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HARD TIMES

The progress was very slow, though. Of course, Henry Wallace and his
ever-normal granary was the man who saved the farmer. The farmer
would have passed clear out of the picture. They took this corn and paid
for it and stored it. They put a price on it that was above the miserable
going price. It wasn’t allowed for no eight cents a bushel.

The farmers broke the laws, as a last resort. There was nothing else for
them to do. To see these neighbors wiped out completely, and they would
just drift into towns and they would have to be fed.

O, these towns are pathetic. Today, I mean. You'll pass through towns
and if you get off the highway a little ways, and went down the main
street, it’s one vacant building after another. Little ghost towns with an
elevator and a service station.

It’s an abject depression now for the small farmer. My brother-in-law
still has the farm that his father took when he came out here as a
man. The reason he can stay in business is
on that farm into cattle feed and turns it into beef. Beef prices are decent
because beef is used by factory workers. But the grain farmer, the farmer
who gets cash out of his crop, he’s feelin’ the pinch of poverty.

Many of the farm families can’t get any of their family to farm it. The
children are goin’ to the cities. The farm is just going on the block and is
added to some other big land holding in the community. The individual

farmer is becoming a thing of the past. Larger and larger holdings, fewer
and fewer people. Even a fellow farming eight hundred acres now, which
he doesn’t own, is right up against the buzz saw.

young
that he turns everything he got

The war economy is not helping the farmer . . . ?

No, it isn’t. Not the small farmer. He’s getting the worst of it all the
time. You never see a war belp the farmer, except temporarily. Much as 1
hate to say it, the Second World War did end the Great Depression. I
think we solve our problems by killing our boys and others.

But I can see a Depression ahead right now. If we go to pot, it would
make that one look like a Sunday school picnic. A Depression today
would cut deep, quick. Today, in the machine age, like everything—it
would be sudden.

In the Thirties, my sister’s family lived on their own production. They
had gardens, they had eggs, they had flocks of chickens. Now the eggs are
all produced in these large establishments. Machines turn out thousands
of dozens. Then, they had their own and were more self-sufficient. Today,
the milk is supplied by the same company that supplies this dining room
here. They didn’t have money to. buy new clothes or cars or machinery.
But they had enough to keep body and soul together. Today, the money
would be gone. They wouldn’t have the food. . . .

People today have been taught violence, the denial of humanity under
money pressure. People are going in that direction. I don’t think they’d
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cople
tolerate those conditions that we came through. Tt;«; tyogﬁg:;n’[t) < fve
wouldn’t take it, because they know it isn’t necessary. But y
a lot of people in Congress that you got today.

Oscar Heline

i ] ich his
For all his seventy-eight years, he has lived on.th.ts I;l)wa Ofrat;lr;i},esv:frzn o
ther had cultivated almost a century ago. It is in the n e
{7‘; the state, near the South Dakota border. Marcus has a popu
i ] ed.
],Zgi.this drizzly October Sunday afternoon, the main stlpc'erer:ugcdjzziers
Not a window is open, nor a sound heard. Suddenly, roc Shaiters
thz silence. From what appeared to be a years-long vacant store, g8
and a boy emerge. They are about thirteen, fourteen. ot bewildered. “An
I ask directions. They are friendly, though somez' e
old man?” They are eager to help. One Pomts north, % the, et
ird, west. Each is certain “an old man” lives somewhere 1 ey,
thl:l llovr‘: t}'ze gravel road, with a stop at each of three. farmhou:vqe:',eaCh ig ;
no knoiledge of “an old man,” nor‘ awarenesshof gls r},ar?)e';e o
tree bearing the identical sticker: ‘l?eware The ofg.B e e
auses warily and eyes the stranger in the_ manner o B o o o
ilack militant. The young farmers are friendly enough,
Os;artlffel;gzriﬁ;::cz}u elderly woman, taken away from the telflzca;v;vc;);
of t}:e ;igers—Cardinals World Series game, knows. . . . Several g

roads back I find him.

THE STRUGGLES people had to go through are almost unbehﬁyabl(e).nzz :;2;
e 11 his life on a given farm, it was taken away fr.om im. e ot
the o ?1 1ASXfter the foreclosure, they got a deficiency ]udgment.bt ot only
g:fl 1?:. l(:)rs.e the farm, but it was impossible for him to get out of debt.

jes: i e land

He recounts the first farm depression of t,he Twentzes.th:Vrc;3 rﬁ;\; ‘er.—the

back to the mortgage holder and then we're fued forh O the

deficiency judgment—which we have to pay. Aftet: t he tlz L Do o he

early Twenties, the values declined constantly, until the asl't};l o i

e ’2)8 ’29, when it looked like we could see a litle bi o
Z;,Z?: e;ve’lrr; just’ gettz:ng caught up with the back interest, the Thirties

pression hit. . . .” e
The farmers became desperate. It got so a ne.lghbor w:nt.lcl)dtrll1 ; c:zl rom
a neighbor, because the farmer didn’t get any of it. It wen
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And it wasn’t enough to satisfy them. What’s the use of having a farm
sale? Why do we permit them to go on? It doesn’t cover the debts, it
doesn’t liquidate the obligation. He’s out of business, and it’s still h\lng
over him. First, they’d take your farm, then they took your livestock, then
your farm machinery. Even your household goods. And they’d move you
off. The farmers were almost united. We had penny auction sales. Some
neighbor would bid a penny and give it back to the owner.

Grain was being burned. It was cheaper than coal. Corn was being
burned. A county just east of here, they burned corn in their courthouse
all winter. *32,°33. You couldn’t hardly buy groceries for corn. It couldn’t
pay the transportation. In South Dakota, the county elevator listed corn as
minus three cents. Minus three cents a bushel. If you waated to sell ’em a
bushel of corn, you had to bring in three cents. They couldn’t” afford to
handle it. Just think what happens when you can’t get out from
under. . . .

We had lots of trouble on the highway. People were determined to with-
hold produce from the market—livestock, cream, butter, eggs, what not.
If they would dump the produce, they would force the market to a higher
level. The farmers would man the highways, and cream cans were emptied
in ditches and eggs dumped out. They burned the trestle bridge, so the
trains wouldn’t be able to haul grain. Conservatives don’t like this kind of
rebel attitude and aren’t very sympathetic. But something had to be done.

I spent most of my time in Des Moines as a lobbyist for the state coop-
eratives. Trying to get some legislation. I wasn’t out on the highway
fighting this battle. Some of the farmers probably didn’t think 1 was
friendly to their cause. They were so desperate. If you weren’t out there
with them, you weren’t a friend, you must be a foe. I didn’t know from
day to day whether somebody might come along and cause harm to my
family. When you have bridges burned, accidents, violence, there may
have been killings, I don’t know.

' There were some pretty conservative ones, wouldn’t join this group. I
didn’t want to particularly, because it wasn’t the answer. It took that kind
of action, but what I mean is it took more than that to solve it. You had to
do constructive things at the same time. But I never spoke harshly about
those who were on the highway.

Some qf the farmers with teams of horses, sometimes in trucks tried to
get through. He was trying to feed his family, trying to trade a fe,w dozen
eggs and a few pounds of cream for some groceries to feed his babies. He
was desperate, too. One group tried to sell so they could live and the other
group tried to keep you from selling so they couid live.

The farmer is a pretty independent individual. He wants to be a con-
servative individual. He wants to be an honorable individual. He wants to
pay his debts. But it was hard. The rank-and-file people of this state—who
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were brought up as conservatives, which most of us were—would never
uct like this. Except in desperation.

There were a few who had a little more credit than the others. They
were willing to go on as usual. They were mostly the ones who tried to
hreak the picket lines. They were the ones who gained at the expense of
the poor. They had the money to buy when things were cheap. There are
always a few who make money out of other people’s poverty. This was a
struggle between the haves and the have-nots.

The original bankers who came to this state, for instance. When my
father would borrow $100, he’d get $80. And when it was due, he’d pay
back the $100 and a premium besides that. Most of his early borrowings
were on this basis. That’s where we made some wealthy families in this
country.

We did pass some legislation. The first thing we did was stop the power
of the judges to issue deficiency judgments. The theory was: the property
would come back to you someday.

The next law we passed provided for committees in every county: adju-
dication committees. They’d get the person’s debts all together and sit
down with his creditors. They gave people a chance. People got time. The
land banks and insurance companies started out hard-boiled. They got the
farm, they got the judgment and then found out it didn’t do them any
good. They had to have somebody to run it. So they’d turn around and
rent it to the fella who lost it. He wasn’t a good renter. The poor fella lost
all his capacity for fairness, because he couldn’t be fair. He had to live. All
the renters would go in cahoots. So the banks and companies got smart
and stopped foreclosing.

Through a federal program we got a farm loan. A committee of twenty-
five of us drafted the first farm legislation of this kind thirty-five years ago.
We drew it up with Henry Wallace. New money was put in the farmers’
hands. The Federal Government changed the whole marketing program
from burning 10-cent corn to 45-cent corn. People could now see daylight
and hope. It was a whole transformation of attitude. You can just imagine
. . . (Heweeps.)

It was Wallace who saved us, put us back on our feet. He understood
our problems. When we went to visit him, after he was appointed Secre-
tary, he made it clear to us he didn’t want to write the law. He wanted the
farmers themselves to write it. “I will work with you,” he said, “but you're
the people who are suffering. It must be your program.” He would always

give his counsel, but he never directed us. The program came from the

farmers themselves, you betcha.

Another thing happened: we had twice too many hogs because corn’d
been so cheap. And we set up what people called Wallace’s Folly: killing
the little pigs. Another farmer and I helped develop this. We couldn’t
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