Mary C. Neth

A Memorial

(FEBRUARY 4, 1654 = SEPTEMBER 14, 2005)

Mary C. Niorn died at her home in Columbia, Missouri, on September
14, 2005, at the age of fifty-one. She was diagnosed with breast cancer a
litthe over a year ago and failed in her attempt tohalt the spread of the dis-
ease, Meth was Associate Prolessor of History and Women's and Gender
Studies at the University of Missouri-Columbia. Her rescarch interests
included US women's history, rural history, social history, and the history
ol American popular culture, She served as the Co-Coordinator of the
Rural Women's Studies Association (1997-2003) and on the Nominating
Commiltee (1996-1999) and the Executive Committee {1999-2003) of the
Agricultural History Society, Her colleagues in those groups especially
miss her sense of humor and irony, tact, wisdom, and organizational savvy,
They remember her wise conngel to younger colleagues, astute and intel
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ligent remarks during sessions, and her laughter, Her publications on
midwestern rural lile, caspecially Preserving the Family Farm: Women,
Commurity and the Foundations of Modern Agribusiness, 19001940
(1995), “Gender and the Family Labor System: Defining Work in the Rural
Midwest,” Journal of Social History (Spring 1994), and “Leisure and
Cienerational Change: Farm Youths in the Midwest, 19001940, A gricid
fural History (Spring 1993), winner of the Vernon Carstensen Award,
helped rekindle scholarly interest in a broad swath of the American
heartland by asking new questions about rural life there, She incorpo-
rated rural and women's history into her many undergraduate classes.
Her graduate seminar on Rural Social History inteoduced advanced stu-
dents to recent research, preparing them to teach and do research in the
ficld to which she had contributed so much.

Neth was born on February 4, 1954 to Shirley and C, O, Neth. She grew
up on the family farm in Smithville, north of Kansas Cily, Missourd, where
they raised cattle and hogs, and grew corn, beans, and wheat, The family
stayed on the farm, but Neth learned early about other lamilies who losl
their farms to development in the United States. She learned in her youth
the organizational skills needed to keep a farm viable during o time when
many families were leaving rural areas and how arm familics managed
to stay on the land. Her family also offered her tap dancing lessons at an
carly age, and her love of dance was to stay with her as well, She later ex-
plored the history of how tap dance developed as a performing art.

Adter praduating from Smithville High School in 1972, Neth studied his-
tory and English at Northwest Missouri State University, receiving her BA
in 1976, and then teaching English. Later she worked as a librarian before
entering the graduate program at the University of Wisconsin—Madison
where she studied archives management, then completed her PhID in his-
tory with Paul 5, Boyer in 1987, She revised and sharpened her doctoral
dissertation on “Preserving the Family Farm,” over the next several years
while she taught history at Virginia Tech in Blacksburg, Virginia. During
these years she also served as o Visiting Landmarks Scholar at the Smith-
sontan Institutions Naticnnl Musenm of American Hhistory and American

_ University (1993-1995). She returned to Missouri to teach in 1995,

Neth's involvemeni in the Rural Women's Studies Association went
back 1o her days as a gradunte student at the University of Wisconsin, Her
dissertation on rural women placed her in the vanpuard of scholars demand-
ing that women's history include the study of rueal women and that agricul-






