Lawnfield: ““a new sweet tie”
John Shaw

James Garfield’s earliest years were spent on a farm. In his Diary, which he began in 1848 at the age of
17, many references having to do with helping his brother Thomas in the farm chores appear—planting,
haying, harvesting, chopping wood, building fences, boiling salts, “hiving a swarm of bees” and so on. About
his original home in Orange, he once wrote in later years: “The farther I grow away from these scenes, the
more I am attracted by their memories.” Obviously, those years made a deep impression on him, and he
looked back on them with considerable nostalgia, as indeed did Jason Dolson Cox, who in a eulogistic
passage after Garfield’s death, wrote:

I can think of few more healthy places for the growth of mind and body than a farming
community in Northern Ohio fifty years ago. .. The country was just passing from the rude
conditions of first settlements in the wilderness to that of a thriving industrial region, dot-
ted with prosperous villages. Under such circumstances poverty had none of the degrada-
tion which too often accompanies it in old and populous communities. Here was no squa-
lor, no vice, no loss of caste. It involved no closing of any career to a boy who had health
and courage, brains and will.

Of course, we realize how much of a romanticization this statement is when we read what Garfield said in
a letter to his friend Harry Rhodes, written on his 31st birthday in 1862:

I, an over-grown, uncombed, unwashed boy. . . was at that age compelled to begin the work
of exhuming my manhood from the drift and rubbish which every chance had thrown
upon me. .. Hardly a day passes in which I do not find sad traces of the seventeen year’s
chaos.

Still, by 1876, Garfield’s thoughts had mellowed into fond recollections of his life as a farm boy. “Here is

“my love of a farm revived in me,” he said. Accordingly, in October of that year,undoubtedly after discus-
sions with his wife, Lucretia, Garfield bought the Dickey property just east of Mentor, along the Lake
Shore Railway, about twenty miles from Cleveland. In his Diary entry for Tuesday, September 26, he had
written:

Dr. Robison drove me to his farm, about two miles from Mentor village, where I found
Crete and Mother awaiting me. Spent most of the day in examining some farms which are
for sale. Made the widow Dickey an offer of $115 per acre for her farm of 116 acres, and I
think it will result in a purchase. I must get a place where I can put my boys at work, and
teach them farming. I think this farm will always be worth the price I offer, and probably
more by and by.

And to this statement he added a little more realistically on October 11, 1876:

We ... consummated the purchase of the Dickey farm of 118 74/100ths acres in Mentor. So
at last I am to be a farmer again. As a financial investment, I do not think it very wise; but
as a means of securing a summer home, and teaching my boys to do farm work, I feel well
aboutit.

Garfield soon added to his 118 acres another 40, for a total cost of about $17,500. Dr. Robison, the
Garfields’ old friend going back to Hiram days, had a farm a half mile to the west of theirs. He and
Lucretia (Crete, as Garfield called his wife) counted heavily on Robison’s help and direction, as they went
about the business of restoring the shabby, dilapidated property to a fine working farm.

Beyond its nostalgic meaning for Garfield, the farm served several other purposes in his mind. First,
Portage County had been removed from Garfield’s district. The Garfield home had been sold to Burke
Hinsdale. Now the family was inconveniently using the Rudolph house, Lucretia’s childhood home, for
vacations in the summers, thus establishing a residence in Garfield’s district. But Portage County was no
longer in his district. Mentor in Lake County was. Then, with the two boys growing into their teens, the
Garfield’s felt that farm life would be good for them, as mentioned in both Diary entries just read: “I can
put my boys at work and teach them farming.”
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