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OBJECT PROPOSAL—WISCONSIN 101 

 

OBJECT HISTORY: Hefty-Blum White Barn 

 Barns are a defining feature of the Wisconsin landscape, and hold a special place in the 

history of Wisconsin. Among these barns that contributed to Wisconsin’s place as a major dairy 

producing state is a Swiss barn that was built in 1878 in Green County. This barn, the Hefty-

Blum White Barn, was used to raise cows for over 100 years, until 2001 when the dairy 

operation was shut down for good.1 This Swiss dairy barn has undergone a number of changes 

since it was first constructed, but the expansions of the barn demonstrate the value of dairy 

production in Wisconsin, and how it was the lifeblood for many farmers.  

 
Figure 1. Picture of the Hefty-Blum White Barn, 2018. (Courtesy of the personal collection of Toni Seitz) 

                                                             
1 Fred G. Blum., The Known Evolving History of our White Swiss-American Barn.(From the unpublished memoirs of 
Fred G. Blum, April 2010.) 5. 
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The Hefty-Blum White Barn was first built in 1878 by Thomas Hefty, a Swiss immigrant 

who traveled with his family to the United States.2 His father Fridolin Hefty helped to establish 

the village of New Glarus, and later bought land a few miles outside of town to raise his family. 

It was here that Thomas was raised, and eventually the farm fell to his care. Originally the main 

product of the farm was wheat, but a mild winter in 1877 combined with an extremely dry 

summer in 1878 caused a majority of the crops in the region to fail.3 It was at this time that 

Thomas Hefty decided to build a large dairy barn to create a new source of income for his 

family. A large amount of the milk from this farm was used for making cheese, which lead to a 

cheese factory being built on the farm approximately 100 yards from the barn. 

The original barn was a two-story structure that measured 72 by 36 feet in size. This barn 

could hold approximately 50-60 dairy cows at any one time.4 The walls of the lower part of the 

barn were built out of quarried stone which was gotten nearby. The timbers of the first story were 

hand-hewn from trees found on the farm, where the logs of trees were simply stripped of their 

bark and then shaped using axes. The upper section of the barn was built using boards and beams 

shipped by train from the lumber mills in the Northwoods.5 Although white now, the barn was 

originally painted red because the iron oxide that was plentiful in the area made red the cheapest 

color paint to make, and this paint was necessary to preserve and maintain the wood siding of the 

barn that was exposed to the elements.6 

                                                             
2 Blum, White Swiss-American Barn. 1 
3 Elda and Linda Scheisser. The Swiss Endure. (Printed by: New Glarus Historical Society, 1994), 8 
4 Blum, White Swiss-American Barn. 1-4 
5 Nancy Schumm-Burgess, “Cantilevered Forebay Barns.” Video presentation. Feb. 16, 2018. 
6 Schumm-Burgess, “Cantilevered Forebay Barns.”, Jerry Apps, Barns of Wisconsin. (Madison, WI.: 
American Printing Company, Inc., 1995), 86. 
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This particular barn was built in the style of the barns of Switzerland, with several key 

features that define this particular style. First, the barn is considered a bank barn because it was 

built into a hillside, with one wall of the first story built directly into the hillside. The quarried 

stones were then placed to hold back dirt from the hill itself.7 The reason for building the barn 

this way was because a ramp could then be built out of earth and wood planks that would lead 

from the top of the hill into the second story of the barn. Thus, a wagon or tractor could be driven 

right into the second story which was used as a dry storage area for hay for the animals.8 The 

other Swiss aspect of the barn was the cantilevered forebay, which was essentially an extension 

of the second floor of the barn that jutted out a couple feet from the first floor, providing shade 

and cover for the animals and farmers on sunny and rainy days.9  

The Hefty-Blum White Barn is very important to the history of Wisconsin. It gave the 

Swiss immigrants a chance to be successful in the state after the fall of wheat and helped to build 

up the idea of Wisconsin as the dairy state. The dairy from the barn was used in the production of 

cheese in the region, helping to create the cheese culture that we have today. Finally, the Hefty-

Blum White Barn shows the adaptability of barns, as well as farmers, and how changes are 

sometimes necessary especially in the rising market that was the Wisconsin dairy industry in the 

early to mid-20th century. 

 

 

                                                             
7 Apps, Barns of Wisconsin. Pg. 32. 
8Jerry Apps, “Wisconsin’s Changing Farmsteads,” Giving Old Barns New Life, (State Historical Society of 

Wisconsin, no. 2), 8. 
9 Schumm-Burgess, “Cantilevered Forebay Barns.” 
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RELATED STORY #1 

The Swiss Roots of “America’s Dairyland” 

When the wheat crop failures of the late 19th century economically harmed many of the 

state’s immigrant farmers, Wisconsin’s Swiss population switched to a trade that they knew from 

the Old World…dairying and cheesemaking. In the late 19th century farmers built a large number 

of dairy barns to keep up with the new industry, and among them was the Hefty-Blum White 

Barn which supplied dairy to a number of local cheese factories in and around New Glarus. 

These changes led to the establishment of Green County as one of the highest producers of 

“foreign type” cheese (Swiss, limburger, and brick cheese).10 

 
Figure 2. Swiss-American Cheese Makers in Monroe, WI., 1920. (Courtesy of the Monroe 

National Historic Cheesemaking Center) 

In the early 1800s Switzerland was on the verge of a financial depression that threatened 

to ruin the country. Due to this, 108 Swiss citizens traveled to the United States of America, 

quickly bought land in Wisconsin, and settled down in Green County where they founded New 

                                                             
10 “History of Cheese.” National Historic Cheesemaking Center. Accessed: 4/12/18, 

http://www.nationalhistoriccheesemakingcenter.org/history-of-cheese/ 
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Glarus.11 Before the late 1860s, the main product of Wisconsin was wheat, with the peak of its 

production occurring in 1860. The popularity of wheat in the mid-1800s led many immigrant 

farmers to focus on this crop rather than other products they were more used to.12 While the 

Swiss immigrants prospered for a number of years by raising wheat crops, poor soil conditions 

caused by erosion, as well as chinch bugs, led to its rapid decline in Wisconsin in the late 19th 

century.13 To combat this issue, the farmers and other citizens of Green County and other parts of 

Wisconsin turned to dairy production. Even the University of Wisconsin strongly supported 

increasing the dairy industry of the state, and the results of their research such as the Babcock 

test, led to a stronger relationship between the University and the farmers.14  

In 1868, Nicklaus Gerber started the very first cheese factory in Green County, a 

limburger factory, and a few years later he established the first Swiss cheese factory.15 Following 

the lead of other Swiss farmers in Green County, Thomas Hefty, a typical Swiss immigrant 

farmer in Green County, built the Hefty-Blum White Barn in 1878. For the first several years of 

Thomas’s dairy operation, the milk from the cows housed in the White Barn was sent to the 

cheese factory of a neighboring farm. But from 1881 to 1911 Thomas had an operational cheese 

factory less than 100 yards from the White Barn, so after the farm hands were done milking the 

55 cows in the barn, the milk was easily brought over to the factory for processing.16 By 1910 

there were 222 known cheese factories in Green County alone (including the cheese factory on 

the Hefty-Blum Homestead), making Green County the number one cheese producing county in 

                                                             
11 Schiesser, The Swiss Endure. 1-2. 
12 Clarence W. Olmstead. “Changing Technology, Values, and Rural Landscape,” Wisconsin Land and Life. 

(Madison, WI.: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1997.) 362. 
13 “History of Cheese.” 
14 Ingolf Vogeler, “The Cultural Landscape of Wisconsin’s Dairy Farming.” Wisconsin Land and Life 

(Madison, WI.: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1997), 411. 
15 Schiesser, The Swiss Endure, 5-6. 
16 Blum, White Swiss-American Barn, 2.  
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Wisconsin.17 Even after the on-site cheese factory was shut down, the new cold water cooling 

tank of the barn’s milk house allowed the farmer to better store the dairy before it was shipped to 

the nearest cheese factory.18 

While Green County’s cheese production has been surpassed by other parts of the state, it 

is still one of the highest producing counties of foreign-type cheeses in the state.19 The 

contribution of the Swiss immigrants of Green County to the state’s fame as “America’s 

Dairyland” would not have been possible without the individual dairy farmers. Immigrant 

farmers such as Thomas Hefty who daily provided atleast 55 cows worth of milk from his Swiss 

style barn in rural Green County ultimately shaped the image of Wisconsin for generations. The 

Hefty-Blum White Barn stands as a testament to their hard work and perseverance in Wisconsin.  

 

 

RELATED STORY #2 

Adaptation of a Wisconsin-Swiss Barn 

The increasing dairy industry of Wisconsin in the 20th century altered not only the 

economy of the state, but caused extensive adaptations in the very barns that housed the bovine 

champions of the industry. Barns must be adapted and altered to fit the needs of the farmer, 

whether that means expansion for more livestock or utilizing newer technology. Only through 

change can it continue to play an important role on a farm. The Hefty-Blum White Barn is the 

                                                             
17 “History of Cheese.” 
18 Blum, White Swiss-American Barn, 2. 
19 “History of Cheese.” 
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perfect example of a Wisconsin barn that underwent numerous changes that improved its use 

over time. A majority of these changes occurred between 1917 and the mid-1950s as the dairy 

production of the farm increased to meet the ever-growing demand for dairy in Wisconsin. 

 
Figure 3. Earliest picture of the Hefty-Blum White Barn before additions, circa. 1890. (Courtesy 

of the Hefty-Blum Farm Personal Collection) 

The farmers of the Hefty-Blum Homestead Farm expanded the Hefty-Blum Barn a 

number of times over the years, helping increase the dairy output of the farm. They extended the 

barn several times, allowing the dairy cow capacity of the barn to go from about 55 cows to 78.20 

Fred K. Hefty (the owner at the time) then added on an attached milk house that housed a cold 

water cooling tank which allowed the farmers to store more milk for a longer period of time. For 

a while there was a silo attached to the barn as well, but due to an excessive amount of water 

leaking in and ruining the silage Hefty removed it.21 Fred G. Blum made the final addition to the 

barn in 1978, adding a lean-to on the south side that contained a mechanical feed bunk so more 

cattle could be raised. This increased the number of dairy cows to 89.22 The several expansions 

of the barn by the Heftys allowed the Hefty-Blum Homestead Farm to keep up with the dairy 

industry for over 100 years, increasing the output of milk with every addition. 

                                                             
20 Blum, The Known Evolving History of our White Swiss-American Barn, 4-5. 
21 Ibid., 4. 
22 Ibid., 5. 
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Along with the expansions to increase dairy production, the farmers made some changes 

to ensure the safety of their farm. the original barn had a single cupula on the top of the roof to 

help dry out the hay in the upper section of the barn. This was later replaced with two metal wind 

vents that were able to dry out the hay more effectively. This change was incredibly important to 

the safety of the barn because if hay was not dried properly there was a chance that it could 

spontaneously combust, which was often a death sentence for wood barns.23  

 
Figure 4. Picture of the Hefty-Blum White Barn after additions, circa. 2000. (Courtesy of the 

personal collection of Toni Seitz) 

All of these changes play an important role in the history of the Hefty-Blum White Barn, 

and the history of Wisconsin. The ability of the Heftys to expand the barn, going from housing 

55 cows in 1878 to 89 cows in 1978, demonstrates that Wisconsin’s increasing dairy industry 

was very important to farmers. The changes to the barn over time, such as the cold water cooling 

tank and the two wind vents, also show that Wisconsin farmers were willing to make changes to 

increase their successfulness, as well as ensure the safety of their operation. The Hefty-Blum 

White Barn is a perfect example of how important the adaptability of a barn is to the success of 

                                                             
23 Schumm-Burgess,  “Cantilevered Forebay Barns.”  



9 
 

dairy production in Wisconsin, and how the increasing demand for dairy led to an array of 

alterations in farm structures in the state. 
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 This document was written out in 2010 by the present owner of the farm and barn, Fred 
Blum. The purpose of this document was to present a history of the barn from 1878 when it was 
first built, discuss all the changes that have occurred over time (many of which were done while 
Fred lived on and owned the farm), and give a personal view of the building from his own 
perspective. This document will be invaluable because it will allow me to give the proper size of 
the barn, how many cattle it could hold during each phase of the barns life, and wat each change 
was that happened. Such changes include an extension of the main portion of the barn, the 
addition of the milk house, the painting of the barn white from its original red color, and the 
addition and later removal of a silo. 

 

Prairie Farmer’s Directory of Green County, Wisconsin. Chicago, Ill.: Prairie Farmer Publishing 
Company, 1919. http://www.monticellohistoricalsociety.org/digitalpubs.html. Accessed: 3/5/18 

 The Prairie Farmer’s Directory was written in 1919 to give an updated listing of all 
farmers in Green County, as well as giving listings of the types of cows each farm had, and also 
carry ads for the various farms. Within this directory I was able to find the farm on which the 
barn resided. The farm at that time was known as Meadow Brook Stock Farm, and was run by 
Fred K. Hefty, the direct descendant of Thomas Hefty who built the barn in 1878. The directory 
also contains a listing of the types of cows each farmer was raising at the time, and so we are 
able to see that Fred Hefty was raising Holsteins at the time, and therefore must have been 
keeping Holsteins in the barn in 1919. 

 

 

 

 

 

Secondary: 

 

Apps, Jerry. Barns of Wisconsin. Madison, WI.: American Printing Company, Inc., 1995. 

 This book goes into extensive detail regarding the types of barns in Wisconsin, and the 
different building styles which define these barns. Jerry Apps explains many of the structural 
details which are a part of the Hefty-Blum Barn. The book discusses the nature of bank barns and 
how they originated in Germany and Switzerland, and that a bank barn is a barn which is built 
into the side of the hill with the lower section having one wall basically be the hillside itself, 
while the second story of the barn opens up on the top of the hill to allow wagons full of hay to 
be wheeled right in. The author also discusses the unique structural design of a cantilevered 
forebay used in Swiss and German barns, and explains this as an extension of the second story of 
a barn which juts out past the first story of the building, offering shade for the windows and 
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doors of the barn as well as extending the storage area for hay. Finally, the book mentions the 
use of white washing in regards to barns, with the outside of a barn being whitewashed to keep 
the barn looking clean, while only a few people would also whitewash the inside of the barn as 
well, using it as a sign of wealth and status. 

 

Apps, Jerry. “Ethnic History and Beauty of Old Barns,” Giving Old Barns New Life, no. 1. State 
Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1996. 

 This reading is extremely useful because it discusses the basic structural differences in 
the barns built by different ethnicities. While this could be useful when discussing the 
differences of the Swiss barns to other barns, the article also talks about basic construction 
details which will help. The author talked about bank barns and how the stone walls of the first 
floor would often very between barn locations, with glaciated areas of the state using field 
stones, while non-glaciated areas generally used quarried stone. This will give me a better idea of 
how the Hefty-Blum barn was possibly constructed based on its location. The author also 
explained that the reason why red paint is so common for barns is because the red oxide paint 
was merely cheaper than other colors.  

 

Apps, Jerry. “Wisconsin’s Changing Farmsteads,” Giving Old Barns New Life, no. 2. State 
Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1996. 

 This reading discusses the change from wheat farming to dairy farming in Wisconsin, 
with drought and pestilence causing the wheat to die before harvest time in the later mid-1800s, 
causing a lot of farmers to lose business and switch to dairy production. This more detailed 
information, along with the knowledge from another source that these was crop failure in 1878 in 
Green County, can help explain why this articular barn may have been built. The article also 
discusses how certain aspects of Wisconsin barns were used to help with the storage of crops, 
most noticeably in the use of bank barns which allowed for easier storage of hay in the barns. 
Silos were also added to barns as time went on so that corn silage could be stored more easily, 
which happened to the white barn when a silo was added to it, although the silo was later taken 
down. 

 

“History of Cheese.” National Historic Cheesemaking Center. Accessed: 4/12/18, 
http://www.nationalhistoriccheesemakingcenter.org/history-of-cheese/ 

 This article provided a comprehensive history of cheese-making in Green County. This 
gave information regarding the rapid rise in the cheese industry of the area, such as names and 
dates of who started some of the first cheese factories in Green County, and amounts of factories 
at different times. This especially helped to show how important cheese-making was to the 
immigrants who had over 200 cheese factories at one time in a single county, but over time these 
factories had to be consolidated. The article also discussed how Green County is still one of the 
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highest producing areas of “foreign-type” cheese in the US, including cheese such as Swiss and 
Limburger.  

 

Monticello Past and Present. Monticello Bicentennial Committee, 1976. 
http://www.monticellohistoricalsociety.org/digitalpubs.html First Accessed: 2/26/18 

 The town of Monticello is closely linked with the history of New Glarus and Green 
County, with the town being made by Swiss and English immigrants after the formation of New 
Glarus. This Bicentennial book talks about cheese making in Green County, beginning by telling 
the reader that the first cows bought by New Glarus were Durham cows bought for $12 a head. 
Cheese making began in the area in 1867 after the last wheat crop was either destroyed by chinch 
bugs, or suffered from lower wheat prices. The new cheese production became an important 
source of income. Atleast 3 different cheese factories opened in the area in 1868 and 1869, with 
the number of cheese factories drastically increasing over time.  

 

Olmstead, Clarence W. “Changing Technology, Values, and Rural Landscape,” Wisconsin Land 
and Life. Madison, WI.: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1997. 

 In his reading, Clarence Olmstead discussed how life in Wisconsin changed rather 
quickly based on technological advances, as well as environmental factors. He talks about how 
the wheat industry in Wisconsin peaked around 1860, and then poor soil and pests led to its rapid 
decline. This decline led to the dairy industry we have today, but immigrants arriving to 
Wisconsin, such as the Swiss who settled in Green County, would have seen the common and 
popular practice of growing wheat and thus would have put a focus on that instead of dairying.  

 

Schumm-Burgess, Nancy. “Cantilevered Forebay Barns.” Video discussion of Wisconsin 
cantilevered forebay barns in Green County, WI. for the Wisconsin Barn Preservation group. 
Feb. 16, 2018. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZDFs3RAjqkA First Accessed: 2/20/18 

 This video provides useful insight into the Hefty-Blum Barn itself, with a video tour 
actually occurring at the barn itself. Nancy goes through different aspects of the barn, and for one 
part talks about the lumber that was used in the construction. The wood in the upper section of 
the barn was milled lumber that was brought down by train from the Northwoods, while the large 
timbers in the lower section were hand hewn on the farm itself, with the wood bearing the axe 
marks. She also talks about the painting of the barn, how the red paint would have been on the 
farm using the iron oxides in the soil, and that the paint would have been used mainly as a 
preservative for the wood. Finally, she explains that the barn originally had a single cupula on 
the roof for ventilation, but was later replaced with two air ventilators which helped the hay 
stored in the upper section dry better.   
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Schiesser, Elda and Linda. The Swiss Endure. New Glarus Historical Society, 1994. 

 This book was written by two members of the New Glarus community who were greatly 
involved with the historical society in town. It talks about the founding of New Glarus, but 
begins by saying that the Swiss left their native land due to economic hardships, although later in 
1861 the town was able to raise $1,000 to send back to Glarus which had just suffered from a 
large fire. The book also mentions cows and dairy a number of times since they played such an 
important role. In 1846 each settler family in New Glarus bought a cow for personal dairy 
production, the first town cheese factory was built in 1868, and by 1873 the New Glarus 
township had 400 cows. Also mentioned are some environmental factors which correlate to the 
construction of the Hefty-Blum Barn, with the winter of 1877-78 yielding very little snow, which 
when combined with the dry summer of 1878, led to a disastrous year for wheat farming. It was 
during 1878 that Hefty-Blum Barn was built to switch the farm from wheat to dairy production. 

 

The Wisconsin Cartographers’ Guild. Wisconsin’s Past and Present: A Historical Atlas. 
Madison, WI.: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2002.  

 This atlas book will be extremely useful in better understanding the location and place 
that the barn is located in. The section which shows a map of “America’s Dairyland” tells me the 
concentrations of dairy production throughout the state, with Green County focusing almost 
entirely on dairy production for cheese. The ethnicity section then is able to show me where each 
immigrant group settled in Wisconsin, and thus I can compare the two maps to see what aspect 
of dairy production the Swiss were focused on. 

 

Vogeler, Ingolf. “The Cultural Landscape of Wisconsin’s Dairy Farming,” Wisconsin Land and 
Life. Madison, WI.: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1997. 

 This reading by Ingolf Vogeler discussed the rise of dairy farming in Wisconsin. Vogeler 
talks about how the University worked hard to assist the farmers who were beginning to turn 
more towards dairy production, and the creation of the Babcock Test as well as other assistance 
greatly helped the immigrants as they sought a new beginning in Wisconsin. He also discusses 
the development of dairy barns at the time, and how the university was even creating designs to 
better streamline the industry and help the farmers. 

 

 

 


