deemed a desert.” In 1889 the
company’s catalog noted with sat-
isfaction that “what was only a
few years ago the grazing ground
of the buffalo is now the home of
the McCormick.” 

What is likely the most famous
advertising poster of the
McCormick Company dramati-
cally illustrates this theme. In
“Westward the Course of Empire
Takes Its Way with McCormick
Reapers in the Van,” a modified
version of a popular painting by
Emanuel Leutze, pioneers stand
high above the “promised land”
of the American frontier, looking
ahead to fields under cultivation
with McCormick harvesting
machinery. 

Conquering the American
West proved to be only part of the
story. McCormick was barely
established in the United States
when he began looking to expand
overseas. Against the wishes of his
more conservative brother, William, Cyrus sought world mar-
kets and recognition. Beginning with the Exhibition of the
Industry of All Nations in London in 1851, McCormick had
spent much of the 1850s and 1860s traveling around the world
demonstrating his machines, collecting honors, and attempt-
ing to set up a system of distribution in Europe. By the 1880s,
the McCormick Harvesting Machine Company had sold

machines in England, Germany, France, Australia, New
Zealand, Canada, Mexico, Argentina, and Russia. It was no
wonder that as Leander, and to a lesser degree William, met
the daily management needs of the Chicago-based business,
they came to resent their globetrotting brother. 

In truth, foreign sales accounted for a relatively small per-
centage of its total revenue at the time, but the company gave
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As the Wild West of North America began to grow more sedate, foreign
lands—with intriguing characters and locations—began to feel the

“civilizing” outreach of the McCormick company’s equipment.

Conquering the

American West

proved to be only

part of the story.



prominent advertising space to its foreign endeavors. From
1851 forward, handbills and catalogs featured detailed
accounts of the reaper’s victories at international exhibitions.
Advertisements proclaimed that McCormick was “triumphant
throughout all nations, the standard of the world.” A calendar
in the 1888 catalog reminded readers that McCormick
machines were in use somewhere in the world during every
month of the year: “It is always harvest time with McCormick!
While the American Farmer reads his Favorite Paper by his
Winter’s Fire the McCormick is Clicking away in the Summer
Sun of the Antipodes.”

As an advertising theme, the growth of McCormick’s for-
eign business was often translated into the rhetoric of imperi-
alism. McCormick machines were the “avant couriers of
civilization,” in demand in “every portion of the earth where
the summer sun ripens the gold grain.” “The ever conquering
McCormick” had been the “victor in British fields” and “win-

ner in the champaigns of France.” By 1884, it could “be truth-
fully said, the Sun never sets on the work of the McCormick
reaper.” To underscore this point, the company changed the
name of its reaper from the “Advance” to the “Imperial.” 

The lofty tone of McCormick advertising was not unique in
the industry. Other companies hailed the dawn of plenty, cel-
ebrated progress, and marketed implements under brand
names like “Empire” and “Imperial.” Prosperity, scientific
progress, the frontier, and manifest destiny were popular
themes at the end of the nineteenth century, and they
appeared in literature and commercial lithography. Indeed,
McCormick advertising employed other popular themes that
had little to do with the reaper and its inventor. For example,
the Civil War continued to have a huge cultural impact upon
the nation. In an 1883 advertisement, a McCormick binder
appears in a depiction of the Battle of Gettysburg. The inten-
tion of this poster was not to make a historical connection

One of the McCormick Company’s most popular advertising posters,
c. 1883–1886, based on a cyclorama painting by French artist Paul
Philippoteaux and reprinted several times by the Milwaukee Litho-

graph and Engraving Company. 
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between the reaper and the Civil War. (In fact, McCormick
had been something of a Southern sympathizer, and the
binder featured in the poster was not invented until fifteen
years after the war.) Rather, because lithographers were doing
a brisk business in Civil War battle scenes at the time, the
company simply wanted an attractive advertisement that peo-
ple would display. 

Very practical messages also lay behind the themes. For

instance, agricultural machinery compa-
nies had long since discovered that honors
bestowed by scientists and kings abroad
helped to sell implements at home. Victo-
ries overseas fostered more than national
pride: They demonstrated the superiority
of McCormick machines. Some farmers
believed that judges at international trials
were less likely to be in the pockets of
American companies and more likely to be
impartial. In any event, a machine able to
surmount barriers of culture and language
far and wide earned a level of merit if for
no other reason than the “bandwagon”
effect: If everyone else is using it, it must be
good!

Similarly, if the reaper was a symbol of
the great progress of the century, it served
as an admonishment to farmers who still
relied on older harvesting methods. Mod-
ern farm machinery has always been a sub-

stantial and often prohibitive investment for most farmers.
Well into the twentieth century, when some farmers still had
horses and walking plows, International Harvester used
brochures and films to contrast the “old” methods of farming
with the new, exhorting farmers to keep pace with scientific
progress.

Nevertheless, few companies went to such great lengths to
celebrate the achievements of a corporate founder. In

McCormick machinery’s ability to conquer new worlds finds a
spokesperson in Christopher Columbus in this 1893 ad.
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the years following Cyrus
McCormick’s death in 1884, the
McCormick Harvesting Machine
Company rarely published an
advertisement without some ref-
erence to the inventor. Indeed,
when the U.S. Treasury Depart-
m e n t  c o n s i d e r e d  p u t t i n g
McCormick’s image on a ten-dol-
lar note in 1897, an exasperated
competitor, John F. Steward of
the Deering Harvester Company,
remarked that “placing the por-
trait of Mr. McCormick on the
currency was practically lending
the currency of the country to a
gratuitous advertising scheme.”

The rhetoric was toned down
substantially after the formation
of International Harvester in
1902. The merger that had creat-
ed the company required cooper-
ation among former competitors,
and the two biggest partners, the
McCormick Harvesting Machine
Company and the Deering Har-
vester Company, had also been the fiercest of rivals for many
years. To preserve harmony among all the new partners, and
to keep the focus of the company in the present, the
McCormick legend receded into the shadows. During its first
few years the new firm adopted a totally new corporate logo
and began to expand its product lines, marketing machinery
under dozens of different brand names, including
McCormick, Deering, Champion, Milwaukee, Plano, Key-
stone, and Weber. It would seem that the name
“McCormick” had become just one of many. 

The legacy of Cyrus Hall McCormick was a powerful one,
however. In 1909, on the one hundredth anniversary of
McCormick’s birth, rural newspapers throughout the country
still hailed the inventor as the “emancipator of hunger” and
the “prophet of the prairies.” By 1931, most of the original
Deering company members were no longer in high-level deci-
sion-making positions, but the McCormick family members
were ascendant once again. It is not surprising, then, that
International Harvester decided to take full advantage of the
one hundredth anniversary of Cyrus McCormick’s invention.
The 1931 centennial events sponsored by International Har-
vester drew large crowds in small towns across America. 

And other centennial celebrations would follow, most
notably the one in 1947, in which the company celebrated
100 years of success in Chicago. Over the years the story of
Cyrus Hall McCormick might have been challenged, threat-
ened, even silenced for a time. But it remained, and it had
found its way into the collections of the State Historical Soci-
ety of Wisconsin, where it is now safely preserved for genera-
tions to come.

LEE GRADY is the McCormick-
International Harvester Collection
Archivist for the State Historical Soci-
ety of Wisconsin. He was born and
raised in Green Bay, Wisconsin, and
earned master’s degrees in American
history (1989) and library and infor-
mation studies (1993) from the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin–Madison. He
currently lives in the Madison area
with his wife and son. 
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In an 1896 catalog illustration, men of many nations cheer on Uncle
Sam at the helm of a McCormick binder, and U.S. domination of the

agricultural world seems complete.
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A FTER Cyrus Hall McCormick’s death in 1884, his widow
and children hired secretaries to collect manuscripts and
memorabilia relating to the inventor and to the history of

the agricultural implement industry. In 1915, the McCormick fam-
ily hired historian Herbert Kellar to manage the collection and
direct an organization called the “McCormick Historical Associa-
tion.” A few years later, the association moved
out of its headquarters in the McCormick
mansion at 675 Rush Street in Chicago and
into a large stone carriage house at the rear of
the property. The carriage house was remod-
eled to include a library, museum, offices, and
facilities for research. Kellar collected papers,
photographs, and artifacts at this location for
the next thirty years. During this time the col-
lection grew from ten thousand to over one
million items, including the papers of Cyrus
Hall McCormick, records of the various
McCormick companies in Chicago prior to
1902, and a number of collections relating to
agriculture and to McCormick’s native state of
Virginia. 

In 1949, the land and buildings of the
McCormick Historical Association were sold
in an estate settlement, and the collection was
placed in storage. Cyrus’s daughter Anita
McCormick Blaine assigned Herbert Kellar
the task of finding a permanent home for it. At
the time, the McCormick Collection was considered one of the most
important collections of manuscripts in private hands and was high-
ly coveted. Over the next two years Kellar traveled over fifteen
thousand miles and investigated thirty institutions, including the
State Historical Society of Wisconsin. 

The Society was a prime candidate to receive the collection. It
was located in the Midwest, close to the McCormicks’ Chicago
home. In addition, the Society had over one hundred years of
archival experience, the necessary storage and research facilities,
and a national reputation for its outstanding collections. Finally, it
was affiliated with the University of Wisconsin, which had a world-
class history department and agricultural school. 

In 1951, based on Kellar’s recommendation, Mrs. Blaine donat-
ed the McCormick Collection to the Society. The Society hired Kel-
lar and his wife Lucile to continue to manage the collection. Kellar
died in 1955, but Lucile continued as the McCormick curator well
into the 1960s. In the meantime, the McCormick family continued
to donate material. By the time Lucile Kellar retired, the collection

had grown to include the business and personal papers of Nettie
Fowler and the McCormick children: Mary Virginia, Stanley,
Harold, Anita, and Cyrus McCormick, Jr. The International Har-
vester Company also made large donations of material to the Soci-
ety. In 1959 the company shipped several truckloads of farm
implements and models to Stonefield, the Society’s farm and craft

museum at Cassville. In addition, when the
old McCormick Works at Chicago was
closed, the company donated nineteen tons of
financial ledgers dating back to the first
McCormick companies. 

After Lucile Kellar’s retirement in the
1960s, a succession of archivists served as
experts on the McCormick Collection. Much
work was done to preserve the collection and
make it more accessible to the public. In addi-
tion to creating numerous indexes and
descriptive lists, the Society published an
extensive Guide to the McCormick Collec-
tion and completed a grant-funded project to
preserve and describe over twelve thousand
glass plate negatives of the International Har-
vester Company. During this period the
papers of Fowler McCormick and the records
of the McCormick Estates were added to the
collection. 

Then, in the late 1980s, Navistar Interna-
tional Transportation Foundation contacted

the State Historical Society of Wisconsin about material still in its
corporate archives. International Harvester had recently sold its
agricultural equipment line and changed its name to Navistar. Now
it wanted to donate a portion of its old International Harvester
records. The Society, already home to the McCormick Collection,
was the natural destination for this material. After some negotiation,
Navistar donated over one thousand cubic feet of advertising litera-
ture, operator’s manuals, company publications, press releases, pho-
tographs, films, and other public relations and marketing materials.
Brooks McCormick, a great grandson of William, Cyrus’s older
bother, made a substantial gift of money to help preserve and man-
age the collection.

Today the McCormick-International Harvester Collection con-
sists of over six million manuscript pages, 150,000 photographs, and
300 films. In addition, the Society’s museum, library, and historic
sites hold thousands of books, agricultural newspapers, machines,
models, toys, and pieces of clothing that were donated by the
McCormick family and International Harvester.

The History of the Collection

Society director Clifford Lord (left) and
Herbert Kellar (right) inspect the

McCormick collection in December of 1951. 
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