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With its graphic pictures and straightforward captions, the photo-essay creates an
illusion of totality and immediacy that gives audiences the feeling that, after reading the
article, they will know all that there is to know about Wisconsin'’s ‘little Belgium,” and
they will know it intin‘ta‘u?ly.8 Indeed, yet another photograph in the paper portrays a
Belgian woman baking pies at home (fig. 220). The caption reads: “There is a private
side to the kermiss, too. The hosts hold ‘at homes’ for their old friends and Mrs. Louis
Rubens baked 82 pies for the occasion. Thick crusted, some have apple and cheese

fillings, others blueberries.”

Figure 220. Belgian pies Figure 221. Belgian pies Figure 222. Belgian pies
(M]) (Newspaper (BEL)
photograph/DES)

These photographs, as that of the Belgian pies which yet another newspaper
photographer took in 1957 (fig. 221), differ greatly from those taken by amateur
photographers in the Belgian community.” The kermiss photographs presented in

chapter four, for instance, depict family reunions, not picturesque kermiss scenes, and

8 For similar comments on other photo-essays, see Dominy, “Photojournalism,” 322, 323; and
Guimond, Photography, 154-161.

? One is reminded here of the distinction made by Papademas and Borchert between “front

porch” and “back porch” photography. See Borchert, “Photographs,” 14 and chapter one, page
28 and 29 in this dissertation.
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while Belgians did indeed bake pies, the photographs they took are not quite as
dramatically posed or visually engineered (fig. 222).!° It may require additional time
and more complex thinking to decipher these apparently transparent snapshots, but
they too provide crucial clues regarding the notion of community—even if in a more
complex way.

According to Dewey, a community comes into being through communication, “a

1l

process of sharing experience till it becomes a common possession. In the case of the

Belgian settlement, community was created, expressed, and reinforced through a variety
of events that brought members of the settlement together, such as barn-raisings, secular
celebrations, or religious rituals. Intentionally or not, constructions such as ancestral log
cabins or newer brick houses also revealed and strengthened communal values. But
there were other means—some of which were more intangible—through which
community came into being and manifested itself in the Belgian settlement, including the
practice of commemorating and communicating the loss of a loved one through black
ribbons or post-mortem photographs. Today, the fact that community members are able
to read and relate to photographs they see for the first time—such as when I took
pictures from one family collection outside the family circle in an effort to gain
additional information on the images—bears witness to the existence of a common
knowledge—a collective memory—in the Belgian-American settlement. The logging camp
photographs, which, as an outsider, I find particularly astounding, did not surprise any
of the respondents who looked at them. Nor did the 1952 photograph of Brussels’s 52
“future farmers” (fig. 223), even though there are only five—or their descendants—who

are still farming.

10 While contemporary Belgian-Americans believe that they are native Belgian pies,
(fruit) pies (tartes) in Belgium do not have the extra layer of cheese on top of them. Given the
importance of the dairy industry in Wisconsin, it appears to be something that farm women
incorporated later on, perhaps to make good use of ‘left-over’ milk and cream they had on the
farm. It must be added that the custom of eating pie with beer seems odd to this Belgian since
in Belgium, coffee—not beer—accompanies pies.

1 Dewey, quoted in Fisher, “Narrative,” 308.
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Figure 223. Future Farmers (DELL)

If community members accept photographs that emerge from the communal past,
they collectively reject photographs they do not recognize or with which they do not
associate. One of the things I did to introduce myself and establish some trust during
the first stages of the project was to show respondents some of my own photographs of
Belgian farms and rural life in Belgium, including a photo-essay on ‘pig slaughtering.” The
photographic series documents what I had always been told was the ‘old-fashioned
way’ to slaughter a pig in Belgium—a practice which consists in knocking the pig
senseless, stabbing it in the neck and working its front left leg back and forth to make the
blood run out, collecting the blood in a container, burning the pig’s hair off, and washing

the animal before doing the actual butchering (figs. 224, 225, and 226).

Figure 224. Knocking the pig down (BER) Figure 225. Collecting the blood (BER)



274

Figure 226. Burning the pig's hair off (BER)

Needless to say, the ‘Old World’ character of the agricultural practice was a decisive
factor in my taking the photo-essay to several people in the Belgian-American
settlement. Much to my surprise, however, none of the individuals who viewed the
photographs recognized them as they had “never seen anything like that.” The
experience left me pondering two things: first, was the practice, indeed, an ancient
agricultural tradition? Second, if so, why would a community that had kept such strong
ties with the native country, including many ancestral customs, have abandoned or not
retained what appears to be a very simple agricultural practice—one that does not
require any special tools or conditions?'* As it turned out, I found answers to both
questions in two different types of sources—an illustration and an immigrant letter.
Figure 9 is from a calendar included in the Mayer van den Bergh Breviary."” Produced
by Flemish artists around 1510, it shows peasants slaughtering a pig in the winter. The
illumination does not actually portray the burning of the hog’s hair, but the fire to the

right and the sheaf of straw against the wall of the house refer to it. Similarly, as I was

12 Preparing a hog for butchering in Wisconsin consisted in plunging it in boiling water and
scraping its hair off after removing it from the water. The photographs and the questions they
raised in my mind clearly illustrate Malmsheimer’s notion that photographs do, indeed, “prod
and nag, . .. force reflexivity, and prompt questions which might not otherwise be asked.” See
Malmsheimer, “Photographic,” 35.

13 Maurits Smeyers and Jan Van der Stock, eds., Flemish Hluminated Manuscripts 1475-1550
(Ghent, Belgium: Ludion Press for the Ministry of the Flemish Community and the Catholic
University of Leuven, 1996), 51-117.
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reading an immigrant letter rich in agricultural details, I found a reference to straw,
which Jean-Baptiste Leurquin described as ‘very short here.”* Since killing hogs the old-
fashioned way required long straw (not to burn oneself), it could have been one of the
reasons why the custom was discontinued or never implanted in Wisconsin’s immigrant
community. Figure 227 depicts two boys standing in front of a straw pile on the
Wautier farm in the 1930s. Although it is difficult to determine the length of the straw,
the photograph is important because it sheds light on yet another agricultural practice

found in Wisconsin but not in Belgium.

Figure 227. Straw pile (WAU)

Indeed, we learn from community members that Belgian-American farmers occasionally
used piles of straw—rather than pigsties—as hog shelters. The practice enabled them to
not build what some considered to be superfluous farm additions and it kept pigs very
warm in the wintertime.

In the same way as a contemporary photograph leads us to question or reexamine
the past, historical photographs that remained unexamined in a long time can lead us to
reevaluate our impression of the past. When talking about life in the 1930s, several
respondents agreed that living on a farm was what “saved” many people in the Belgian-

American community. As Leona Michiels stated, for instance, “Sure, there was not

14 Jean-Baptiste Leurquin, Humboldt, Wisconsin, to his cousins, Belgium, 15 May 1886.
Copy of the letter in the hands of the Bertrand family, Temploux, Belgium.
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much money around, but there was always food on the table, and shoes to wear.”
When confronted with the photograph of her younger siblings standing in the farmyard

in March 1940 (fig. 228), however, Leona was stunned.

Figure 228. Michiels children, March 1940 (MIC)

She commented,

It Jooks as if we really had it tough. I can’t remember having it that tough, but, I
guess... I don’t know... looks like it was not too good. Look at their clothes; look at
the big holes she’s got in her stock[ing] [laughs]. And... Why did they have such
boots?... so big for them? You know? I don’t know... But they all look happy.

Judging from the wagon lying on the ground, it appears that the children had been
playing when the photograph was taken, and there is no reason why they would have
donned their best clothes for the occasion. But this photograph, like other historical
images, attests to what Barthes called the “ca a ét¢,”—a condition of the past.”®

Following Barthes who could not deny that the thing had been there,'® Leona Michiels is

15 See introduction.

16 See chapter 1, page 1. Barthes further argues that each photograph “possesses an
evidential force, and that its testimony bears not on the object but on time. . .. [Fjrom a
phenomenological viewpoint, in the Photograph the power of authentification exceeds the
power of representation.” See Barthes, Camera Lucida, 89.
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forced to re-assess her vision of the past based on the evidence provided by a family
snapshot. In this case, a single image defeats other forms of recollection by bringing a

certainty that “no written document can give.”’ As Hardt explains,

Photographs provide opportunities for disrupting and reconstructing history
with their appeal to memory; they privilege the subjective, creative power of the
personal account against the power of received history. Photographs are the texts of
future possibilities as memory engages the image in a dialogue about the past under
emotionally—and perhaps politically—charged conditions. Memory assesses and
readjusts official history; and photographs—particularly personal images like family
photographs—provide an emotional and even ideological grounding for memory to
remind us of these differences and the need to expand on our inability to forget in
order to understand the present.'®

The few scholars who have expanded the realm of historical sources to photographs
have for instance remarked on their unique ability to shed light on the daily life and
culture of ordinary people, provide an eyewitness account of history, and disclose clues
of (changing) attitudes and beliefs." But they have also cautioned potential users
against the danger of using isolated photographs since single images are open to a
multiplicity of readings and meanings. In this particular case, the analysis of images
(either contained in photo albums or used in conjunction with other photographs
produced in the community) has shown that ordinary snapshots found in ordinary,

private collections do play the role of viaticum. As Geffroy explains, viaticum refers not

17 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 85-86. He explains: “No writing can give me this certainty. It
is the misfortune . . . of language not to be able to authenticate itself. The noeme of language is
perhaps this impotence, or to put it positively: language is, by nature , fictional; the attempt to
render language unfictional requires an enormous apparatus of measurements: we convoke logic,
or lacking that, sworn oath; but the Photograph is indifferent to all intermediaries: it does not
invent; it is authentification itself.”

= Hardt, “Pierced Memories,” 16.

19 See, for instance, Chalfen, “Redundant Imagery,” 106-109; Peters and Merger, “Doing the
Rest,” 280-81; Schlereth, “Mirrors”; Levine, Images, 185; Chalfen, Turning Leaves, 5, 22; Ruby,
Secure the Shadow, Scherer, “You Can’t Believe,” 67-79.
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only to the supplies carried by a traveler, but also to the coin placed in the mouth of a
deceased individual so that he or she can pay Charon, the ferryman of souls in Greek
mythology.’ By putting photo albums together, not only do compilers create visual
autobiographies that accompany them throughout their lives, but they also provide
future generations with access to a time period that they may not have personally
experienced. Rather than enabling the passage of the deceased into the hereafter, the
Viaticum—and therefore the photograph—becomes a means by which the living can gain
access to the past.

Photographs capture fleeting moments, slices of experience that may not have been
recorded otherwise. In that respect, they constitute rich sources for the study of the
past. Butin the same way as a disregard for images impoverishes historical imagination
and writing,”! neglect of ‘written’ or oral material also weakens our understanding of
history. Eventually, when combined with other photographs and complementary
sources, the photographic image becomes no longer suspect, achieves its status as an ally
for scholars, and becomes central to their attempt to reconstruct history.

This study has focused on the imagery produced in a Belgian farming community in
Wisconsin at the end of the nineteenth century and during the first half of the twentieth
century. While it was not the original intention of this dissertation to examine post-1950
images, the few images from the 1950s and 1960s utilized here suggest that these two
decades might have been a watershed in the rural community. Future research could
look into the kinds of images that were produced during the second half of the twentieth
century and examine how they relate to earlier photographs or how they detach

themselves from them. Future research could also study the photographic imagery

4 Geffroy, “Family Photographs,” 406.

2! Haskell, History, 9, 495.
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produced in other immigrant or Anglo-American settlements to see how the photographs
relate to those produced by Belgian immigrants.

It is one thing to note that the production of corn—that "good American”
crop—increased by 736 percent in Door county (where Frank and Mary Martin lived)
between 1879 and 1919,% yet quite another to look at the couple as they pose in their
native clothes in the yard of their Rosiere farm, or Mary pumping water for her cows
(figs. 21 and 22). Who is to say whether the little knowledge we have of them surfaces
more vividly or strongly—through the penmanship of a census taker or the light and

shadows imprinted on an unambitious family photograph?

*2 The production of corn increased from 1,486 bushels in 1870 to 10,527 bushels in 1879. Door
county farmers raised 41,881 bushels of corn in 1909; by 1919, the corn production had reached
88,088 bushels. Bureau of the Census, Ninth Census of the United States (1870): The Statistics
of the Wealth and Industry of the United States (Washington, 1862), 281; Bureau of the Census,
Tenth Census of the United States (1880), Report on the Productions of Agriculture
(Washington, 1883), 211; Bureau of the Census, Thirteenth Census of the United States:
Agriculture (Washington, 1913), 929; Bureau of the Census, Fourteenth Census of the United
States: Agriculture (Washington, 1922}, 475.
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Carter 1987, 53, 94
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Gjerde, 224

Henry

Herbert 1970, 32; 1976, 82
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André photo collection
Antoine photo collection
Bellin photo colllection
Berlier photo collection
Chaudoir photo collection
Delveaux (Adeline) photo collection
Delveaux (Laura) photo collection
Derenne photo collection
Destree photo collection
Euclide photo collection
Henquinet photo collection
Jandrain photo collection
Janquart photo collection
Jauquet photo collection
Lecloux photo collection
Mallien photo collection
Michiels photo collection
Monfils photo collection
Neuville photo collection
Servais photo collection
Simonar photo collection
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Tebon photo collection
Thiry photo collection
Tielens photo collection
Tureur photo collection
Wautier photo collection
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