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CULTURAL QUALITY 
Historic Hills Scenic Byway puts visitors right in the 
middle of rural, small-town Iowa. The key cultural 
quality is small-town Americana and agriculture and 
cultural resources are also tightly woven with history. 
In addition, there are a surprising number of art 
resources, ranging from diverse artisans at 
Bentonsport to pottery made in 19th century molds. 
The themes of art, Americana and agriculture 
converge at the American Gothic House in Eldon.  

Amish and Mennonite settlements add another 
dimension to the Corridor’s cultural resources.  

ASSESSMENT AND CONTEXT 
The assessment of the Byway’s cultural quality 
focused on resources related to small town life, 
agriculture, Amish and Mennonites communities, and 
visual arts. 

Small–Town Life 
Small-town life as a quality is difficult to describe. 
The Corridor towns are, indeed, small - Bloomfield is 
the largest with a population of 2,640 and Keosauqua 
is a distant second at 1,006.  However, these towns 
are also defined by their authentic charm which is 
characterized by central down-towns, locally owned 
businesses, buildings from multiple eras, and the 
people who live and work there.  

Corridor towns have a timeless feel, in part due to a 
large number of historic structures. While these towns 

have modern commerce, the architecture and age of 
the buildings give the towns a sense of place not often 
present in larger communities.   

What aspects of small-town life will visitors see? A 
hotel that has been offering lodging since 1899. 
Small, locally owned grocery stores and 
restaurants.  Friendly people who say hello.   

 
Assessment: While having histor ic buildings adds 
to the charm of the Byway, those buildings can be 
expensive to maintain. The historic resources section 
of this document addresses those issues.  

Along that same line, “ma & pa” businesses are 
quaint and endearing to visitors but may not be 
sustainable. Loss of small businesses is a significant 
threat to the Byway.  

Significance: Local  

Related Resources: 

 Hotel Manning 

 Bloomfield Square Historic District 

 Bloomfield Courthouse 

 Van Buren County Courthouse 

 Bonaparte Riverfront Historic District 

 Bentonsport Historic District 

Cultural Quality Definition: 
Cultural resources are derived from the distinctive 
communities that influence the byway character. 
Events, traditions, food, and music provide insight 
into the unique cultural qualities of the area. These 
cultural qualities are not necessarily expressed in 
the landscape. Culture encompasses all aspects of a 
community’s life, and it may be difficult to decide 
what is necessary to define cultural resources as 
intrinsic qualities. Aspects to consider include 
geography, economy, community life, domestic life 
and artistic genres.  

Parade, Keosauqua 
Photo credit: Villages of Van Buren 



 

Historic Hills Scenic Byway Corridor Management Plan -  54 

Agriculture 
Agriculture has been the economic life-blood of Iowa 
since Euroamericans began settling the land in 1833. 
Visitors to the Byway will see evidence of both 
historic and modern farming.  

Many historic barns, corn cribs, and farm houses 
stand throughout the Corridor. A few agricultural 
buildings and sites are recognized through the 
National Register of Historic Places (NHRP) 
program. While many others exist and are visible 
from the Byway, no inventory has been conducted. A 
description of significant historic agricultural 
structures is outlined on page 22 of this document.  

Contemporary farm buildings are also visible in the 
Corridor, along with pastures, livestock, row crops, 
farm machinery and ag businesses. Amish farms add 
another element with their blend of newer buildings 
and old-fashioned techniques. 

Agri-Tourism 

Iowa’s Oldest Orchard 
Appleberry Orchard, located in the Corridor near 
Donnellson, is the oldest operating orchard in Iowa. 
The first apple tree was planted on the property in 
1852. Appleberry Orchard operates an agri-tourism 
business including a farm market and a petting zoo in 
a historic 1882 barn. 

Harvestville Farm  
Harvestville Farm offers educational-based, rural 
experiences for families and school groups on a 
working farm. Hands-on activities include a farm-
themed play area, corn maze, pumpkin patch and 
wagon rides. The market also provides homegrown 
produce flowers and home décor.  

County Fairs 
County fairs in Iowa are a tradition that began in 1841 
in Lee County. Area residents organized the event to 
exhibit their livestock. Those livestock exhibits are 
still an important part of today’s fairs along with 
entertainment, competitions, 4-H displays and food. 
The Lee County Fair – Iowa’s oldest – is still held in 
Donnellson. Three other county fairs held in the 
Corridor each summer include: Davis, Van Buren and 
Wapello.    

The Big 4 Fair Culinary and Art Hall at the Wapello 
County Regional Fairgrounds is on the National 
Register of Historic Places for its unique architecture 
and representation of regional fairs. The 1911 
building has a central area from which four wings 
extend. Each wing represented one of the “Big 4” 
counties: Wapello County-North, Davis County-
West, Jefferson County-East, Van Buren County-
South. This building was built to give each county an 
area to display their “agricultural produce, grain, arts, 
and crafts including hand work, and canning 
endeavors” (National Park Service, 1995).  

Lee County Fair, Donnellson 

Harvestville Farm, Lee County 
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Barn Quilts 
The idea of placing large painted quilt blocks on farm 
buildings is not unique to the area nor did it originate 
here. However, there numerous Barn Quilt blocks in 
the Corridor which are representative of the 
agricultural character of the area. Davis County 
Tourism created a Barn Quilt driving tour in and 
around Bloomfield. A brochure for the Davis County 
tour interprets the quilt blocks for visitors.  

Morris Park 
Morris Park, near Stockport, has several buildings 
containing a large collection of artifacts from the 
county’s farming past. The park was established in 
1940 in honor of Henry and Jane Morris, who settled 
the area in 1938. The first building constructed was a 
replica of the original log cabin. Other buildings 
include a school house, Music Hall, Art Hall and a 
replica of a turn-of-the-century barn. The Van Buren 
County Conservation Board owns and manages the 
site with assistance from the Friends of Morris Park.  

Assessment: Agr icultural resources are the most 
significant cultural resources in the Corridor. Most of 
the important resources are also historical and those 
issues are addressed on page 23 of this document. 
Agri-tourism fits well with the Byway theme. 
Currently, there is little interpretation of the 
agricultural theme.  

Significance: Regional   

Related Resources: 

 John McGreer Barn & Crib 

 Livery Barn at Davis County Historic 
Complex 

 Midway Stock Farm Barn 

 Trimble Parker Historic Farmstead District 

 Wickfield Round Barn 

 Modern farms  

 Amish farms  

 Lee County Fairgrounds 

 Big 4 Fair Art Hall 

 Barn Quilts  

 Appleberry Orchard  

 Harvestville Farm 

 Morris Park 

Amish & Mennonite 
The Corridor has several settlements of Amish and 
Mennonite families, including Bloomfield, one of the 
largest in Iowa.  

Mennonites and Amish belong to religious sects that 
come from a Protestant tradition known as 
Anabaptism begun in the 16th century. Besides their 
common historical roots, Mennonite and Amish 
groups all emphasize living out their beliefs in daily 
life . While the groups agree on basic Christian 
doctrine, their differences come in interpreting how 
those practices should be lived out.  

Today some practices among the conservative Amish 
include: untrimmed beards and hooks and eyes in 
place of buttons on outer garments of the men; horse 
and buggy transportation; horse-drawn implements 
for farming; plain and distinctive dress patterns; no 
electricity in homes. In contrast, most contemporary 
Mennonites are not outwardly different. Mennonites 
believe in simple living, but do not express that 
simplicity by separating from society as the Amish 
continue to do (Third Way, n.d.) 

Amish sects arrived in southeast Iowa in the 1850s 
but the first present-day settlement started in 1969 in 
the Milton/Pulaski area. The Bloomfield/Drakesville 
community began a few years later and in 2010 had 
eight churches and about 175 Amish households 
(Amish America, 2010). The Corridor’s most recent 
Amish community started near Bonaparte in 2005. 
Map 8 shows the general areas occupied by the three 
sects.  

Morris Park, Stockport 
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Map 8. Location of Amish communities in the Byway Corridor  
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Amish and the Byway 
Amish communities are largely agricultural based. 
With horse-drawn equipment and clothes drying 
outdoors, their old-fashioned farms add to the 
nostalgic feel of the Byway. However, their 
contribution to the Byway extends beyond that. In the 
Bloomfield/Drakesville area there are 90 Amish 
businesses (Figure 5). Some that offer unique 
shopping opportunities have become tourist 
attractions, especially those selling furniture, plants 
and food. There are also Amish businesses in the 
smaller communities around Milton and Bonaparte.  

Mennonite Businesses 
As stated previously, Amish and Mennonites have a 
common heritage but different beliefs and customs. 
To add to the confusion between the two groups, 
there are conservative Mennonites in the Corridor that 
dress in similar fashion to Amish.  Mennonites and 
Amish also sell to and buy from each other. That 
collaboration is apparent in three Mennonite-owned 
businesses are popular with tourists:  

Dutchman’s Store (Cantril) – Carries a wide variety 
of items from food and supplies to fabric.  

Milton Creamery (Milton) – Produces local, award-
winning cheeses made with milk supplied by local 
Amish dairies. There is a retail store on site. 

Dutch Country General Store (Bloomfield) – Offers 
food, specialty toys, cookware.  

Assessment: Amish and Mennonite settlements are a 
significant resource to the Byway. Issues regarding 
cultural differences and expectations need to be 
communicated to visitors. Smaller Amish businesses 
often have seasonal and irregular hours which can be 
frustrating to travelers, especially if they are not 
aware of closures.  

Significance: Regional   

Related Resources: See above and Figure 5. 

 Art Resources 
Though not extensive, art resources are found in 
several locations in the Corridor. These resources 
have roots in other cultural qualities, as well as ties to 
historic and natural resources.  

A Guide to Photographing the Amish 

Question: Is taking 
photographs of the Amish 
against their religion? 

Answer:  No, but Amish 
religion prohibits posing 
for photographs. 

If you ask an Amish person 
for permission to take their 
picture, they will politely 
say no, as this could be 
construed as a willingness 
to "pose." Most Amish say 
they could care less if 
people take their picture ... 
provided the photographers are respectful. 

Privacy & Respect 

Try to stay at least 30 feet away from anyone you're 
photographing. Don't go onto private property 
(including driveways). Don't be a pest - take a few 
shots and move along. This is especially true when 
taking pictures at an Amish school. A car that drives 
slowly past a school five or six times could generate 
a call to the county sheriff. 

Try to take photos from the back or side - avoid close
-ups. If an Amish person covers their face as you're 
about to take a picture, don't take it. A few of the 
Amish orders are more sensitive about having their 
pictures taken than others, and a picture of someone 
covering their face isn't all that appealing anyway! 

Modified from: Wilcox, 2007   

Dutchman’s Store, Cantril 
© 2011 Kenneth G. West Jr., www.ioscapes.com 

© 2011 Kenneth G. West Jr., 
www.ioscapes.com 
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Figure 5. Amish Businesses in Davis County, Iowa (Davis County Tourism, n.d.)  



 

Historic Hills Scenic Byway Corridor Management Plan -  59 

American Gothic House 
The backdrop for one of our country’s most iconic 
pieces of art stands in the Corridor. The home in 
Grant Wood’s 1930 painting, American Gothic, is 
located in Eldon. The adjacent visitor center provides 
information about Wood’s life and the history of the 
house. Visitors are provided props and encouraged to 
pose for photos in front of the house.  

Each year the site draws more than 16,000 visitors 
from all over the world. 

Villages Folk School 
The Villages Folk School provides learning 
experiences in traditional arts and crafts, fine arts, 
nature study, and skills relating to the home. The 
school’s office is in Keosauqua but the group’s 20 
artists conduct classes in various locations in Van 
Buren County. According to the school’s website, 
their “carefully selected blend of classes allows 
people to return to times when things were simpler 
and creativity was a way of life.” 

Over 100 classes in 2015 engaged participants in 
painting, quilting, making pottery, forging iron, 
drawing, sculpting, spinning, weaving, cooking, and 
gardening. 

Bonaparte Pottery National Historic and 
Archaeological Site 
Established in 1865, the original pottery produced a 
variety of stoneware until 1896. Details about this site 
are included on page 66 of this document. New 
pottery is currently made on-site using the original 

1875 molds found during archaeological digging. 
Demonstrations and tours are available for visitors 
and new pottery is sold in the gift shop.  

Bentonsport Artisan Coop  
The Bentonsport Artisans Co-op is located in the 
Bentonsport Historic District.  The shop carries 
unique handmade items from regional artists 
including in nature photography, firefly photography, 
natural gemstone jewelry, beaded and copper jewelry, 
tie-dyed textiles, original paintings, and hand-painted 
ornaments.  

Iron & Lace:  
This shop in Bentonsport offers handmade, original 
pieces of Queen Anne's Lace pottery, hand-forged 
artistic ironwork and hand-woven rugs. The artists at 
Iron & Lace teach their crafts in classes at the 
Villages Folk School.   

Bentonsport Quilt Company 
This seasonal shop in Bentonsport Historic District 
offers quilts, quilt supplies & quilting classes. http://
bentonsportsquilts.com/ 

The Calico Press Design Co 
The Calico Press Design Co is a print shop and design 
studio located near Birmingham. The owner restores 
and uses antique printing machines alongside modern 
equipment.  

Iron & Lace, Bentonsport 
© 2011 Kenneth G. West Jr., www.ioscapes.com 

Historic molds at Bonaparte Pottery, Bonaparte 
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Barn Quilts 
The barn quilts bring together the agricultural and 
artistic qualities of the Corridor. See description 
above in “Agriculture.” 

Southeast Iowa Artists' Studio Tour 
This group of artists began sponsoring a self-guided 
tour of studios in 2009. The tour includes Lee and 
Van Buren counties in the Corridor as well as Des 
Moines, Henry and Washington counties. The 2015 
tour included seven Byway Corridor artists.  

Courtyard Gallery and Studio 
This gallery is located on the square in Bloomfield. 
The gallery focuses the work of 14 very talented 
artists. Their expertise is varied, including paintings 
in oils, soft pastels, acrylics and watercolors, gourd 
art, custom jewelry, pottery, porcelain and china 
painting, fiber and paper art, and jewelry. Classes are 
offered in the studio area.  

Assessment: The American Gothic House is a 
nationally significant art resource that fits well with 
historic and agricultural resources. Marketing and 
interpretation of that site is excellent and should be 
cross-promoted.  

The artisans in Van Buren County are an excellent fit 
with other resources of the Byway including 
historical and natural. This type of art also contributes 
to the small-town, nostalgic feel of the Corridor, 
especially in Bentonsport.  

Events, like the Southeast Iowa Artists’ Studio Tour 
should be encouraged to promote art resources. 
Events and festivals that promote agricultural 
resources should also be considered.  

Farmington Arts Council has added an art show in the 
community center near the Pioneer Museum during 
the annual Scenic Drive Festival. The combination of 
art, history, and enjoyment of the fall colors has 
proved a success and a model for other events.  

The Byway Coordinator is currently working with 
Bonaparte Pottery to locate visiting and resident 
potters who would create potter and provide hands-on 
experiences for visitors.   

A Davis County Arts Planning Committee is working 
toward collaboration of music and theater performers 
in the Davis County area. 

Significance: National/Local  

Related Resources: 

 American Gothic House & Visitor Center 

 Barn Quilts of Davis County 

 Bonaparte Pottery 

 Bentonsport Historic District 

 Villages Folk School 

 

PROTECTION AND 
ENHANCEMENT 
Cultural resources are closely tied with the Byway’s 
other intrinsic qualities. Measures to protect and 
enhance the historic resources (page 25), in particular, 
are important to the cultural quality as well.  

The greatest opportunity for improvement of the 
cultural resources on the Byway is to increase 
marketing and interpretation, particularly related to 
agriculture and art.  

Threats 
See Historic Quality (page 26) for threats related to 
historic protection and enhancement 

 Little marketing of agricultural resources 

 Little marketing of art resources as a group 

Solutions 
See Historic Quality (page 26) for solutions related to 
historic protection and enhancement 

 Finding ways to enhance visitor experiences 
with Amish in a respectful way 

 Marketing and interpreting agri-tourism 
businesses 

 Promote development of agri-tourism 
businesses 
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 Encourage artistic endeavors that build on 
established traditions and tie into historic or 
natural intrinsic qualities 

 Marketing and interpretation of art resources 
on the Byway 

Businesses and Artisans 

Working with private businesses and individual artists 
will be important in promoting the art resources.  

Iowa Department of Cultural Affairs 

The Iowa Department of Cultural Affairs (DCA) is 
the  agency with responsibility the state’s interest in 
the areas of the arts, history and other cultural 
matters.  

The Iowa Arts Council is the division within the DCA 
that supports the arts. The council administers a 
diversity of art programs as well as grants.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 Encourage events and festivals that 

incorporate the Byway’s agricultural and art 
resources. 

 Work with the Amish communities to 
establish best practices for promotion of this 
resource. 

 Marketing and interpretation of cultural 
resources on the Byway.  

 Encourage artistic endeavors that build on 
established traditions and tie into historic or 
natural intrinsic qualities.  

 Establish a Council subcommittee or 
stakeholder interest group for cultural 
resources.  


