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Lesson 6

The Corn Palace

Never a Boast or Brag



I. The Corn Palace—Never a Boast or Brag

II. Brief Description of the South Dakota Feature

The Mitchell Corn Palace is the last grain palace standing, the final example of a trend in the Midwest spanning back
to the late 19th century, in which communities sought to attract people with a display of agricultural abundance in the
midst of a land that was once thought of as the “Great American Desert.” The Corn Palace exemplifies the South Da-
kota Sturdy principle of “never a boast or brag,” in that it displays simple folk-art depictions of various American and
South Dakota redlities and lets people assess them, without any extra ballyhoo or over-the-top marketing.

lll. Lesson Plan Steps:

A. Anticipatory Set
Select a depiction of the original, 1892 Mitchell Corn Palace and hold it up for the class to see.

“So, students, tell me what you see here.”
Presumably, someone will notice a similarity to the Corn Palace in Mitchell.

“Very good. Yes, this is the original Corn Palace in Mitchell. This one has been torn down and replaced at
least twice to arrive at the current one. How many of you have ever visited the Corn Palace? So, those of
you who have been there, what do you thinke”

After a few thoughts, move to: “Very good. We've definitely had some experience with this topic. Now,
let's move to the reading.”

B. Objective and Purpose
Objective: The students will be able to identify “never a boast or brag” as a verse from the patriotic song,
“You're a Grand Old Flag.”

The students will be able to identify a preference for not bragging/boasting (staying humble) as an ideal, if
not always successfully pursued, character trait for Americans/South Dakotans.

The students will be able to identify the reason communities first built corn palaces in the late 19th and early
20th centuries.

Purpose: To help students understand that it is better to let one’s accomplishments speak for themselves,
rather than be boastful about one’s achievements, talents, or characteristics.

C. Resources to be Accessed
1. Lesson 6 Reading: “The Corn Palace —Never a Boast or Brag” (see below)
2. https://www.sdpb.org/images-of-the-past/2020-10-16 /the-worlds-only-corn-palace-mitchell
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D. Modeling
“So, let's start with some definitions. What does it mean to brag? What does it mean to boast? Along those
same lines, what does it mean to crow over something?” (All three, of course, have the same meaning.)

Once the students have provided sound definitions for these, provide a story of someone you know or
remember from school or have seen on TV who loves to brag. Examples might include when athletes
(Muhammed Ali was famous for this) trash talk their coming or past opponent, talking about how they are
going to mop the floor with them or destroy them, etc. Or politicians or political commentators who, after
demeaning the opposing candidate, move on to praise their own accomplishments. Or you could provide
an example of someone who never brags, someone that embodies humility.

E. Checking for Understanding/ Guided Practice

“Now that you've heard a few that | could think of, take a minute and think of a situation in which someone
might be tempted to brag. What are they bragging about? What are they saying? Is it someone your age?
s it an adult? I'm going to give you just a couple of minutes, then I'm going to ask for your examples.”

Teacher circulates around the room, giving prompts, answering questions, and ensuring that students are
actually engaged.

When the two minutes are up: Teacher starts calling on students, asking them for their examples. The
teacher corrects those that really don't fit, embellishes others, fleshes out answers, etc. Teacher finesses this
part, completing it when she feels everyone is on the same page.

F. Independent Practice
“OK, team up with a partner. I'm going to give you four different scenarios, and | want you to first decide,
then explain why this is or is not an example of someone being a braggart.”

1. A high school football coach is interviewed by a radio sports broadcaster after a game in
which his team beat the opponents 49-0. The coach says, “Yeah, we destroyed them. Our
athletes were better trained, in better shape, and better coached than they were. They shouldn’t
have been allowed on the same field as our players.”

2. Atthe end of the year, at commencement exercises, the high school principal announces those
students with a 4.0 GPA. He offers each of them the podium to “say a few words.” One of the
students walks up to the podium, says “thank you,” and returns to his seat.

3. In a high school economics class, the students are participating in a mock stock market exercise
in which they invest pretend dollars in various stocks. The student who earns more money than
anyone else in the class at the final bell, stands up, gives several fist pumps, and points to the
rest of the class, saying “Eat those dollars, losers!”

4. A high school senior is completing his college application to a school at which he really hopes
he will be accepted. He accurately reports his GPA, lists the sports and other activities he
participated in, and describes his part-time job, highlighting the fact that he ran the website for
the owner and had a specific number of clicks.
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G. Student-Led Closure
“Now, | want you to think about each of these questions, then I'm going to call on one of you.”

“Please give me a definition of bragging.” Gives some thought time and then calls on someone.
“How about a definition of boasting?” Gives some thought time and then calls on someone.
“So what does humility mean2” Gives some thought time and then calls on someone.

“Now, why is it better to be humble about our accomplishmentse” OR “Why is it better to let our
achievements speak for themselves2” Gives some thought time and then calls on someone.

“What does the phrase, ‘'under promise and over deliver’ mean2”

H. Standards Addressed
SD Mindsets & Behaviors for Student Success: K-12 College, Career, and Life-Ready Competencies for
Every Student:

B-SMS 2. Self-discipline and self-control.

B-SS 2. Positive, respectful, and supportive relationships with students who are similar to and

different from them.
B-SS 4. Empathy

Oceti-Sakowin:
Under standard 4.2 (Describe the traditional behavior patterns, codes of respect and values
promoted within the Oceti Sakowin tiospaye.), proposed lessons include “Read and discuss Iktomi
stories that discourage inappropriate behavior and discuss what was inappropriate behavior and
what could make that behavior better.” See page 23 of OSEU standards guide. Use one of the
Iktomi stories in which a character is bragging. There are several.

Social Studies:
5.55.9.L. The student explains the role of the railroad, bonanza farming, the Black Hills gold rush,
and open-range cattle ranching on South Dakota history.
5.55.9.M The student explains the events and figures that led to statehood for South Dakota.

English/Language Atrts:
4-5.RF.4. Read with sufficient accuracy and fluency to support comprehension.
a. Read grade-level text with purpose and understanding.
6-8/9-10.RH.2 Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source;
provide an accurate summary of the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions.
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Lesson 6

The Corn Palace

Never a Boast or Brag

Around the Fourth of July each year or some other patriotic holiday, like Veterans Day or Memorial
Day, you have probably heard the song, “You're a Grand Old Flag.” It was written by George
M. Cohan, a very famous American composer of popular music. And popular it was. It was the
first song from a musical that sold over 1 million copies of sheet music, back when lots of people

still bought sheet music.

For some people, one of the lyrics seems a little out of place. After singing the glories of the

American flag and her freedom-loving people, it goes on to say that America is a place “Where

there’s never a boast or brag.” That's not literally true, of course. Still, there is something in the
American character—and the South Dakota character in particular—that shies away from
boasting. The ideal American, the typical South Dakotan, likes to accomplish something and
then let their accomplishments speak for themselves. After all, if what you've done doesn’t
convince people you've done something fine, well, there probably isn't much

you'll be able to say that will, persuade them otherwise.

But then, if you or your group or your

p" community or your state has
d something good or even
great to offer and people
aren’t noficing it, how do
you go about getting it the
attention it deserves without

bragging?




Enter the Corn Palace. Sometimes it is called “The World’s Only Corn Palace,” though that does
sound a little boastful. Sometimes it is called “The World's Largest Bird Feeder,” because the
pigeons and other fowl (even the occasional squirrel) begin pecking away at it for its tasty morsels
as soon as the corn hits the walls. That second title is a better example of how to do something

without bragging. After all, who would crow about building a huge bird feeder?

So why build a corn palace in the first place? Well, back when the country was being settled by
European farmers, there was a strong sense that the Great Plains—stretching from Montana and
North Dakota to the north all the way to New Mexico and Texas to the south—had an image
problem. When the army sent explorers into this region in the early 19th century, they called it the
“Great American Desert.” Stephen Long said it was “unfit for cultivation,” and Zebulon Pike said
it reminded him of the “sandy deserts of Africa.” Now, if you're a settler bringing his family west
to farm, those aren’t encouraging words. So, as long as land was available on either side of the
Great Plains, you would prefer to settle there. As the railroads traversed the Great Plains, though,
new towns were established every so many miles to provide for train depots and refueling stops,

and those communities needed settlers to homestead those lands.
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But the demand for the lands remained low. Why?2 Because people believed it was poor farmland.
To counter the problem, many communities—34 in all—erected corn palaces. (Now, let’s clear up
one misconception many people have about these. When people first hear of a “corn palace,”
they envision a building made entirely of corn. That's not the case. These are structures built like any
other, with cement and wood beams and steel, with one difference: The walls are covered in corn
and other grain crops which show designs or even depict people, landforms, and historical events.

They are kind of like stained glass windows in churches, telling a story, but in this case, in corn.)

The idea was to demonstrate the bounty that the land was producing. Far from being a desert, the
Great Plains produced such a bounty of crops that there was enough to feed everyone locally, sell
the surpluses to hungry people around the country, and still nail some to the walls for a celebration!
Over time, people got the message, and the corn palaces weren’t needed anymore. They slowly

trailed off until there was only one, The Corn Palace in Mitchell, South Dakota.

Louis Beckwith, a Mitchell businessman, donated the land for the first Mitchell Corn Palace in 1892.
He and his other committee members were trying to send that same message but hoping to do so
without bragging. They wanted more people to come to Mitchell but wanted to do so without much
ballyhoo. So, they built their “palace” and let people judge for themselves. They didn’t argue that
eastern South Dakota was the “land of milk and honey.” They didn’t claim that just anyone could

farm in the area or start businesses there and that crops and profits would burst forth without effort

and risk. Instead, they simply erected a building, threw an annual celebration for the community

around i, and placed interesting,
pleasing illustrations made of corn and
other grains on its walls. Some people
today call it “folk art.” Others call it
“corn by numbers,” (like the “paint by
numbers” sets people often enjoy).
And the artform, while it sounds a bit
hokey, began to be quite beautiful, even
stunning. The great South Dakotan and
Native American artist, Oscar Howe,

designed the walls of the palace for
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almost a quarter century. Cal Schultz, a renowned artist, followed him for the next 25 years.

Today, local college students create the designs.

One thing all the designs have in common, though, is that they aren’t boastful. They depict
everything from famous South Dakotans, to Lewis and Clark, to South Dakota landscapes. They
are a not exactly subtle —after all this is multi-colored corn nailed to the walls—but definitely
not pretentious depiction of all the various realities of sometimes South Dakota and sometimes
beyond. They are something to look at, an achievement that entertains locals and visitors alike,

and lets them decide just what they should take away from the experience.

Like the good American and the model South Dakotan, they make their mark and hold their

tongue.

Eachyear, asmany as 500,000 people stop on Mitchell’s Main Streetto see what will take shape
on the Corn Palace’s exterior walls that year. Those traveling through have varying opinions.
Some think it is wonderful and genuine folk art. Others see in it the worst form of a tourist trap.
And if you ask the view of the average member of the Mitchell community, they might admit it

isn't exactly “high art,” and they might just chuckle over having the world’s largest bird feeder.

But more often than not they'll just smile, offering litlle assessment of any kind of their local
landmark. After all, the Corn ;

Palace, as a now 130-year-

old accomplishment, can

speak very well for itself.

South Dakota State Historical Society, Archives.

Want to learn more?

Travel to Mitchell and see the “palace” for yourself. While you are there, see if
you can figure out why they rebuilt the Corn Palace in 1905? Hint: It had some-
thing to do with a competition with the City of Pierre.

© 2024 South Dakota Depariment of Education.
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