
Livingston County Native was the First New York County Agent

John H. Barron

John Hall Barron was born in Tuscarora in the Township of Mount Morris in Livingston County, New York on June 28, 
1883. He was graduated with the degree of Bachelor of Science in Agriculture at Cornell University in 1906. That fall he 
became Assistant in Instruction at Pennsylvania State College teaching short courses. In January of 1907 he was appointed 
Assistant in Experimental Agronomy at the Pennsylvania Experiment Station. In 1908 he returned to his farm in Ossian 
for three years and served as a farmers’ institute lecturer.

On March 1, 1911 John H. Barron was employed as the first county agent in New York State at Binghamton, New York in 
a farm bureau of the Binghamton Chamber of Commerce. He was a pioneer Agricultural Agent in the United States. Be-
ginning in 1913 he was Extension Professor in Agronomy at Cornell University for 30 years. Retired as Emeritus Exten-
sion Professor, he died on August 6, 1943. 

“John Barron was a modest man with a spirit of loyalty and sacrifice. Born and raised on a farm and educated  in 
a rural community, he understood farm folk. He knew that to them his message was vitally important. To them, 
his duty was clear. As a result, John Barron was one of the most popular and effective extension specialists ever 
to represent Cornell University, possessing in his prime a reputation and a following in New York State of which 
anyone would have been proud. And underlying it all was a mellow good fellowship and a spirit of helpfulness that 
won friendship as well as respect.”  

“During his life Professor John Hall Barron devoted himself with singleness of purpose, backed by an unusual 
capacity for hard work, to the solution of the agronomic problems of New York State farmers. His understanding 
of the livestock problems was broad and practical, and his contributions to the production of more and better feed 
crops did much to improve livestock feeding practices in New York. In working with these various problems he car-
ried his solutions to the field with a clarity and earnestness that won him a host of followers and friends. The imprint of 
his work on the economic welfare and agricultural interests of New York will endure for years.”

(Source: Cornell University Faculty Memorial Statement - 1940s) 

In 1936, in commemoration of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the establishment of county agricultural work in Broome 
County, a bronze plaque was cast and placed on the wall of the county Court House in Bingamton.

In 1965 a memorial monument was placed and dedicated to John H. Barron at the Livingston County Court House in 
Geneseo; an acknowledgement from the New York State Association of County Agricultural Agents.

Today, John Barron’s grandson, Nathaniel, is a dairyman on the family farm in Ossian.



Organized efforts at ‘forwarding 
improvements in agriculture’ in this 
country date back to 1785 as agricul-
tural societies promoted by George 
Washington, Benjamin Franklin and 
others. Farmers’ clubs, lecture se-
ries, agricultural volumes, bulletins 
and farmers’ institutes were used to 
promote the science of agriculture. 
Special agricultural trains were effec-
tive as teaching methods in the early 
1900’s.

Liberty Hyde Bailey was appointed 
by President Theodore Roosevelt as 
chairman of the Country Life Com-
mission. Secretary of Agriculture 

James Wilson toured Southern New 
York with others in 1908 and was 
impressed by farm abandonment. The 
1909 Country Life Commission report 

... to demonstrate the best methods’

Local farmers observe the application of hydrated lime to a southern tier 
hillside to provide for better growth of clover.

Extension – Farm Bureau Development
by Director Bailey emphasized the 
need for improvement and redirection 
of agriculture and country life.

During 1910 Byron H. Gitchell, Sec-
retary of the Binghamton Chamber of 
Commerce proposed a department in 
the chamber as a means of “extending 
to farmers the same opportunities for 
cooperation now enjoyed by the busi-
ness men of this city”. The Delaware, 
Lackawanna and Western Railroad had 
planned a demonstration farm along its 
lines, but gave up those plans to join 
in with the Broome County Chamber 
of Commerce, the Federal Department 
of Agriculture and the State College 

of Agriculture to reach an agreement 
whereby the work was to be jointly 
financed by all but the college, which, 
unable to contribute financially was 

to ”give advice and encouragement”. 
A farm agent would be employed to 
conduct demonstrations with farm-
ers, do educational work, advise with 
farmers individually and otherwise as 
to the best methods, crops, livestock, 
labor, tools and other equipment. On 
March 1, 1911 John Hall Barron was 
employed and established his office in 
the Chamber of Commerce. The first 
year his only means of getting about 
was a livery horse and buggy, but this 
was soon succeeded by the all but 
universal county agent’s Ford.

Though the program was ambitious, 
the results were not startling. Farmers 
were more or less indifferent. They 
felt that something was being done 
for them – some thought to them – in 
which they had little or no part. Their 
experience was that railroads and 
business men usually had some selfish 
object of their own in fostering such 
movements. They couldn’t imagine 
such organizations absolutely unself-
ishly “helping the farmer”; and they 
felt, moreover, that they didn’t need 
this kind of help. Had not this agent 
been of a very practical turn of mind, 
a farm-reared boy who knew farmers, 
and a member of that old and worthy 
farmers’ organization -- the Grange 
-- the effort must certainly have failed. 
As it was farmers – except a few of the 
most successful men – more or less 
disinterestedly tolerated it.

From the Beginning...
A New Yorker named Seaman Knapp is often referred to as the “father” of the Extension Service by his work in the 
South for USDA to control the boll weevil in cotton (circa 1902). Experience and observation convinced Knapp 
that reading pamphlets or observing work on government operated demonstration farms would not lead farmers to 
change their practices. Rather, they could be convinced of the value of change through demonstrations carried on 
by the farmers themselves on their own farms and under ordinary farm conditions. As Knapp put it: “What a man 
hears, he may doubt; what he sees, he may possibly doubt; but what he does, he cannot doubt.” This precept of 
successful extension work was reflected in work with farmers (eg. liming the side hills of the southern tier) and youth 
(eventually to 4-H “learn by doing”) to introduce better practices to the more resistant older generation. 
Applied research on farms with farmer input, sometimes with their lead, continues as an effective teaching method 
in Cooperative Extension work.

Continued on next page...



Source (Including Photos): John H. Barron Memorial Program, July 
29-30, 1965.

... to do educational work with crops’

John Barron (right) selected kernels from ears of flint corn to be 
placed in ‘rag doll’ to index germination from ears for seed.

In 1912 the New York State legislature 
authorized County Boards of Supervi-
sors to appropriate funds for Extension 
work. The federal Smith-Lever Act 
signed by President Wilson authorized 
funds for county agent work effective 
July 1, 1914.

The County Farm Bureau movement 
spread to other New York counties and 
into other states. The New York State 
Federation of County Farm Bureau 
Associations was formed on February 
14, 1917 at Ithaca. On November 12 
and 13, 1919 at Chicago, thirty state 
organizations formed the American 
Farm Bureau Federation. A farm bu-
reau was formed in Livingston County 
in 1918 in Mount Morris. Home bu-
reau and 4-H youth work followed.

In 1956 the Extension Service and 
Farm Bureau became two separate or-
ganizations. Quite simply, the realign-
ment occurred because an extension 
system which receives public fund-
ing is in conflict with the function of 
representing farmers in governmental 
matters.

In 1980 a monument was erected in the place where the first extension field 
meetings were held on the James Quinn family farm in Bingamton, NY to 
honor him as the first president of the first Farm Bureau association in the 
country. Formed on October 10, 1913 it was a dues paying membership or-
ganization of mostly farmers to support the work of the county agent. Mr. 
Quinn was an early supporter of John Barron and extension work.

The County Agent & The Farm Bureau
By Maurice Chase Burritt
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