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Simon P. Markle: The King of Corn 
 

Corn fields are ubiquitous in the Wisconsin countryside. During the seasons of spring, summer, 

and fall, we can see corn being planted, growing, and being harvested until the first snow covers 

the ground.  

 

As we begin this season of corn pickers and combines making their steady progress through acre 

after acre of brown cornstalks plucking the golden ears that feed livestock and people around the 

world, it is a good time to look back at Simon P. Markle, a farmer in the town of Shelby, who 

made news for his prize-winning corn in the early 1900s. His efforts to educate farmers on 

scientific farming methods also contributed to the advancement of agriculture in La Crosse 

County. 

 

 
 

S. P. Markle, 36 years old 

 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1911 July 28, p. 76) 
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Simonôs father, Emanuel Markle, was born in Ohio on December 17, 1837. When Emanuel was 

very young, his family moved to Indiana where they remained for 13 years. Emanuel Markle 

came to La Crosse County on October 20, 1851. He enlisted in the La Crosse Light Guard in 

1861. This organization would become Company B of the 2nd Wisconsin Infantry Regiment in 

the famed ñIron Brigadeò of the Civil War. Markle saw action in the Second Battle of the Bull 

Run, Antietam, and South Mountain. During the latter, Markle was near company commander 

Captain Wilson Colwell when Colwell was fatally struck down. In the momentous Battle of 

Gettysburg, five bullets ripped through Markleôs uniform, and two of them resulted in slight 

wounds. Markle also survived the Wilderness Campaign before being discharged in 1865. He 

then married Caroline Hanich, and they had seven children who were still living in 1915. Six of 

the children spent their adulthood in western states; only Simon Markle remained in La Crosse 

County.1 Emanuel Markle was the last surviving member of the La Crosse Light Guard when he 

died in October 1918.2 

 

Simon P. Markle was born on May 5, 1875, on his parentôs farm in the town of Shelby, La 

Crosse County, Wisconsin.3 In contemporary news articles, he was most often referred to as ñS. 

P. Markle,ò or ñS. Markle,ò and occasionally as ñPete Markle.ò His given name of ñSimonò 

never saw print. 

 

Simon P. Markle married Sophia Van Loon on November 22, 1924, at the parsonage of the West 

Avenue Methodist Church in La Crosse. After a honeymoon trip to Montana and Washington, 

they returned to the Markle homestead in the town of Shelby.4 They would have five sons and 

two daughters together, none of whom remained in this area.5 

 

Sophiaôs father was John Van Loon, who was born in the Netherlands in 1841. He came to the 

United States with his widowed mother and four brothers in 1855. They settled in New 

Amsterdam, near Holmen, in La Crosse County. John Van Loon moved to La Crosse in April 

1884 where he was a florist until retiring in 1931 at the age of 89. He was 99 years old when he 

died in 1941. Besides Sophia Markle, he was survived by three other daughters and a son.6 The 

Van Loon family was remembered as some of the first settlers of New Amsterdam.7 

 

When Emanuel Markle retired in 1905, S. P. Markle started farming for himself on their 360-acre 

farm in the town of Shelby.8 It was called one of the best farms in the county.9  
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Location of the Markle farm in the town of Shelby 

 

(Courtesy of University of Wisconsin Libraries) 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1911 July 28, p. 40) 

 

Farmers in the early 1900s were starting to show an interest in scientific methods of farming to 

improve their livestock and crops. Schools and farm associations helped spread this knowledge 

in the agricultural community. In 1907, Markle read a book on corn culture by Professor P. 

Houlden of the Ames College, Iowa, and continued his scientific study of corn growing at the La 

Crosse County Agricultural College in Onalaska.10  

 

Wisconsin No. 7 corn was one of Markleôs specialties. Also known as Silver King Dent Corn, A. 

J. Goddard brought a bushel of it from Indiana to Fort Atkinson, Iowa, in 1862. The Wisconsin 

Experimental Station propagated it in 1904. It has white kernels on a white cob, unlike yellow 

field corn that has a red cob.11 
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Local and state fairs featured exhibits of farm livestock and crops that competed for prize money. 

S. P. Markle started entering his corn in these contests and soon became known for his 

outstanding corn. 

 

What are the criteria for judging ears of corn? According to the Manitowoc County University of 

Wisconsin-Extension, mature corn kernels are ñbright and plump.ò There should not be any 

insect, disease, or weather damage on the ears. The kernels should be tightly attached and in 

straight and regular rows, like soldiers in formation standing at attention. ñThe ears should have 

good tip and butt development.ò No details are provided on what makes for good corn butts. 

Collections of ears should look ñas much alike as possible in size, shape, color, and kernel type. 

The butt, middle, and tip of the ear should all have about the same diameter.ò12 

 

Markle first exhibited corn at the National Corn Exposition in Omaha, Nebraska, in 1908. Going 

up against the best corn from the rest of the country, his single ear of Wisconsin No. 7 corn won 

a third premium. His 10-ear dent corn exhibit earned seventh place.13 In 1909, his Wisconsin No. 

7 white dent corn won second prize at the national show in Omaha.14 His exhibit of best ten ears 

earned a third.15 

 

Markle regularly exhibited corn at the La Crosse Interstate Fair. At the 1910 fair, his Wisconsin 

No. 7 white dent won a second premium, and his best 20 ears of any variety took first. Markle 

was competing against his father-in-law, John Van Loon, among other county farmers.16 

 

Later in 1910, Markleôs corn prowess grew when his Wisconsin No. 7 white dent corn took first 

prize for single ear, first prize for 10-ear exhibit, and the grand championship prize on his 10-ear 

exhibit at the Northwestern Corn and Grains Show in South St. Paul.17 

 

His winning streak continued a few weeks later by winning the grand championship for his 

single ear exhibit, as well as his 50-ear exhibit at the state corn show at the University of 

Wisconsin. His winning single ear sold for $15 (equivalent to almost $500 today) at the after-

show auction.18 Markle bought it himself so that he could exhibit it at the national show in 

Ohio.19 

 

Unfortunately, the championship single ear was damaged by handling during that auction and 

won only a second prize at the National Corn Exposition for the northern zone in Columbus, 

Ohio. The judges hinted that Markleôs single ear could have won first had it not been damaged.20 

 

The La Crosse County Agricultural School in Onalaska held an annual corn school to educate 

farmers on weed control and ñthe raising of pure bred seed.ò At the 1911 meeting, Markle was 

elected field inspector for a newly-organized branch of the state experimental association. Their 

goal was to make La Crosse County one of the leading corn producers in the United States. 

Markleôs 25-ear corn exhibit of any variety won first prize, and he received the grand 

championship on 10 ears of any variety.21 

 

The progress of corn culture in La Crosse County was demonstrated in November 1911 when 

three county farm growers won prizes at the Northwestern Livestock and Grain Association 
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Show in St. Paul. Besides Markle winning a silver trophy for best Wisconsin No. 7 corn, John 

Van Loon and Louis Lemke won prizes for their corn.22 

 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1911 July 28, p. 76) 
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1911 July 28, p. 76) 

 

La Crosse County corn built such a reputation for excellence that F. H. Raessler of Beloit bought 

his seed corn from S. P. Markle. Using Markleôs seed, Raessler took first prize with his 

Wisconsin number 7 corn at the 1912 state fair, edging out Benjamin Hauser of La Crosse for the 

honor.23 

 

By this time, Markle was teaching other farmers how to grow corn like that which he exhibited. 

He spoke on corn breeding at the Farmersô Institute at Bangor in January 1913.24 Markle 

explained how to determine which corn rows had the highest ear yield and how to cross-breed 

two high-producing ears by detasseling lower-producing rows of corn to prevent self-

pollination.25 This method of selective breeding is still used by corn seed companies to produce 

better hybrids. 

 

Corn is monoecious, meaning it has both the male part (tassel) and the female part (ear) 

necessary for reproduction. Tassels usually emerge from the plant first; silk will follow about two 

or three days later. In four to eight days, the ends of all the silk strands will be visible. Silk will 

keep growing for as much as 10 days after it first appears or until pollination. Each tassel has 

about 6,000 anthers, or stamens, containing pollen grains. A corn tassel will drop its pollen for 

five to six days, but it may take a whole cornfield 10 to 14 days to shed all its pollen. Wind 

assists in this process. Most pollen falls with 50 feet of the plant it originated from and is fertile 

for one to two hours. In a cornfield, about 97% of the pollination is from neighboring plants. 
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When a pollen grain lands on any part of the silk, a pollen tube grows down through the hollow 

core of the silk until it reaches the female ovule. The ovule eventually becomes a kernel of corn 

on the ear.26  

 

Seed companies improve the quality of corn seed by detasseling. Different varieties of corn are 

planted in the same field. Machines go through and cut tassels off one of the varieties. Human 

workers follow behind to remove the tassels that the machines missed. With their tassels gone, 

there is no pollen to fertilize these plants. They are instead fertilized by the other variety to 

maximize the desirable traits of both varieties producing hybrid seed of higher quality.27 

 

Markleôs role in promoting agricultural improvement was recognized when he was elected 

president of the La Crosse County Order of the State Experiment Association at the annual 

farmersô week of classes and training at the La Crosse County School of Agriculture and 

Domestic Economy in Onalaska. About 1,000 people attended the 1913 event.28 

 

The education effort produced results at the Wisconsin Experiment Association contest in 

Madison early in 1914. Markleôs corn won several first prizes, and so did Jippe Wiellinga of 

Midway. Peter Bengel of Mormon Coulee won prizes for his grain.29 

 

At the 1914 national corn show in Dallas, Texas, Markle placed second with his single ear of 

Yellow Dent corn, while his ten ears of White Dent corn won first.30 

 

Besides educational presentations, exhibits were also part of the annual La Crosse County School 

of Agriculture conference. At the February 1915 conference, Markle took the top prize for Best 

Ten Ears of Wisconsin No. 7 and the grand prize for ten ears of any Dent variety.31 

 

In December 1915, Markleôs Wisconsin No. 7 corn claimed the first prize at the first annual corn 

and grain show at Sparta. This event included 258 farmers from Vernon, Jackson, Juneau, 

Trempealeau, Monroe, and La Crosse counties. La Crosse County farmers took almost half of the 

prizes at this contest, so the educational efforts in the county appear to have contributed to that 

success.32 

 

At the First National Corn Show in St. Paul in late 1915, Markleôs corn won first prize. John Van 

Loon, also of La Crosse County, won a third prize for his corn.33 

 

At the 1916 Farmersô Institute and Home Makersô conference in the La Crosse County School of 

Agriculture, Markleôs corn took the top prize in six categories.34  

 

Corn raised by La Crosse County farmers made an impressive showing at the 1916 Wisconsin 

State Fair. Markle, along with Jipp Wielinga, John Van Loon, and John T. Hauser won prizes. 

Markle garnered top prize for his ten and fifty-ear exhibits.35 

 

In January 1921, at what was called the largest corn and grain show ever held in Wisconsin, with 

900 exhibits, Simon Markleôs exhibit of fifty ears of Silver King corn won the top prize for the 

sixth consecutive time.36 A local newspaper editorial commended Markle for sharing his 

expertise and knowledge with other La Crosse County exhibitors, even though they were 



9 

 

Simon P. Markle Expanded version 2023-10-04 

competing against him, in a team effort for La Crosse County at the state event.37 Another article 

described Markle as . . . ñfamous all over the northwest for his Silver King corn, and winner of 

prizes innumerable.ò38 Not only did Markle win prizes for his corn at the state grain show, but 

his sorghum seed and heads earned two first prizes.39 

 

Markle championed a cooperative spirit among farmers because he believed sharing knowledge 

and helping others produced bigger and better crops for everyone.40 

 

The fruits of that spirit were realized at the 1921 State Fair where exhibitors from La Crosse 

County earned over 5,000 prizes in everything from cattle to horses to hogs to crops.41 

 

Markle showed his versatility by winning first place for Best Ten Ears of popcorn at the annual 

corn and grain show at the La Crosse County School of Agriculture in 1922.42 

 

At the 1923 State Corn and Grain Show in Madison, La Crosse County topped all other counties 

in total points for its winnings. Markle was in the mix with a first place for Fifty Ears of Silver 

King corn.43 

 

La Crosse County came away from the 1925 state fair with more winnings than ever. Markle sent 

exhibits to the fair, but Otto Wolf and Jippa Wielinga were listed as winners in the corn 

exhibits.44 

 

Markle had Jersey cattle and Chester White hogs on his farm.45 A 1911 newspaper article related 

how Markle saved a litter of eight piglets after their mother died. Markle collected beer bottles 

from La Crosse breweries (ñevery brewery in the city contributingò), filled the bottles with milk 

and fitted each with a rubber nipple. He inserted the beer, now milk, bottles into notches in the 

pig trough so the piglets could feed all at once.46 Markle was a director of the La Crosse County 

Jersey Breedersô Association.47 

 

Markle also raised chickens, and he was a member of the Western Wisconsin Poultry 

Association.48 At their November 1910 meeting, the association decided to allow ñwomen 

poultry fanciersò to be members of the group.49 Markle sold Barred Plymouth Rock and White 

Wyandotte eggs.50 Markle was president of the Gateway Cooperative Egg and Poultry 

Association, which had plant in La Crosse. In its first year (1927), the cooperative processed 

387,823 dozen eggs and 177,643 pounds of poultry.51 

 

Markleôs farm was known as ñCedar Lawn Fruit Farm.ò52 He sold strawberry plants.53 He also 

sold raspberries.54 He even sold minnows for fishing bait.55 

 

Besides teaching other farmers how to grow better corn, Markle made presentations on such 

topics as ñEfficiency in Farmingò56 and ñStarting Alfalfa in Sandy Soil.ò57 

 

When a county horticulture society organized in 1920, Markle was its first president.58 He 

continued as president until August 1923.59  
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He was elected vice-president of the La Crosse County Farm Bureau at its establishment in 

1921.60 

 

In April 1923, a fire destroyed the barn and a haystack at the Markle farm, as well as three 

automobiles and some farm equipment stored in the barn. His cattle and horses were saved.61 By 

early July of that year, a large new barn was built to replace the destroyed one.62 

 

Markle was also involved in local governmental bodies. 

 

In 1914, he was elected to the La Crosse County school board.63 

 

As chairman of the Shelby town board for many years, Markle was a proponent of tightening the 

regulation on taverns by requiring them to close at midnight. After the town of Campbell passed 

a similar ordinance, the town of Shelby did the same so that late-night revelers would not invade 

Shelby.64 During his tenure, a new school was built for Shelby.65 In the 1939 spring election, 

Markle lost the town chairmanship to Fred Hass by a vote of 291 to 169.66 

 

Markle proposed a county board resolution in August 1923 to allocate $500 in a campaign 

against ñviceò in the county. Most of the roadhouses in the county were in Shelby. The county 

board imposed a $10 license fee for every dance. The board also named 78 people to act as 

deputy sheriffs enforcing highway traffic laws outside the city of La Crosse. These deputy 

sheriffs could make arrests for speeding and other state law violations on public highways.67 

 

A short time later, Special Deputy Sheriff Markle was the first deputy to make an arrest under the 

crackdown. Ed Kendhammer, a farmer in Mormon Coulee, was arrested and fined $10 for 

driving over the 30-mph speed limit.68 Markle was also part of an investigation that nabbed three 

men who were illegally seining fish from the Mississippi River in the town of Shelby.69 

 

Deputy Markle was especially vigilant in enforcing Prohibition. A local columnist wrote: 

ñSupervisor S. P. Markle of the town of Shelby, in which is located the Winter Gardens, keeps an 

eagle eye agleam for violators of the Volstead act. If there are any óhippersô getting past Pete they 

have to go some. In fact, Pete is such a nemesis to the hip pocket bottle brigade that one of the 

unluckiest bets a fellow can take is to partake of liquor óoff the hip,ô in the dance pavilion.ò70 

 

The Winter Gardens in the town of Shelby provided Deputy Markle with plenty of enforcement 

opportunities. In another incident there, Markle apprehended one of two men who were stealing 

straw hats from parked cars. Clothing had been stolen from cars on previous occasions.71 While 

ejecting a drunken Jack Kendhammer from the dance hall, Markle was confronted by his friends, 

Harry Puent and Carl Fuchs. Markle required the assistance of Officer John Fitzpatrick to haul 

the three to jail for intoxication and resisting.72 Markle and Fitzpatrick teamed up for another 

arrest of a drunken trio who also resisted in November 1927, Fred and Wenzel Schroeder of 

Bangor, and John Desmond of La Crosse.73 

 

The Winter Gardens was the venue for the first annual chicken dance, sponsored by the Gateway 

Cooperative Egg and Poultry Association. S. P. Markle was the chairman of that event.74 
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Bendelôs Orchestra performed for 1,200 people at the chicken dance on December 3, 1926, and 

their music was broadcast over the radio by the Callaway Music Company.75 

 

Markle served on the county draft board during World War I.76  

 

Two years later, in 1916, Markle won election to the La Crosse County Board.77  

 

Soon after his election, Markle found himself in a fight to preserve the La Crosse County School 

of Agriculture. At a November 1916 meeting, the schoolôs annual report revealed that the cost 

per student was $300, and the total annual cost of operation was $20,014 (almost $564,000 in 

todayôs dollars). Supervisor John Kindley suggested that the school of agriculture was not 

important to the county, and it should be turned into a hospital for tuberculosis patients. When 

some other supervisors voiced support for that idea, Simon Markle spoke out in defense of the 

school of agriculture. He credited the school with teaching him and others progressive methods 

of farming. ñThe entire state of Wisconsin is afraid of La Crosse county corn breeders,ò he 

declared. A three-man committee was appointed to study the issue.78 The mere idea of an 

investigation of the possibility ignited a fierce debate in the county boardroom. Some supervisors 

argued that the school was not cost effective and had originally been promoted by supervisors 

representing city districts, while others said enrollment at the school was increasing, and they 

had seen students benefit from its training. Markle was one of nine supervisors voting against the 

investigation, but 25 other supervisors voted to proceed with the study.79 

 

 
 

La Crosse County School of Agriculture and Domestic Economy (no date) that was in operation 

from 1909 to 1925. Then the building was part of the Onalaska High School until it was razed in 

1989.80 

 

The contentious debate over a sanitarium versus an agricultural school continued into 1917. At a 

February board meeting, Markle voted against bonding money to buy a site and build a 

sanitarium, along with 12 other supervisors. But 20 votes in favor carried the day. Markle rose to 

face his fellow supervisors and spectators, . . . ñswung his arms wildly and shouted so loudly that 


