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The Challenges of Farming in a Museum Setting

At 7:30 am on a bitter February morning, Marieanne Coursen
finishes her chores, slides the barn door closed against the wind,
climbs into the car beside her husband, and drives the 20 snow-
packed miles to Cooperstown, only to slide open another barn door
and start again. During the winter season at The Farmers’ Museum,
Marieanne and her husband Wayne might find themselves among
the scant few working on the grounds. To a casual observer, their
steady, nurturing care of the livestock, breaking the ice in the ponds,
repairing a broken hayrack, or clearing the snow that’s wedged against
the barn door, might be echoed at a dozen nearby farms. But as the
seasons pass and the museum reopens to the penetrating gaze of
thousands of visitors, the particulars of farm life in the 1840s unfold
in fascinating fashion through Marieanne, Wayne and Rick Aborn’s
interpretation, and in all the little ways that the farmstead at the
museum differs from the working farms that still dot Otsego County.

The farm staff has a passion for farming
and it reveals itself in the enthusiasm shared
with visitors. For more than sixty years, The
Farmers’ Museum has been striving to refine
the visitor experience and best balance the
sometimes competing interests of presenting
activity that is historically accurate and yet is
accessible and meaningful for contemporary
viewers. These little deviations from accuracy
to favor experience have become a labor of
love for the farm interpreters and they tell
their own story.

It is appropriate, in an 1845 setting, to show
poultry hatching out their own eggs—Vyet this
is a delicate process and the animals need
privacy and protection; newly born chicks and
even poults can come to harm left to roam
freely. So, much as the staff would hope for every visitor to share
in this experience, it often isn't practical, and what is practical
often isn't visitor friendly. Staff try to share these special events
with discretion.

Marieanne tells a heartwarming story that typifies “museum
farming.” Putting the sheep to bed at night is a favorite visitor
moment at the farmstead, particularly for the children. Staff
encourage visitor participation in calling “G’dday” to the sheep,
rounding them up in the paddock, and then letting them out
to run for the barn. Visiting children are recruited as shepherds—
they run after and are told to make sure that none of the sheep
strays and gets left out of the barn for the night. In order to
extend this moment, the staff has taught the sheep to run the
long way to the barn (an exhausted Mr. Lippitt is probably

turning in his grave).
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