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which he claimed matured in nine weeks and
yielded 40 to 50 bushels per acre, 50 percent
more than the average for Iowa farmers at the
time. Hill acquired some seed for North Oaks and
Humboldt, and, following a speech about the
corn at the North Dakota State Fair in 1905, he
received requests for seed from various educa-
tional institutions.37

Hill distributed the corn in both Minnesota
and North Dakota and also started an agricultural
education train, “The Good Seed Special,” on the
Great Northern line in 1906. Thomas Shaw
presided over the enterprise, carrying the corn,
now called “Jim Hill Corn,” and growing informa-
tion to the farmers. A letter from Andrew Boss,
Shaw’s old colleague from the Agricultural
Experiment Station, shows great willingness to
help with the project. The university offered to
distribute 10 bushels to farmers for experimenta-
tion but would also keep enough at the station to
maintain a pure line. A note on the letter listed
the people and places to receive the corn: Dean
Liggett at the university would get 10 bushels;
J. H. Worst at the North Dakota Experiment Col-
lege, 1 bushel; Shaw for the “Good Seed Special,”
1 bushel; North Oaks, 12 bushels; and Humboldt,
1/2 bushel.38

The corn was a disaster. Letters from the
farmers who tried it reveal that it matured late, if
at all—some crops were ruined by frost. It was
too hard for cattle or horses to eat. An exasper-
ated correspondent from the North Dakota Agri-
cultural College complained that “six varieties of
corn . . . were planted. . . . When the first freezing
weather came in the fall from 90 to 95 percent of
all the corn had fully ripened with the exception
of the Hill corn.”39

One of Hill’s more successful experiments
concerned keeping records on his new Ayrshire
herd at North Oaks. Apart from herd books, few
stock records had been maintained there with any
regularity. In 1904 Hill received two awards from
the Ayrshire Breeders Association for home dairy
test milk and butter production, placing third for
production from a single cow (9,478 pounds of
milk and 414 pounds of butter in a year) and sec-
ond for a herd of five cows, which produced

37 Sturgis to Hill, Apr. 13, 18, 1905, Corn Experiments file, North Oaks Papers. For more detail, peruse the file for
1905.

38 Dickman, “James Jerome Hill,” 91; Andrew Boss to John Toomey, Feb. 26, 1906, Corn Experiments file.
39 Corn Experiments file, 1905–06; for quote, see J. H. Shepperd to John Toomey, Nov. 13, 1906.
40 C. M. Winslow to N. E. McKissick, Aug. 13, 1904, and enclosed pamphlet, General Correspondence, Hill

Papers.
41 John Toomey to J. J. Finneman, Feb. 3, 1914, Apr. 17, 1914, North Oaks Papers.
42 Toomey to Finneman, Feb. 3, 1914, Apr. 17, 1914, Finneman to Toomey, Mar. 10, 1914, and F. R. Crane to

Toomey, Apr. 27, 1914—all North Oaks Papers; Dickman, “James Jerome Hill,” 129.

40,616 pounds of milk and 1,806 pounds of butter.
To qualify for this competition, Hill had to keep
information on weight of milk, calving, food, and
care. Each month he sent milk to the state experi-
ment station, which calculated the butterfat con-
tent. The tests not only pleased Ayrshire owners
but also, according to a breeders’ association
pamphlet, “will be of inestimable value to all
breeders of Ayrshires because, covering a long
period of time and being official, they will show to
the public the value of the Ayrshire cow, for a
year, in quantity of milk and butter and percent of
fat and total solids.”40

Toward the end of Hill’s life, the experimental
work at North Oaks had become even more sys-
tematic, and the record keeping had improved. In
early 1914, for example, dairy workers started to
keep weekly accounts of pounds of milk and its
average test, pounds and average test of cream,
pounds of butterfat from the cream, and pounds
of butter made. In April they began maintaining
the same records on the lower-grade cattle  as
well as the thoroughbred cows.41

The farm was also experimenting with differ-
ent types of feed and fertilizer. That same spring,
J. J. Finneman, North Oaks’ superintendent, pro-
posed to feed the milkers a mixture of oats, barley,
and cow peas when the grass died in the summer.
For fertilizer testing, Finneman took direction
from F. R. Crane, hired in 1912 from the agricul-
tural school at Menominee, Wisconsin, to run a
demonstration-plot program for the Great
Northern. In April 1914, for example, Crane
shipped acid phosphate and nitrate of soda to
Finneman along with detailed instructions for
mixing and applying.42

North Oaks was Hill’s premier farm, not
because it produced or absorbed the greatest
amount of money, but because it suited so many
of his purposes. As a residence and country estate,
it was a favored site for family recreation. It pro-
vided food and flowers to the Hills at their man-
sion on Summit Avenue. A well-known stock
farm, it promulgated Hill’s interests in diversifying
agriculture. It also served as a base for some of his
experimentation, both for personal benefit and for
that of the Great Northern.
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sense. There, through land and
grain sales, Hill realized a reg-
ular and reasonable profit from
his investment. All of the other
farms showed annual paper
losses. The canny entrepreneur
retained them, however, proof
that he did not consider them
overall losses. Northcote and
North Oaks played a crucial
role in the agricultural agenda
Hill felt was vital for the suc-
cess of his railroad, and it is
impossible to quantify their fi-
nancial contribution. To main-
tain an estate such as North
Oaks for the minimal cost of
$1,941.12 in 1888 or even
$28,119.47 in 1914 probably
appealed to Hill’s thrifty side.43

While the busy capitalist
did not seem interested in un-
derstanding the actual process
of farming, hiring experts
instead, he did maintain a high
level of control over his agri-
cultural enterprises, continual-
ly adapting them to suit his
personal interests and busi-
ness needs. He also seems to

have derived pleasure from attaining the position
of a country gentleman who bred prize-winning
stock. This role carried the overtones of inherited
rather than earned wealth, a status that Hill con-
tinually tried to attain.

The energy Hill devoted to overseeing these
farms, most operating concurrently, was amazing,
especially since they represented only a small part
of his extensive operations. This full-steam-ahead
approach to agriculture replicated the amounts of
energy he put into his other businesses; in
essence, it was energy invested in his overall busi-
ness. Hill thought farming was vital to the contin-
ued prosperity of the country in general and the
Great Northern in particular. In the short term, at
least, he was right. Whatever sums he spent on
agriculture, he died with assets of $63 million,
leaving a railroad that was still growing at a phe-
nomenal rate.44

43 North Oaks receipts, 1886–87, and North Oaks expenditures and receipts, 1914—both North Oaks Papers.
44 Martin, James J. Hill, 611.

James J. Hill speaking at Havre, Montana, 1913, with grandson Cortlandt
Hill at his side; note movie camera at lower left.

The photo on p. 253 is courtesy of the James J. Hill Reference Library, St. Paul. 
All other illustrations are in the MHS collections, including the portrait by Lee Brothers, p. 251.

ll of James J. Hill’s farms fulfilled
a variety of functions for him and
his family. Hillier and North Oaks
offered the pleasures of a country
estate. The Dayton’s Bluff farm

and North Oaks also served as residences, and
Hillier, Dayton’s Bluff, and North Oaks provided
food for the family. North Oaks, Hillier, and
Northcote gave Hill the opportunity to demon-
strate his belief in diversified farming by breeding
outstanding livestock, much of which went to
improve the general stock in the area. On these
farms, his agricultural experts conducted breeding
experiments aimed at producing the perfect dual-
purpose cow. Humboldt, operated mainly for
profit, also played a role in Hill’s dream of educat-
ing the region’s farmers about the importance of
crop diversification.

Only Humboldt made money in an immediate

A
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