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Introduction

When people in Madison, 
Wisconsin, hear the word 
“Babcock,” they think of  ice cream. 
Babcock Hall on the University of  
Wisconsin-Madison (UW-Madison) 
campus is famous for the richness 
of  the ice cream made there. But 
the hall was named for Stephen 
Babcock who was famous for far 
more than ice cream.

Stephen Babcock loved his work 
as a scientist at UW-Madison. 
His roaring laughter often echoed 
through the university’s chemistry 
buildings as he carried out his 
experiments.

Fame and glory did not drive him. Instead, Stephen’s goal to improve 
others’ lives drove his studies. He paved the way to the discovery 
of  vitamins A and D and developed a new way to produce cheese. 
But Stephen’s claim to fame was the invention that holds his name: 
the Babcock Test. This tool not only improved the dairy industry in 
Wisconsin, but also around the world.
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Image courtesy of  the UW-Madison Archives.

Stephen Moulton Babcock
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Today, Stephen’s name is famous for 
the ice cream made in Babcock Hall 
on campus. That is a fi tting honor for 
Stephen Babcock, the curious, modest, 
and laughing man who found a way 
to measure butterfat and change an 
industry.

Image courtesy of  the UW-Madison 
Archives, S00111.

Stephen’s desire to help others 
motivated his work. What motivates 
you to accomplish your life goals?

Jeff  Miller/University of  Wisconsin-Madison.

The Babcock Dairy Store was built on the UW-Madison campus in 1951. 
There, ice cream, cheese, and other dairy treats are made and sold.







The Babcock Test was both low-cost and 
reliable. Consumers in Wisconsin and 
around the world began to trust the dairy 
industry as farmers no longer added water 
to milk. But modest Stephen refused to 
patent the Babcock Test. He created it to 
help better people’s lives, not for fame or 
fortune. UW-Madison eventually patented 
the test. The Babcock Test won numerous 
awards around the world, including grand 
prize at the 1900 World’s Fair in Paris. 
Stephen graciously accepted a medal 
presented to him from the Wisconsin State 
Legislature and several oil paintings from 
New Zealand and Australia, but he never 
accepted money for his work. 
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Wisconsin Historical Society. 
WHi-30279.

Bob LaFollette was a 
Wisconsin politician at the 
turn of  the 20th century who 
supported and promoted the 
Wisconsin Idea.

Stephen Babcock did his work because he 
wanted to help better people’s lives. This 
belief  is similar to the Wisconsin Idea. 

The University of  Wisconsin (UW) has 
followed the Wisconsin Idea since its 
beginning in 1848. The Wisconsin Idea 
is the belief  that the university should 
develop programs and do research to help 
all Wisconsin citizens. The UW’s research 
should also be used to solve problems and 
improve health, quality of  life, and the 
environment. The Wisconsin Idea is still 
followed on UW campuses.

Wisconsin Idea

Image courtesy of  the UW-Madison 
Archives, Memorabilia_00667.

Governor Bob LaFollette and 
the Wisconsin Legislature gave 
Stephen this bronze medal for 
inventing the Babcock Test 
(1899).

Wisconsin’s Dairy Industry

The dairy industry was becoming more popular in Wisconsin during 
the late 1880s. Many of  the state’s farmers grew wheat to make a living 
during the early 1800s. But after the soil’s nutrients were depleted and the 
chinch bug infested the state’s crops, farmers turned to milk production. 
Historically, dairy farming was viewed as “women’s work” and too labor-
intensive compared to wheat farming, but farmers saw opportunity in the 
industry. Farmers were paid by how much milk they sold. Some dishonest 
farmers began to add water to their milk to have more to sell. 

Butterfat in milk produces quality dairy products. Consumers like 
creameries and cheese factories began paying farmers for their milk based 
on how much butterfat it contained to deter them from adding water. 
But the methods to test for butterfat content were both inaccurate and 
inconsistent. The industry needed a new test to restore consumer trust in 
the dairy industry.
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Wisconsin is known as “America’s Dairyland.” 
In 2014, 27.9 billion pounds of  milk and 11.5 
billion pounds of  cheese were made in the state. 
Wisconsin has been the top cheese producing 
state since 1910.

Image courtesy of  the UW-Madison Archives.
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