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Charles L. Wood 
1937-1981 

Charles L. Wood was a son of the Great 
Plains and its agricultural heritage. Born 
into a fann family in Hemingsford, 
Nebraska, Chuck Wood was educated at 
St. Benedict's College in Atchinson, 
Kansas, and at the University of Kansas, 
where he earned his M.A. and Ph.D. 
degrees in American history under the 
tutelage of Professors George L. 
Anderson and John G. Clark. Between 
1963 and 1970 and again from 1974 to 
197 6, he served on the faculty of Hayden 
High School in Topeka. Chuck joined the 
history faculty at Texas Tech University 
in 1976, where he taught agricultural 
history until his sudden death at the age 
of 44 in 1981. Although his stay with us 
was brief, Chuck communicated his deep 
affection for the land and people of the 
Plains and energetically pursued his 
research on cattle ranching in the West. 
His articles on the range and cattle 
industry appeared in the Kansas 
Historical Quarterly and the Journal of 
the West, and in 1980 his monograph The 
Kansas Beef Industry was published by 
the Regents Press of Kansas. An 
Associate of the International Center for 
Arid and Semiarid Land Studies at Texas 
Tech, Chuck Wood had begun to research 
the ranching industry in West Texas at the 
time of his death. Chuck's enthusiasm for 
his subject, his dedication to good 
teaching and careful scholarship, and his 
kind and gentle manner touched students 
and colleagues alike. Both agricultural 
history and Texas Tech are richer for the 
work of Charles L. Wood. 

JOSEPH E. KING 
DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY 
TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY 
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INTRODUCTION 

Wayne D. Rasmussen, who retired as 
Chief of the Agricultural History Branch 
of the United States Department of 
Agriculture in 1986, is among the 
nation's most distinguished agricultural 
historians. The author and co-author of 
several books and nearly one hundred 
professional articles, he has made major 
contributions in explaining American 
agriculture and its economics to those 
outside the profession. 

Dr. Rasmussen received his Ph.D. 
from George Washington University. He 
is a past president of the Agricultural 
History Society and founder and past 
president of the Association for Living 
Historical Farms and Agricultural 
Museums. In 1971 he received the 
Distinguished Service Award of the 
United States Department of 
Agriculture. He is the editor of 
Readings of American Agriculture 
(1960), co-author of Century of Service: 
First I 00 Years of the Department of 
Agriculture (1963), and author of The 
Department of Agriculture (1972). His 
book Agriculture in the United States: A 
Documentary History (1975) has been 
called "the single most comprehensive 
collection of source material on the U.S. 
food and fiber system." A four-volume 
work, the book treats American 
agriculture from its old world 
antecedents to the mid-l 970s. 

In the fourth annual lecture in the 
Charles L. Wood Agricultural History 
Lecture Series, Wayne Rasmussen 
examines the current state of the 
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American family farms and places the 
family farm as an institution in historical 
perspective. He stresses that farms in 
America have for the most part always 
been owned and operated by a family 
unit. Even today, he notes, less than five 
percent of America's farms are 
corporate entities. He concludes, 
however, that as individual farm size 
increases, " the family farmer as 
traditionally defined seems to be 
disappearing from American life." If so, 
we must examine our best alternatives 
for the production of food and fiber for 
now and in the future. 

The following individuals served on 
the 1987-88 Wood Lecture Series 
Committee: Joe King, History (Chair); 
Marvin Cepica, Agricultural Sciences; 
Paul Carlson, History; David Murrah, 
Southwest Collection; Idris Traylor, Jr. , 
International Center for Arid and 
Semiarid Land Studies, and Winifred 
Vigness. 

The 1988 lecture was sponsored by: 

Texas Tech University 
College of Agricultural Sciences 
College of Arts and Sciences 
Department of History 
International Center for Arid 

and Semiarid Land Studies 
Southwest Collection 

PAUL CARLSON 
DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY 
TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY 



The Family Farm in Historical Perspective 
Wayne D. Rasmussen 

The term "family farm" has been one 
of the most used and abused phrases in 
American history, and it has meant 
whatever anyone has wanted it to mean. It 
has been called both the foundation of 
American civilization and a shibboleth. To 
some, the family farm never existed, or if 
it did exist, it is now gone. To others, it is 
still basic to the preservation of the nation. 

A major problem in using the term is 
agreeing upon its meaning. Traditionally, 
the family farm is a place where members 
of an immediate family own or otherwise 
control the land in the farm, provide most 
of the labor, make most of the decisions, 
and depend mostly on the farm enterprise 
for their income. A more economics
oriented definition is that a family farm is 
an agricultural business in which the 
operating family does most of the work 
and is the manager of ongoing operations 
of the business as well as the risk-taker in 
the outcome (financial returns) of the 
business venture. There are some 
problems with these definitions. Early in 
our history, the traditional family farmer 
was presumed to own the land that he 
farmed. This is no longer true. The 
second problem is that since World War II 
many families that would otherwise meet 
the definition for operating a family farm 
are no longer dependent upon the farm for 
the bulk of their income. Still a third 
problem is how much of the farm labor 
must be supplied by the family for the 
farm to be considered a family farm. 

In this historical review, the traditional 
definition as mentioned earlier is regarded 
as fundamental, with other definitions 
mentioned as necessary. It might be noted 
that during most of our history, the term 
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"family farm" was not used because 
people assumed that all farms, as 
contrasted to plantations, were family 
farms unless they were otherwise 
identified. 

Thomas Jefferson is usually credited 
with first emphasizing the value of the 
family farm to civilization. This idea is 
overly simplistic, whether viewed from 
Jefferson's philosophical base or from his 
encouragement of the family farm in the 
new nation. His philosophical ideas, 
including those relating to farming, have 
been traced back to religious reformers of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
and, particularly, to John Locke. His goal 
of providing the family farmer with the 
amount of land needed to gain a living for 
the family was well entrenched in New 
England. The first settlers, the Pilgrims, 
had placed each family on a family farm 
after experimenting unsuccessfully with a 
communal system. I Later settlements 
followed the same pattern. 

Jefferson saw the family farmer as the 
repository of civic virtue. Of his many 
statements in this vein, one made in 1785 
is typical: "Cultivators of the earth are its 
most valuable citizens. They are the most 
vigorous, the most independent, the most 
virtuous, and they are tied to their country, 
and wedded to its liberty and interests, by 
the most lasting bonds."2 In contrast, 
many years later, Abraham Lincoln, who 
was to sign the most important legislative 
acts ever passed favoring the family farm, 
said: "I presume that I am not expected to 
employ the time assigned me in the mere 
flattery of farmers as a class. My opinion 
of them is that, in proportion to their 



numbers, they are neither better nor worse 
than any other people. "3 

The dominant agricultural issue in 
Jefferson's day was access to the land. It 
is an issue that has recurred throughout our 
history, and is closely related to the 
question of who is to get the returns from 
land for labor and management and the 
returns from rent or increases in value. 
Jefferson was determined that people 
should have immediate access to the 
western lands, and in the great ordinances 
of 1785 and 1787, the Continental 
Congress reflected his ideas. The land was 
to be surveyed and offered for sale in units 
of 640 acres. As it was settled it would be 
divided into territories and then be 
admitted to the Union as states with all of 
the rights of the original thirteen. Thus the 
framework was established for the family 
farm. 

The greatest obstacle to the family 
farm under the new legislation was the size 
of the unit to be sold. Most of the families 
seeking to establish themselves on western 
lands simply did not have the money or 
credit to buy 640 acres of public land. 
Instead, the land was sold to investors, 
speculators, and colonization companies. 
In most cases it was resold in smaller 
units, at a profit, to settlers. However, a 
number of large estates, with the owners 
renting the land to tenants, grew up in the 
Old Northwest. By the 1850s sixteen large 
landlords _had acquired 140,000 acres in 
the Grand Prairie of Illinois and Iowa, 
although this was only a small part of the 
4,000,000-odd acres in the eight counties 
involved.4 Most of these lands were 
leased in units that could be worked and 
managed by a family. In many respects, 
the tenants were family farmers, although 
some had to follow management rules laid 
down by the owners. 

The rise in tenancy added to pressures 
to modify the Ordinance of 1785 to make 
it easier for actual farmers to acquire title 
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to public land. In fact, the land laws were 
modified every few years with this end in 
view. Proposals going so far as to give 
land to settlers had been made in colonial 
days and continued to be made. In 1825 
Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri 
proposed that Congress investigate the 
idea. The Committee on Public Lands of 
the House of Representatives issued a 
report in 1828 that clearly foreshadowed 
the Homestead Act. However, the issue 
became involved in the sectional struggle 
in the 1850s. Southerners feared that 
encouraging settlement in the West would 
lead to an eventual increase in the number 
of non-slave states with a consequent 
weakening of southern influence in 
Congress. It was not until the southern 
delegations· withdrew from Congress that 
passage of a law giving land to settlers was 
possible. The Homestead Act was signed 
by President Abraham Lincoln on May 20, 
1862. It provided for the giving of 160 
acres of the public domain to any person 
who was the head of a family or over 21 
years of age. A patent to the land was 
issued to the settler after he had resided on 
it for five years, had made improvements 
on it, and had paid a nominal registration 
fee (12 Stat. 392). 

The Homestead Act was hailed as a 
victory for the family farmer, and it was. 
However, it did not achieve all that its 
proponents had hoped. It was not 
adaptable to much of the region to which it 
applied. In the arid West, 160 acres was 
too much land for irrigated farming and 
too little for grazing. In addition, the act 
was not coordinated with other land 
legislation, which worked at cross 
purposes with the Homestead Act for 
decades. Nevertheless, the Homestead Act 
stood as a symbol of American democracy 
to native-born and immigrant alike and 
was a reaffirmation of the nation's belief in 
the family farm.5 

Three other laws in 1862 were also 



aimed at encouraging the family fann. 
The Department of Agriculture was 
established "to acquire and to diffuse 
among the people of the United States 
useful information on subjects connected 
with agriculture in the most general and 
comprehensive sense of that word" (12 
Stat. 387). The Morrill Land-Grant 
College Act granted public land to each 
state for the establishment of colleges to 
teach agriculture and the mechanic arts (12 
Stat. 503). The Pacific Railroad Act 
granted large areas of public lands for the 
construction of a transcontinental railroad 
that would not only bind the country 
together, but would give the prospective 
family farmer a way to reach a homestead 
in the West and a means of getting his 
crops to market (12 Stat. 489). In theory, 
at least, the family farmer would now have 
accesstoland,information,education,and 
transportation. Such access was further 
strengthened in 1887 by the Hatch 
Experiment Station Act, granting federal 
funds to each state for agricultural 
experiment stations (24 Stat. 440), and in 
1914 by the Smith-Lever Cooperative 
Extension Act, granting federal funds to 
the states for county extension services (38 
Stat. 372). 

With the end of the Civil War, it was 
evident that a major change had taken 
place in fanning, particularly in the North. 
What had been, at least in part, a self
sufficient type of agriculture, was now 
geared to commercial production. The 
high prices for fann products and labor 
shortages had encouraged many family 
farmers to buy the new horse-drawn 
machinery that had been on the market for 
some years. With this machinery, farmers 
could cover more land, so many added to 
'their acreage. The result was that farmers 
now had to produce for the market to pay 
for the machinery and land. 6 

Farmers themselves began to organize 
in order to advance the interests of the 
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family farmers. In 1867 Oliver Hudson 
Kelley, who had been forced by drought to 
leave his Minnesota fann and become a 
clerk in the Department of Agriculture, 
organized the Patrons of Husbandry, now 
the National Grange. This secret order, 
dedicated to encouraging and advancing 
"education in all branches of Agriculture," 
was, in Kelley's words, "to be composed 
wholly of persons, male and female, 
directly interested in Agricultural 
pursuits." Even more specifically, he 
stated that membership was to be open 
"only to those persons directly interested 
in cultivating the soil." Such an 
organization would bind farmers together, 
encourage fann youngsters to become 
farmers, and help end the social isolation 
of fann families.7 

Over the years the Grange became 
active in organizing cooperatives and in 
securing the passage of legislation, 
regulating groups which were exploiting 
farmers, and giving farmers greater 
opportunities to achieve economic equality 
with others in the population. 
Nevertheless, its primary emphasis 
continued to be both the economic and 
social well-being of those operating family 
fanns. In 1940 the National Grange stated 
that one of its major pririciples was to 
"maintain the family-size fann as the 
standard of American agriculture and 
discourage large-scale or corporation 
farming, thus upholding America's 
greatest bulwark of democracy."8 The 
philosophy of Thomas Jefferson still lived. 

In 1902 the National Farmers' Union 
was organized by Newt Gresham among 
low-income farmers in Texas. Its goals 
were to provide its members with tangible 
economic benefits while staying free of 
partisan politics. Over the years it has 
succeeded, at least to some extent, in its 
first goal. The Farmers' Union has sought 
to represent the family farmer. Certainly, 
maintenance of the family-farm system 



and the need to improve rural standards of 
living have been basic in its handling of 
economic and political matters. At its 
1939 convention, the union stated: "The 
protection of the family-size farm should 
·be a constant and primary policy and aim 
in the formulation, amendment, and 
administration of all farm legislation." 
Some 20 years later, the authors of a short 
history of the union identified it as "the 
voice of the family farmer.''9 

Although federal legislators and 
farmers' organizations saw the 
maintenance of the family farm as an 
important issue from the Civil War on, it 
did not capture national attention for a 
half-century. There seemed to be an 
unlimited supply of western land, enough 
for large-scale corporate enterprises and 
family farms. Large-scale enterprises were 
being organized even as railroad 
promoters, land speculators, and local 
politicians were extolling the virtues of the 
West as the ideal home for the family 
farmer. 

Cattle ranches on the Great Plains 
were the first big corporate agricultural 
enterprises. They were everything that 
proponents of the family farm deplored. 
They were financed and controlled by 
outside, often foreign, capital. They 
depended for the most part on hired 
management and labor. Their managers 
were concerned with profits, not with 
ranching as a way of life, although their 
hired labor, the cowboys, became romantic 
heroes to many Americans. 

Most of the large cattle ranches were 
based upon free grass, that is, the use of 
the public domain. The land was held by 
custom or even force, with the company 
having title to only a home ranch base, 
usually a site with water. A few 
companies obtained titles to large tracts. 
These were usually the most successful. 
The outstanding example of such a ranch 
was the Capital Freehold Ranch, better 
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known as the XIT. The ranch was 
established by a syndicate of Chicago 
businessmen, who offered to construct a 
capitol building for Texas in exchange for 
three million acres of land. The Matador 
company, financed by Scotch investors, 
bought large tracts of land and survived 
when many others failed. The companies 
that failed often had poor managers, but 
the lack of title to land, the vagaries of the 
market for livestock, and, especially, 
disastrous weather, were even more 
impdftant. There was also often a lack of 
loyalty and sometimes even dishonesty on 
the part of the hired workers in spite of the 
mythology surrounding the cowboy. 
Companies without title to land were 
sometimes forced out of business when 
homesteaders moved in and took over 
what had been open range. The companies 
and individual ranches that survived turned 
to range management and to raising better 
beef cattle. Many of the ranches became 
family-owned and operated.IO 

As large cattle ranches were being 
established on the Great Plains, the Red 
River Valley of North Dakota and 
Minnesota became one of the world's most 
spectacular examples of large-scale 
farming. The region was particularly 
suited to growing hard spring wheat, 
which came into demand after 1870 when 
a new process made it possible to produce 
a high-grade flour with one grinding. The 
panic of 1873 led officials of the Northern 
Pacific Railroad to exchange some of their 
bonds for land in the valley. Under the 
leadership of Oliver Dalrymple, some 80 
bonanza farms, averaging 7 ,000 cultivated 
acres each, grew wheat with hired labor, 
using steam tractors and large-scale 
machinery. The farms had some early 
successes, but in the long run they failed. 
The managers could not count upon a 
supply of reliable labor being available 
when it was needed, machinery broke 
down and was hard to repair, efficient 



managers were difficult to find, bad 
weather ruined some crops, and prices for 
wheat seemed unpredictable. Most of the 
large corporation-owned farms were 
broken up and sold or leased to family 
operators. I I 

Both the Homestead Act and the laws 
giving public land to western railroads 
hastened the movement of settlers to the 
West. They came from the older settled 
areas of the United States and from 
Europe. The railroad companies; eager 
both to sell their land and to secure 
customers, flooded the eastern United 
States and Europe with brochures extolling 
the virtues of first one area and then 
another. As it happened, much of the 
Great Plains enjoyed rainfall well above 
average in the 1870s and 1880s, leading 
some to the statement that "rainfall follows 
the plow." Then ten years of almost 
perpetual drought forced thousands of 
homesteaders to give up their claims. 
Holders of mortgages had little choice but 
to foreclose, forcing thousands more off 
the land. Those who managed to stay on 
their farms underwent many privations, 
some surviving only with the aid of relief 
shipments from church groups and others 
in the East. However, the droughts ended 
and farm prices increased around the turn 
of the century, giving a new lease on life to 
the western family farmers.12 

In 1908 President Theodore Roosevelt 
appointed the Country Life Commission to 
report upon the condition of country life, 
the means available to correct current 
problems, and the needs to be met on a 
permanent basis. While the commission 
did not use the term "family farm" in its 
report, that is where its concerns lay. It 
condemned the speculative holding of 
farm land in both the West and the South, 
saying: "It is important to the 
development of the best type of country 
life that the reclamation of the lands in 
rural regions proceed under conditions 
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insuring their subdivision into small farm 
units and their settlement by men who 
would both own them and till them." The 
commission saw "a widespread disregard 
of the rights of the men who own an¢· work 
the land," which resulted "directly in 
social depression, as well as in economic 
disadvantage." 

The commission recommended to 
Congress and the states the improvement 
of country schools, a national system of 
extension education, an inquiry into the 
control and use of streams, establishment 
of a highway engineering service, a soil 
conservation program, the creation of a 
rural credit or land bank system, and the 
establishment of parcel posts and postal 
savings banks. While none of these 
recommendations were acted upon 
immediately, all eventually took place. In 
addition, the commission made a plea for 
strengthening family life through 
improving the status of farm women, in 
part by focusing more attention on 
community life and churches. I3 

Critics of the commission have said 
that while many of its recommendations 
had to do with improving country life, its 
members were interested primarily in 
promoting efficiency. in rural America in 
order to assure a continuing supply of 
cheap food for the nation's industrial 
workers.I4 This criticism has been 
repeated, particularly in recent years, by 
several farm organizations with respect to 
most government policies. It was given 
some credence when such leaders as 
President Theodore Roosevelt said, as he 
did in a message to Congress in 1904: 
"Successful manufacturing depends 
primarily on cheap food, which accounts 
to a considerable extent for our growth in 
this direction." I5 

The family farmer did fairly well, both 
from economic and social viewpoints, 
from the time of the Spanish-American 
War until the end of World War I. Then 



the continuing farm depression of the 
1920s, culminating in the Great 
Depression and a series of drought years, 
brought many family farms to an end and 
many others to the brink of disaster. It was 
no particular consolation to a family 
farmer to see that many of the big 
corporation farms, operated by hired 
managers and hired labor, were also forced 
out of business. 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was 
elected President in 1932. Three months 
before he was inaugurated, the president of 
the American Farm Bureau Federatib'li 
warned that "unless something is done for 
the American farmer we will have a 
revolution in the countryside within less 
than 12 months.''16 Roosevelt and 
Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace 
recommended quick action on the farm 
crisis to Congress. It responded by passing 
the Agriculture Adjustment Act of 1933, 
which said to farmers that if they would 
agree to reduce the production of major 
crops, the federal government would 
guarantee them particular prices for what 
they did produce (48 Stat. 31). This act 
was declared unconstitutional in 1936 and 
was replaced first by the Soil Conservation 
and Domestic Allotment Act of 1936 ( 49 
Stat. 1148) and then by the Agricultural 
Adjustment Act of 1938 (52 Stat. 31). 
This law, much modified, is still in effect. 
And the basic idea today is the same as it 
was in 1933-if the farmer will reduce the 
amount of acreage he farms, he will be 
guaranteed certain prices for what he 
produces. 

The Agricultural Adjustment Act was 
followed by others which created the Farm 
Credit Administration, the Farmers Home 
Administration, the Rural Electrification 
Administration, the Soil Conservation 
Service, and the Tennessee Valley 
Authority. All of these New Deal agencies 
and programs are still in place and, aside 
from rural development and overseas 
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export programs, nothing new has been 
added in the way of farm programs since 
the 1930s.17 

The New Deal programs, supported 
during the 1930s by all of the farm 
organizations, were aimed at saving the 
traditional family farmer who was 
producing for the market. Congress and 
the administration took some steps towards 
helping the lowest one-third of the farm 
population-the sharecroppers, the farm 
laborers, and farmers on poor or eroded 
land-through the Resettlement 
Administration, today the much-changed 
Farmers Home Administration. However, 
these programs were limited in scope and 
were opposed by many better-situated 
farmers and by the American Farm Bureau 
Federation. They came to an end in the 
1940s.l8 

A number of revisionist historians 
have been severely critical of the New 
Deal farm programs. Most of them argue 
that the New Deal programs helped the 
well-to-do large farmers and did little or 
nothing for those really needing help, 
pointing particularly to the nearly two 
million southern tenant farmers and their 
families. Some have said that the United 
States should have seized the opportunity 
to bring about radical change in the system 
by taking over all farm land and 
redistributing it in family-sized farms to 
everyone engaged in farming, whatever his 
financial or ownership status. Other recent 
writers have suggested that the programs 
should have let well enough alone, doing 
nothing more than giving those on the 
land, whatever their status might be, an 
opportunity to stay there. This argument is 
based in part upon the fact that the acreage 
reduction programs led to a reduction in 
the number of sharecroppers and farm 
laborers needed, thus forcing them to leave 
farming. However, there is little doubt that 
the New Deal programs saved many 
family farms during the 1930s and brought 



about improvements in farm life just as 
Secretary Wallace hoped that they would 
do. At the same time, the price support 
and acreage adjustment programs as they 
were carried into the 1950s and beyond led 
to fewer and larger farms.19 

World War II, with its high prices and 
unlimited demand for farm products, was 
seen by some leaders in the Department of 
Agriculture as an opportunity to bring 
about reforms by favoring the small family 
farmer and tenant over the large farmer. A 
policy with this focus was momentarily 
adopted and then dropped without ever 
being put into effect. In general, all 
farmers prospered during the war. 20 

At the end of the war, a true revolution 
in farming took place. Scientific 
researchers found that improving every 
aspect of a farm operation would pay off. 
The Cooperative Extension Service 
quickly carried this word to farmers. 
Tractors replaced horses, improved seed 
(hybrid, in the case of com) was adopted, 
the amount of fertilizer that would result in 
the greatest production was used, animals 
and poultry which would return the most 
product for unit of feed were adopted, and 
the best use was made of the land. The 
adoption of this package of practices or, to 
use another term, the application of 
systems analysis to farming, resulted in the 
greatest increases in both agricultural 
production and agricultural productivity 
the world has ever seen. While these ideas 
could be applied to any size farm, the 
increase in immediate expenditures they 
called for made it difficult for many small 
family farms to adopt them. The day was 
gone when the farmer could produce his 
own power-hor~es and mules-and its 
fuel---oats and hay-and save seed and 
breeding stock.21 

Meanwhile, increasing concern was 
being expressed about the future of the 
family farm. In 1949 Secretary of 
Agriculture Charles F. Brannan proposed 
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that payments under the price support 
system should be limited to family farms, 
making the program one of income support 
as needed to keep family farmers in 
operation, rather than one of production 
control. The proposal did not win the 
support of Congress. Brannan also called 
upon all agencies of the department to 
concentrate upon serving the family 
farmer.22 

Five years later, President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower asked the Department of 
Agriculture to study "problems peculiar to 
small farmers." The study concluded that 
the "solution to problems of farmers with 
low earnings lies outside commercial 
agriculture." There were too many people 
and too much capital invested in farming. 
The family farm as such was not 
discussed. 23 

In 1955 Congressman Harold D. 
Cooley of North Carolina, chairman of the 
Agricultural Committee of the House of 
Representatives, established a sub
committee "to make a special study of the 
ways and means to protect, foster, and 
promote the family farm as the continuing 
dominant unit in American agriculture." 
Congressman Clark W. Thompson of 
Texas, chairman of the subcommittee, held 
hearings throughout the nation. Many 
farmers testified that the acreage 
allotments they had been assigned under 
the production control programs did not 
give them an opportunity to earn a decent 
living. For example, Herman Hanslik of 
Moulton, Texas, testifying on behalf of the 
Lavaca County Farm Bureau, stated that 
the two major problems in his county were 
the alarming decrease in the number of 
farm operators and the drastic decline in 
farm income. The problems resulted from 
a decrease in acreage allotments, with the 
mechanization of farm equipment a 
contributing factor. In 1940 the county had 
4,197 farms; in 1954, 3,294. 

There was no clear agreement among 



the congressmen nor among those 
testifying on the definition of a family 
farm. As Harry T. Burau of Otter Tail 
County, Minnesota, said: 

Family farms cannot be defined in 
terms of acres, in numbers of 
livestock, or size and value of 
equipment. A family of two people 
may well find 80 or 100 acres 
adequate in size to give them a 
satisfactory income while a family of 
five sons may find 2,000 acres 
entirely too small for efficient 
operation .... The problem in the 
cases where there is a difficulty is 
largely one of obtaining a unit of 
sufficient size to be economically 
efficient and at the same time to have 
sufficient capital to adequately 
machine, stock, and house the 
operation and make it successful. 
Whether we like it or not, farms must 
gradually become larger in a majority 
of cases. 

His solution was to scatter industry and 
manufacturing over the country as a 
defense measure, with smaller units being 
set up in agricultural areas where farms did 
not provide adequate income. This 
solution was seriously proposed in the 
1960s but failed, in part because of big city 
and union opposition. Most of the 
"smokestack cities" could not afford to 
lose industries. 

The congressional hearings resulted in 
reports and even in proposed legislation, 
but nothing really happened so far as the 
family farm was concerned. Similar 
hearings were held in a number of 
subsequent years, with the same results. 

In 1960 Ezra Taft Benson, President 
Eisenhower's Secretary of Agriculture and 
a political conservative, wrote: 

We have always had a feeling that 

8 

there is something basically sound 
about having a good portion of our 
people on the land. Country living 
produces better people. It is a good 
place to teach the basic virtues that 
have helped build this nation. Young 
people on a farm learn how to work, 
how to be thrifty and how to do things 
with their hands. It has given 
millions of us the finest preparation 
for life.24 

However, family farms had continued to 
decline in number during the eight years 
he was secretary. 

In the 1960s Secretary of Agriculture 
Orville L. Freeman emphasized the 
importance of the family farm, saying in 
his annual.report for 1964: "The 
abundance of food and fiber we enjoy 
today is the product of the American 
family farm system of agriculture, the 
most responsive and effective agricultural 
producing system the world has ever 
seen." He asked each agency in the 
department to report on its programs in 
support of family farms. His annual 
reports for 1964 and 1965 emphasized the 
agency activities under headings of 
"Protecting the Family Farm" and 
"Strengthening Our Family Farms." 

In spite of these efforts, sincere as 
they were, agricultural economists, 
including those in the Department of 
Agriculture, noted that 30 percent of the 
nation's farms produced over 80 percent of 
the value of farm products sold. Since 
price support was related to the amount of 
commodities produced, the largest 
operators were getting most of the 
payments. Yet those supporting the 
programs argued that they were necessary 
to preserve the family farm. 

Even as these discussions were taking 
place the farm populatiop was declining 
sharply, the number of farms was 
decreasing, and the size of farms was 



increasing. In 1940 the fann population 
was 23 percent of the total; today it is less 
than 2.2 percent of the total or only one
tenth of what it was in 1940. In 1940 we 
counted over six million fanns, averaging 
175 acres in size. Today we have 2.2 
million, averaging 461 acres. This radical 
change has given greater emphasis to the 
commercial side of fanning and has 
reduced the political influence of fanners. 

Is the family fann gone? The answer 
depends in part on its definition. Less than 
five percent of fanns today are corpora
tions, operated by hired managers and 
laborers. Even though most fanns are still 
family-owned and operated enterprises, the 
trend toward fewer and larger fanns is 
continuing. As the number of fanns 
declines, the local institutions supported by 
the family fanns and which in tum provide 
support for the fanns are vanishing. 

Golden Valley County, Montana, 
which is still rural, with no industry and 
almost no corporation fanning (except for 
family enterprises that are legally 
classified as corporations), illustrates some 
of these· problems. In 1925, the first year 
for which census data are available, the 
county had 492 fanns with an average size 
of637 acres. In 1982 there were 153 
fanns averaging 4, 111 acres. The total 
acreage in fanns had doubled, whereas the 
number of fanns had been reduced by two
thirds, and their average size had increased 
more

1
than six-fold. The county had 2,126 

inhabitants in 1930, and 1,026 in 1980. In 
1925 the county had two banks, two 
newspapers, two small hospitals, three 
practicing physicians, two railroad lines, 
and a creamery. By 1980 all of these were 
gone. One of the· three high schools had 
been closed, as had some 20 small grade 
schools. The county has never had an 
agricultural extension agent, a radio 
station, or a television station. On the 
other hand, roads have been much 
improved since 1930 and fanners and 
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ranchers drive to other counties for many 
services. 

In the 1970s the Department of 
Agriculture and many of the state 
agricultural universities undertook an 
intensive review of the structure of 
.American agriculture, particularly of the 
family fann. Nearly everyone praised the 
family fann as a vital American institution 
that should be preserved. Yet few saw any 
means by which the continuing reduction 
in the number of fanns could be halted, 
even though the number of large-scale 
corporation-type fanns was not increasing. 
The statement was made in a study 
published by the Department of 
Agriculture's Economic Research Service 
in 1974 that "the family fann today is not 
the self-sufficient fann of the early 19th 
century, but a commercial enterprise 
enmeshed in a highly coordinated national 
economy.''25 Some leaders saw greater 
emphasis on rural or community 
development programs as carried out 
mainly by the federal and state cooperative 
extension services as one answer to the 
problems of the family fanner and the 
rural community. Such programs could 
provide fann and rural people with off
fann income that would enable them to 
maintain their fanns and rural 
communities. Some rural development 
activities have been quite successful, but 
they have been limited in scope. 

One of the nation's leading 
agricultural historians, Gilbert C. Fite, 
regarded these actions and discussions as 
somewhat academic. He wrote in 1981: 

The fact was that very few family 
fanners would survive even if the 
great majority of fanns properly fit 
that classification. This was because 
not many viable commercial fanns of 
any size were going to remain in the 
United States. Many families would 
continue to live on fanns while 



making their living at off-farm work, 
but it had become clear by 1980 that 
not only family farmers but any kind 
of commercial farmers would become 
an ever-shrinking group in American 
society.26 

Nationally-known agricultural 
economist Harold F. Breimyer wrote in 
1985 that the family farm was on the road 
to oblivion, even though its record was 
good. Unless monetary and tax policies 
were changed so that they aided the family 
farmer instead of the large-scale 
corporation farms, the nation would lose 
its family farms with their democratic 
qualities and their minimizing of class
structure divisiveness.27 

Many farm families have relied upon 
off-farm employment for many years. In 
fact, for the past quarter of a century, more 
total farm income has come from non-farm 
sources than from farming. This has been 
especially true for small and part-time 
farmers. Many farms classed as such are 
basically rural residences, with the people 
living there doing some farming but 
depending upon other sources for their 
income. During the 1970s there was a 
substantial increase in the number of small 
and part-time farms, even as the middle
class family farms were declining and the 
large corporate farms were holding steady 
in numbers. 

The small and part-time farmers, 
particularly those who have made a 
conscious choice to move to a farm, 
believe very strongly in the traditional 
values of the family farm. It is possible 
that these people, regarded with 
indifference or distrust by many 
established farmers and most agricultural 
institutions, will become the ultimate 
respository of the agrarian tradition. 

In 1987, agricultural economist and 
former Department of Agriculture official 
Willard W. Cochrane suggested that farms 

with gross sales of between $20,000 and 
$99,999 were modest-sized, part-time 
farms, with the families operating them 
depending on off-farm income. Calling 
them "family producing units," he argued 
that keeping them in operation was the 
way to insure a higher quality of life in 
rural communities and to strengthen such 

. communities. Instead of devoting most of 
its resources to helping the very large 
farms, the Department of Agriculture 
should devote the resources of the 
Cooperative Extension Service and the 
Farmers Home Administration to meeting 
the needs of the modest-sized farmers. If 
these agencies were too old and tired to 
redirect their programs, then a new agency 
should be established to do the job.28 

A number of other proposals have 
been made for halting the erosion of the 
family farm. The idea of limiting farm 
subsidies or price supports to medium
sized family farms is a recurring theme, 
but it seems no closer to adoption in the 
closing years of the century than it was 
when it was proposed by Secretary of 
Agriculture Brannan 40 years ago. 
However, a variation on the theme called 
"decoupling," in which income support is 
divorced from production controls and 
price support, received some attention in 
the 1980s. 

Still another proposal is to move away 
from the idea of fee simple ownership as 
essential in family farming to leasing as 
the key. Proponents of this proposal point 
out that the farm family would not have its 
limited capital tied up in land or be 
burdened down by interest payments on 
mortgages on the farm land. Today many 
family farmers rent their land. However, if 
this practice becomes the standard method 
of operation, rather stringent regulatory 
legislation might be needed to protect the 
interests of the landowner and the renter as 
well as to protect the land from exploitive 
farming. In this type of arrangement, the 
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family farmer who leased the land would 
lose the possibility of profiting from any 
upward trends in the value of the land he 
was fanning, and, indeed, could be 
penalized by increases in the rent he had to 
pay. Traditionally, ownership of at least 
part of the land fanned has been 
considered to be part of the family farm 
concept, but this could change. 

Contract fanning has been increasing, 
although not as quickly as some 
economists predicted 20 years ago, as a 
means by which the farm family can 
essentially sell its labor and the use of its 
land and facilities to produce a particular 
commodity for a fixed fee. Thus the 
farmer is neither hurt nor helped by 
changes in the price of the commodity he 
is producing. So far, however, none of 
these ideas have had substantial support 
and none have been effective in slowing 
the decline in the number of mid-sized 
family farms. 

In retrospect, the family farmer has 
made substantial contributions to the 
economic ·and social development of the 
nation. Many farm families are still doing 
so, as a visit to an annual meeting of the 
National Grange or to a 4-H camp will 
demonstrate, and there is still a reservoir of 
good feeling on the part of the city people 
for farmers and their families. Yet the 
family farmer as traditionally defined 
seems to be disappearing from American 
life. ~ome of the agrarian traditions 
associated with the farm family are being 
preserved by small and part-time farmers, 
but these farmers need assistance, 
particularly in educational resources and in 
credit availability. It may be too late to 
save the family farm as the dominant 
institution in American agriculture, at least 
so far as production of our food and fiber 
is concerned. If so, we must determine our 
best alternatives for now and for the future. 
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