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Charles L. Wood 

INIRODUCTION 
Charles L Wood, whose memory we 

honor in publishing this important lecture 
in agricultural history by Dr. Gilbert C. 
Fite, was a son of the Great Plains and its 
agricultural heritage. Born into a farm 
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 1976, 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 cattle industry 
appeared in the Kansas Historical 
Quarter(yand 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 Semi· 
Arid land Studies at Texas Tech, Chuck 
Wood had begun to re~earch 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. 

It is entirely fitting, therefore, chat the 
inaugural lecture in the Charles L Wood 
Agricultural History Lecture Series should 
have been delivered by America's premier 
agricultural historian, Gilbert C. Fite, the 
Richard B. Russell Professor of American 
History at the University of Georgia. 
Professor Fite's recently published Cotton 
Fields No More: Southern Agriculture, 
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1860-1980 ( 1984) represents another 
milestone in a prolific, forty-year career 
during which he taught at the University of 
Oklahoma, served as president of Eastern 
Illinois University from 1971 to 1976, and 
authored or co-authored fourteen books 
and more than forty scholarly articles. His 
books include, Peter Norbeck: Prairie 
Statesman (1948), George N. Peek and the 
Fight for Farm Parity (1954), The 
Farmer's Frontier, 1865-1900 (1969), and 
the critically acclaimed American Farmers: 
The New Minority ( 1981 ). A founding 
member of the Western History 
Association, Dr. Fite served on the Board 
of Editors of the Western Historical 
Quarterly from 1976 to 1980. He has been 
honored with the presidency of the 
Agricultural History Society (1960-1961), 
the Southern Historical Association 
(1974), and Phi Alpha Theta (1981-1983). 
Professor Fite, who earned his doctorate at 
the UniversitY of Missouri, has held the 
distinguished Russell Chair in American 
History at the University of Georgia since 
1976. 

Gilbert Fite chose the Wood Lecture to 
examine the state of American agricultural 
history as an academic discipline and to 
survey the scholarship of the last two 
decades. He stresses the importance of 
institutional support, such as that given by 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the 
Agricultural History Center at the 
University of California, Davis, as well as 
the numerous national symposia on 
agricultural issues, in explaining the new 
vitality in a field once ignored and 
neglected by American historians. Fite 
concludes that the "best days for the study 
of American agricultural history are 
ahead." 

The joint efforts of many people and 
organizations at Texas Tech University 
have made this lecture series possible. 
The History Department, the colleges of 
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Arts and Sciences and Agricultural 
Sciences, The Texas Tech Museum, the 
Southwest Collection, the International 
Center for Arid and Semi-Arid land 
Studies, and the West Texas Museum 
Association sponsored the .project. Dr. 
John Wunder, presently chairman of the 
History Department at Clemson University, 
proposed the series and made the initial 
arrangements. Finally, special word of 
appreciation is owed to Alma Wood for 
her gracious cooperation in our efforts to 
honor her husband and to advance the 
work which was so much a part of both 
their lives. 

Joseph E. King 
Department of History 





RECENT 'TRENDS IN UNITED STATES 
AGRICUL1URAL HISTORY 

Gilbert C. Fite 

This is my second opportunity during 
the last quarter century to review the state 
of agricultural history in the United States. 
Let me say at the outset, that I am more 
optimistic about the field and its future 
than at any time since I began my research 
on the Farm Bloc in the United States 
Congress for a Master's Thesis in 1940. 

The first time I reviewed this field was 
in April, 1961, when I delivered my 
presidential address before the 
Agricultural History Society in Detroit. At 
that time I did not find the discipline in a 
very flourishing condition. My research 
revealed that the state and national 
journals were publishing very few articles 
in the field, !hat scholarly presses tended 
to shy away from publishing books in 
agricultural history, and that many major 
topics still remained to be studied by 
serious scholars. 

In spite of this rather grim assessment, I 
predicted that interest in American 
agricultural history would grow in the 
years ahead. That prediction was based on 
the belief that the further removed citizens 
of the United States became from their 
farm heritage, the greater interest they 
would have in the history of agriculture 
and rural life. There seemed to be some 
sort of inverse ratio between first-hand 
familiarity with life on the farm and the 
attraction of agricultural history as a 
subject for serious historical investigation. 
To put it another way, the person who has 
filled feed bunks as a youth, or slopped 
the hogs, was not likely to write a history 
of cattle feeding or of the swine industry. 
On the other hand, when familiarity with 
agricultural life declined, I suggested that 
people would begin to take a revived 
interest in that aspect of their heritage 
which they no longer knew first hand.1 

While I make no claim to skills in 
prophecy, during the last 20 or 25 years 
there has been a major revitalization of 

agricultural history. Whether this has had 
anything to do with the fact that less than 
3 percent of people in the United States 
now live on farms, and that many of the 
new urbanites are nostalgically seeking 
their roots, I do not know. It is dear, 
however, that both the quantity and 
quality of agricultural history has increased 
in recent years. Even state and national 
agencies have been giving greater 
attention to the history and heritage of 
agriculture. For example, the National 
Endowment for the Humanities has 
funded a number of special projects 
dealing with the nation's rural heritage. 
One case in point is a study being done of 
the wiregrass area of South Georgia where 
scholars are studying agricultural changes 
and the rural class structure in a six-county 
region from the 1820s to the end of the 
century. The studies are based on research 
in the manuscript census, tax records, 
wills, newspapers, photographs and other 
sources. There is, then, a growing 
appreciation of agricultural history as a 
vehicle through which people in the 
United States can obtain a dearer 
perception of their past. Indeed, the 
United States cannot be fully understood 
without a knowledge of agriculture, 
farming and farm life as it developed over 
time.2 

For many years one of the greatest 
needs in agricultural history was a broad 
survey of the field. There were histories of 
labor, literature, technology, diplomacy, 
immigration, business and countless other 
topics, but none on agriculture. The best 
overall survey available was that of Everett 
E. Edwards, an agricultural economist in 
the Division of Statistical and Historical 
Research of the United States Department 
of Agriculture, which was published in the 
1940 Yearbook of Agriculture. Entitled 
"American Agriculture-The First 300 



Years," Edwards surveyed agricultural 
history up to World War I. In that same 
publication A B. Genung, another 
economist in the USDA, and Chester C. 
Davis, an agriculturist, politician and 
member of the Federal Reserve Board, 
brought the story up to the eve of World 
War II. Farm Policies in the United States, 
1790-1950written by Murray R. Benedict, 
an agricultural economist at the University 
of California, and published by The 
Twentieth Century Fund in 1953, 
contained a great deal of agricultural 
history but its main value was confined to 
the period from about 1900 to 1950.l 

During the last decade, however, three 
hooks have been published that survey 
the agricultural history of the United States 
from the beginning to the 1970s. In 1975 
the Iowa State University Press published 
John T. Schlebecker's study entitled, 
Whereby We Thrive, A History of 
American Farming, 1607-1972. 
Schlebecker combines a chronological 
and topical approach to provide the best 
overall coverage of the history of the 
nation's agriculture by any scholar up to 
this time. 

Four years later, in 1979, Willard W 
Cochrane, one of the country's leading 
agricultural economists based at the 
University of Minnesota when he was not 
in Washington, published The 
Development of American Agriculture, A 
Historical Analysis. Cochrane devotes only 
77 out of about 450 pages to the pre-Civil 
War period, but in some of his historical 
and economic analyses, he brings in 
material from the earlier period. As would 
be expected, there is much more 
emphasis upon the economic problems 
found within the agricultural sector than is 
provided by Schlebecker, but the first 150 
pages offer an excellent summary of 
historical development up to 1970. 

A third volume, also published in 1979, 
is by Walter Ebeling, a distinguished 
entomologist who taught at the University 
of California at Los Angeles. Ebeling's 
book, The Fruited Plain, The Story of 
American Agriculture, is highly laudatory 
of American agricultural progress. He has 

organized his discussions around the 
nation's principal agricultural regions and 
traced the chronological growth of 
agriculture within each geographic area. 
For example, he has chapters on the 
Midwest, South, Great Plains and other 
regions. While Ebeling's study contains a 
great deal of useful information, the 
organization makes it difficult to get a 
picture of agriculture's progressive growth 
and development in the United States. 
Nevertheless, there have been three major 
works on the history of agriculture in less 
than a decade. This is positive evidence of 
growing interest in the field.4 

General agricultural history has been 
supported and strengthened by an ever
increasing number of books and articles 
covering limited time periods and dealing 
with specialized subjects. More attention 
has been given to agricultural 
development in the nineteenth century 
than to any other period, but the New 
Deal years and the history of agricultural 
policy in the twentieth century have drawn 
many investigators. 

Since World War II, three major works 
have appeared that provide excellent 
coverage of nineteenth century farming. 
Fred A Shannon, one of the leading 
economic historians before his death in 
1963, wrote The Farmer's Last Frontier, 
1860-1897which was published in 1945. 
Shannon's book gave extensive treatment 
to about all major aspects of agricultural 
development during those turbulent years. 
Paul W Gates published The Farmer's Age, 
1815-1860 in 1960, and followed that 
study with a detailed history of agriculture 
during the Civil War in 1965. The Gates 
book on pre-Civil War agriculture and 
Shannon's study were volumes in the 
Rinehart series on the economic history of 
the United States. Two of the eight 
volumes in that series were on agriculture, 
indicating a belief by the editors that 
agriculture should have a place in history 
somewhat proportionate to its importance 
in the nation's economy. Another broad 
study of the nineteenth century was 
Clarence H. Danhof s Change in 
Agriculture, The Northern United States, 
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1820-1870. Danhof dealt with capital 
requirements, technology, marketing and 
other important aspects of farming. The 
studies by Gates, Shannon, and Danhof 
represented the best in traditional history.5 

Besides these general works, scores of 
specialized studies have been done on 
various phases of agricultural history in 
the nineteenth century. The subjects of 
slavery, sharecropping, tenancy, credit, and 
land speculation are among the_ leading 
topics that have been rewritten and 
revised. During the last two decades, the 
agricultural history of the South between 
the Civil War and World War I has been 
one of the liveliest and most controversial 
areas of study by agricultural historians 
and economists. The so-called new 
economic historians, or cliometricians, 
have taken old topics and applied new 
research techniques, including highly 
sophisticated mathematical and statistical 
methods, to produce new interpretations 
of old historical problems. Indeed, the 
cliometricians have nearly dominated the 
writing on several aspects of nineteenth 
century agricultural history. 

This trend can be illustrated by looking 
at some of the new treatments of slavery 
and the post-Civil War labor system in the 
South. Scholars had argued over the 
profitability of slavery for many years. In 
1958, however, two Harvard economists, 
Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer 
placed the historical controversy in a 
different perspective. Their article, "The 
Economics of Slavery in the Ante Bell um 
South" rejected the o lder methods of 
evaluating the profitability of slavery and 
developed an economic model through 
which they claimed they could better 
judge profitability. Thus, using the 
methods of the cliometricians, they 
concluded that most planters profited 
from owning slaves and that the "peculiar 
institution" did not retard southern 
economic growrh.6 This article, and 
Conrad and Meyer's subsequent book, The 
Economics of Slavery and Other Studies in 
Econometric History started a debate 
seldom seen in academic circles. At the 
Economic History Association meeting in 
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Philadelphia in September, 1%7, lively 
arguments occurred over the role of 
slavery in economic development. This 
discussion, however, was only preliminary 
to what followed.7 

In 1974 Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L 
Engerman published Time On The Cross, 
The Economics of American Negro 
Slavery. In their research they employed 
models, and gathered and analyzed 
statistical data with the aid of computers. 
They concluded that investments in slaves 
were profitable, that slavery was not 
declining at the time of the Civil War, and 
that slave agriculture was actually more 
efficient than northern family farming. 
Needless to say, Time On The Cross was a 
highly controversial book that.stimulated 
academic debate on both the authors' 
methods and conclusions.a 

Meanwhile, other new economic 
historians were investigating aspects of 
late nineteenth century agricultural 
development, especially as it related to the 
South. Books and articles poured out in 
the 1970s and early 1980s on 
sharecropping, cotton, farm productivity, 
blacks, plantation agriculture, and other 
topics. One of the best examples of the 
new mathematical history was Stephen 
DeCanio's article in the September, 1973, 
issue of The journal of Economic History 
on "Cotton 'Overproduction' in late 
Nineteenth-Century Southern Agriculture." 
His book, Agriculture in the Postbellum 
South expanded this approach. DeCanio 
introduced models, elaborate equations, 
parameters, variables and other techniques 
to explain that farmers concentrated on 
cotton growing, not because landlords 
required it, but because it was the most 
profitable crop for southern farmers.9 

Other books by the new economic 
historians included Robert Higgs' 
Competition and Coercion: Blacks in the 
American Economy, 1865-1914, Roger 
Ransom and Richard Sutch, One Kind of 
Freedom: The Economic Consequences of 
Emancipation and Gavin Wright, The 
Political Economy of the Cotton South.10 

Other aspects of American agricultural 
history were also examined in light of the 



newer research techniques. Robert Fogel 
and Jack L Rutner revised the view that 
liberal land laws had encouraged 
excessive capital and labor to flow into 
agriculture, thereby contributing to 
economic inefficiency in the late 
nineteenth century West. A similar 
approach was taken by R. Taylor Dennen 
in his article, "Some Efficiency Effects of 
Nineteenth Century Federal I.and Policy: A 
Dynamic Analysis," that appeared in 
Agricultural History in 1977, and by David 
Galenson, in his work on 'The Profitability 
of the Long Dtive," which was also 
published by Agricultural History in 1977. 
All of these studies were highly 
quantitative with the text being used 
mainly to describe and explain the 
models, equations and statistic tables. 
These research efforts were not easy to 
follow for readers without training in 
quantification techniques. However, one 
thing became clear. The highly quantified 
agricultural history did not always tell 
informed readers much more than they 
already knew. Galenson, after presenting 
his equations and models, concluded that 
the long drive was profitable over several 
years, but that profitability gradually 
declined over time. This was the same 
conclusion that the more traditional 
researchers had reached years before. 11 

Some agricultural historians combined 
the best quantitative techniques with more 
traditional methods and produced some 
outstanding studies. Allan G. Bogue of the 
University of Wisconsin set a pattern for 
employing theory, hypotheses, and more 
extensive empirical data to answer 
important historical questions. In his 
book, Money at Interest: The Farm 
Mortgage on the Middle Border, Bogue 
carefully studied loan records and 
concluded that farmers in Iowa and 
Nebraska in the late nineteenth century 
did not pay excessive interest rates. In 
1963 Bogue traced the development of 
commercial agriculture in his book, From 
Prairie to Corn Belt, Farming on the 
Illinois and Iowa Prairies in the 
Nineteenth Century. He dug deeply into 
the manuscript censuses, county tax lists, 

federal tract books and other statistical 
sources to develop his story.12 

Two other authors interested in the 
problems of midwestern farmers followed 
the Bogue lead. In 1968 Robert F. 
Swierenga's Pioneers and Profits: Land 
Speculation on the Iowa Frontier added a 
new dimension to the study of frontier 
speculators or investors. Swierenga relied 
on prodigious research in statistical 
sources, and his results went far beyond 
the older narrative and descriptive 
accounts of this important topic. He wrote 
that to study frontier land investment as a 
form of business enterprise "requires new 
tools, a more precise methodology, and a 
greater degree of accuracy in measuring 
the extent of speculation" than had been 
true earlier. After extensive research in 
statistical sources, Swierenga concluded 
that investment in western lands, at least 
in the part of Iowa that he studied, was 
"superior to many other forms of 
investment. "13 This conclusion 
contradicted many earlier studies. 

Donald L Winters undertook a detailed 
study of tenancy. Most writers had 
condemned tenancy as exploitative and a 
sign of hard times on the farm. However, 
in his book, Farmers Without Farms, 
Agricultural Tenancy in Nineteenth 
Century Iowa, Winters applied the newer 
research techniques, with emphasis upon 
empirical data, and concluded that 
tenancy did not reflect exploitation, but 
was a way to help farmers obtain land. He 
also showed that it was not an inefficient 
system of production. On the basis of his 
evidence, Winters called tenancy in Iowa 
"a viable and necessary institution. "14 

It is clear that one of the major trends in 
the writing of agricultural history during 
the last 20 or 25 years has been the use of 
new methodology. Historians have been 
developing hypotheses, testing theories, 
applying more sophisticated techniques to 
their statistics, and relying on computers 
to help analyze masses of data. Besides 
the work in Southern and Midwestern 
agricultural history in the late nineteenth 
century, other topics and other periods 
have undergone this kind of historical 
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examination. One such book is Ellen 
Llebman 's California Fann/and, A History 
of Large Agricultural Landholdings. Many 
of these newer studies have challenged or 
ovenurned older and generally accepted 
interpretations.1s 

While I have selected materials to 
illustrate recent trends in United States 
agricultural history mainly from the post
Civil War period, some scholars interested 
in the earlier history of agriculture 
followed similar patterns. Quantitative 
methods have been used in studies of 
land, farm wealth and other important 
subjects. One of the best examples of this 
newer history in the late Colonial period 
is Wealth of a Nation to Be by Alice 
Hanson Jones. A student of Roben Fogel, 
Jones extracted large quantities of data on 
late nineteenth century living standards 
from probate inventories and showed how 
various groups fared in the mid-1 nos. 
Only pan of the data are related to farmers 
and their standard of living, but the book 
adds considerably to understanding the 
position of farmers during those years.16 
Numerous anicles also reflect the newer 
agricultural history in the years before 
1860. Roben E. Gallman studied 
"Influences on the Distribution of 
Landholdings in Early Colonial Nonh 
Carolina," while Mark D. Schmitz did a 
sophisticated anicle on "Economies of 
Scale and Farm Size in the Antebellum 
Sugar Sector." Schmitz found that 
economies of scale, and technological 
developments, accounted for the size and 
growth of sugar plantations.11 

It should not be assumed, however, that 
all, or even the best agricultural history 
has been written by the new economic 
historians. Some work of exceptional 
quality has been done by scholars who 
used more traditional methods. Looking at 
the late nineteenth century South again, 
one of the finest studies done on the 
factors deterring agricultural 
modernization was Julius Rubin's, 'The 
Llmits of Agricultural Progress in the 
Nineteenth Century South," published in 
1975. Discussing soil, climate and other 
problems such as plant and animal 
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diseases, Rubin answers questions about 
the slowness of southern agricultural 
change more clearly than any of the 
cliometricians with all their theories and 
mathematical equations.18 Steven Hahn's, 
The Roots of Southern Populism, Yeoman 
Fanners and the Transfonnation of the 
Georgia Upcountry, 1850-1890, published 
in 1983, is one of the finest studies done 
on agricultural change in the late 
nineteenth century South. My book, 
Cotton Fields No More, which surveys the 
history of southern agriculture since the 
Civil War, also fits the mold of more 
traditional history. It is based on a 
combination of statistical and literary 
sources.19 

Excellent new work has also.been done 
on the farmers ' protest movements. In 
1976 Lawrence Goodwyn published the 
first comprehensive study of Populism 
since John D. Hicks', The Populist Revolt, 
which appeared in 1931. Goodwyn 
emphasized that the Farmers' Alliance 
programs of cooperatives and monetary 
reform offered a chance for basic 
economic change in the United States. The 
Alliance, in other words, presented much 
more than a program to reform capitalism 
as seen by Hicks nearly a half century 
earlier. Although the Goodwyn 
interpretation was praised by many 
scholars, his emphasis on cooperatives as 
a radicalizing agent for farmers has been 
pretty well destroyed in an anicle that 
appeared in the journal of American 
History entitled, 'The Role of Cooperatives 
in the Development of the Movement 
Culture of Populism," by Stanley B. 
Parsons and his associates.20 While a good 
deal of scholarly controversy swirled 
around the Goodwyn thesis, other work 
on the Farmers' Alliance and Populists has 
included studies of blacks in the 
movement, the Southern Farmer' Alliance, 
a psychohistorical view of Populism, 
ethnic groups and Populism, a 
sociological view of the Populists in Texas, 
and many other topics.21 

Yet another area of American 
agricultural history that has received 
widespread attention is modernization 



versus traditional agriculture. A number of 
articles and books have dealt with the 
theme of agricultural change. David B. 
Danbom's excellent study, The Resisted 
Revolution, Urban America and the 
Industrialization of Agriculture, 1900-
1930 shows how the Country Llfe 
Movement urged the creation of a more 
efficient and more highly organized 
agriculture. The urbanites who, for the 
most part, dominated the ·country Llfe 
Commission wanted an efficient and 
modernized agriculture, according to 
Danbom, to serve an urban population 
and provide cheap food rather than for 
any particular benefit efficiency might 
bring to farmers. William L Bowers also 
argues that agriculture should adapt to 
meet the needs of a modem, industrial 
America in his study, The Country Life 
Movement in America, 1900-1920. In his 
book, First Majority-Last Minority, The 
Transforming of Rural Life in America, 

John L Shover considered the factors that 
moderrnized American agriculture. 
However, Shover clearly disliked the 
modern trends on American farms and 
ended a pessimistic note.22 

I have also dealt with the modernization 
theme. In 1955 Ladd Haystead and I 
discussed the drive toward efficiency and 
productivity in, The Agricultural Regions 
of the United States. My book, American 
Farmers: The New Minority, is the study of 
broad developments - economic, 
political and to a lesser degree social - , 
in American farming since around 1920. In 
Cotton Fields No More, I also emphasize 
the modernization theme. In the case of 
southern agriculture, there are several 
excellent articles that emphasize 
modernization. The first is by Pete Daniel, 
"The Transformation of the Rural South, 
1930 to the Present," which appeared in 
Agricultural History in July, 1981, and Jack 
Temple Kirby's, "The Transformation of 
Southern Plantations ca. 1920-1968," 
published in Agricultural History two 
years later.23 

Closely associated with modernization 
has been the vast amount of work done in 
the field of farm policy. Scores of books 

and articles have been written on various 
phases of federal policy relating to 
agriculture. The most comprehensive of 
these works is Willard W. Cochrane's and 
Mary E. Ryan's American Farm Policy, 
1948-1973. However, there are studies of 
individual farm leaders, including 
secretaries of agriculture, major crops, and 
the politics of federal aid.24 

Agriculture during the New Deal period 
has received a tremendous amount of 
attention by scholars since the 1950s. The 
masterful study by Theodore Saloutos, The 
American Farmer and the New Dea4 
published in 1982, raised agricultural 
history to new heights of excellence. It 
can be said that no other short period in 
American history has had its agricultural 
history considered in such depth or with 
such skill. The extensive government 
programs that grew out of the period have 
been studied in such works as The 
Agricultural Commodity Programs, Two 
Decades of Experience, by economists 
Murray R. Benedict and Oscar C. Stine and 
in Donald F. Hadwiger's Federal Wheat 
Commodity Programs. 

Historians have had a special fascination 
with the plight of poor farmers during the 
1930s. Several studies have shown how 
the New Deal programs failed to improve 
the situation among hundreds of 
thousands of small operators, both black 
and white. David E. Conrad initially 
opened up this topic with his book, The 
Forgotten Farmers, The Story of 
Sharecroppers in The New Dea/which 
won the 1964 Agricultural History Society 
award. A broader study of poverty among 
southern farmers in the 1930s is The New 
Deal Policy and Southern Rural Poverty by 
Paul E. Mertz. These and other books dealt 
with programs that proved of little or no 
value to the nation's poorest farmers. 
Agricultural planning for poor, 
nonproductive farmers has been 
considered by Donald Holley in Uncle 
Sam's Farmers, The New Deal 
Communities in the Lower Mississippi 
Valley. Books have also been written on 
the Agricultural Adjustment Act, the 
beginning of rural electrification, the Farm 
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Security Administration and other 
important aspects of New Deal agricultural 
history that can point to a richer or more 
extensive historical literature on 
agriculture, farm policy and agricultural 
politics.25 

The role of farm women is an important 
aspect of agricultural history that has at last 
begun to receive attention for serious 
researchers. This is not to imply that 
nothing significant had been written on 
the place of women in agricultural history 
before the explosion of feminism in the 
1960s, but by the 1970s and 1980s both 
the quantity and quality of history dealing 
with farm women exceeded anything ever 
dreamed of earlier. 

In 1981 Joan M. Jensen published a 
volume of writings dealing with a wide 
range of farm women to show the 
historical role of women in agriculture. At 
about the same time, Joanna L Stratton 
published the memoirs of some 800 
pioneer women in Kansas, many of whom 
had lived and worked on farms. Glenda 
Riley and Julie McDonald have written 
about farm women in Iowa. Indeed, a 
growing number of studies are finally 
beginning to recognize the contribution of 
women to farm and agricultural life. One 
of the reasons for the earlier neglect, I 
believe, related to what I mentioned at the 
outset of my remarks about the 
commonality of farm affairs to earlier 
generations. The work of women was so 
obvious, such a given, that few felt it had 
to be written about or explained. The 
widespread familiarity with farm women's 
contributions, although they may not have 
been recognized as such, as wife, mother, 
housekeeper, gardner, food preserver, 
field worker, manager and community and 
social leader were common knowledge to 
earlier generations. However, for the 
urban society in which Americans live in 
the 1980s there is a great need for much 
more serious historical research on the 
work, life and contributions of farm 
women.26 

Since, Charles L Wood, the historian 
we are honoring, did his major work on 
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an aspect of Great Plains agricultural 
history, it seems especially appropriate to 
look at some of the recent history of 
agriculture and rural life in this vast 
region. No area of the country, other than 
the South, has been the focal point of so 
much historical investigation during the 
last generation as the Great Plains. Part of 
this can be explained by the fact that 
much needed to be done, and like the 
South, it was a problem agricultural 
region. It is perhaps worthy to note, too, 
that a number of native sons and 
daughters showed special interest in the 
history of various aspects of Great Plains 
agriculture. 

In 1955, Carl F. Kraenzel authored The 
Great Plains in Transition, the first 
general interpretation of the region since 
Walter Prescott Webb wrote his famous 
book nearly a quarter century earlier. 
Although Kraenzel was a sociologist, he 
spotlighted some of the region's major 
problems, many of which werre tied to an 
agricultural economy as they had 
developed historically. Two years later, 
Mary W. M. Hargreaves published Dry 
Farming in the Northern Plains in which 
she explained the problems of agricultural 
adjustment in that marginal area of the 
Dakotas and Montana in the early 
twentieth century. More than two decades 
earlier James C. Malin had discussed the 
need for agricultural adjustment in his 
book, Winter Wheat in the Golden Belt of 
Kansas. Malin subtitled his book, "A Study 
in Adaptation to Subhumid Geographical 
Environment." Several historians 
concentrated on the problems associated 
with Great Plains farming, emphasizing 
the need for farmers to adjust to the 
region's peculiar environment. My book 
on The Farmer's Frontier dealt heavily 
with Plains settlement and the early 
development of agriculture in the region 
from the Dakotas to West Texas. Turning 
to the southern plains, Garry L Nall traced 
the development of farming in the Texas 
Panhandle from early settlement through 
the 1930s in a series of articles that 
appeared in the Panhandle-Plains 
Historical Review from 1972-1975. There 



has been, then, a good deal of writing 
which traced the history of the successes, 
failures and adjustments of Great Plains 
farmers. 

The bonanza farms of North Dakota that 
had been so important in the 1880s 
attracted two serious scholars in the 1960s. 
In The Valley Comes of Age, Stanley M. 
Murray traced the agricultural history of 
Red River Valley of the North from 1820 to 
1920, while Hiram M. Drache made a 
more detailed study of bonanza farming in 
the 1880s and 1890s. Drache also wrote 
the social history of the region which tells 
a great deal about rural life in the late 
nineteenth century on part of the Northern 
Plains. 

It was nearly a full generation after 
drouth and winds wrecked such havoc on 
the Great Plains before scholars began to 
study the history of those awful years. 
Then suddenly two histories of the Dust 
Bowl, written by Paul Bonnifield and 
Donald Worster, appeared in 1979. 
Another by Douglas Hurt followed in 
1981. New emphasis on concern for the 
environment may have stimulated this 
output of scholarly work While only parts 
of these studies dealt with agriculture and 
the effects of drouth and dust storms on 
farmers, they are essential for 
understanding agricultural change on the 
southern plains during the 1930s. In The 
Dust Bowl The Southern Plains in the 
1930sWorster blames exploitive 
agricultural practices for the dust storms 
and the resulting hardships on people in 
the region, while in The Dust Bowl Men, 
Dirt and Depression Bonnifield is critical 
of government policies which, he argues, 
forced many people out of the region. 
Douglas Hurt has presented a more 
balanced and objective view of overall 
conditions, as well as of federal policies, 
in The Dust Bowl: An Agricultural and 
Social History. Moreover, Hurt emphasized 
the role of soil conservation. Although 
they take different approaches and offer 
different interpretations, all of these books 
have much to commend them. 
Unfortunately, none of these studies 
extend the story of drouth and dust to the 
Northern Plains. 

Wind, drouth and hard times pointed 
up the need for research in two other 
areas of vital importance to farmers on the 
Great Plains -water and trees. Perhaps 
one of the most important books written 
on an aspect of Great Plains history in 
recent years is Donald E. Green's, Land of 
the Underground Rain. Green has 
discussedJn detail the early efforts and 
expansion of pump irrigation which 
became so important to farmers in large 
parts of the Great Plains. Green's book is 
distinctive in that he deals with 
technology, economics, conservation and 
other aspects of the water and irrigation 
problem. Moreover, he covers a long time 
span, from 1910 to 1970. 

The idea of planting trees on the Plains 
went back to the mid-nineteenth century, 
but the history of this movement and its 
successes and failures had generally 
escaped the attention of historians. In 
1977, however, Wilmon H. Droze finally 
provided an overall account of this 
important topic. After providing 
background material, Droze's book, Trees, 
Prairies, and People, explained the 
development of the shelterbelt program in 
the 1930s and and its relation to 
conservation and farm life on the Plains. 

Several excellent studies have been 
done in recent years on the region's 
livestock industry. A new era was opened 
in the history of the Plains cattle business 
with John T. Schlebecker's book, Cattle 
Raising on the Plains. Schlebecker 
concentrated on twentieth century 
developments, including the economics, 
politics and science associated with cattle 
raising. Within this larger framework of the 
cattle business, Charles L Wood published 
his excellent book on The Kansas Beef 
Industry in 1980. Wood dealt with the 
overall industry within Kansas, but also 
discussed such questions as the expansion 
of better breeds, the activities of the 
Kansas Livestock Association, the conflicts 
between cattlemen and railroads and the 
economic problems faced by cattlemen. 
Regretably, there is only a short teaser 
covering the period after 1940, but this 
volume should be a model for other state 
studies.27 
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Radical farm politics in both the 
northern and southern plains is another 
aspect of rural history that has been 
investigated by scholars in recent years. 
The only radical movement where Great 
Plains farmers succeeded to some degree 
was the Nonpartisan League of North 
Dakota. The history of that movement, its 
successes and failures, has been well told 
by Robert L Morlan in a book entitled, 
Political Prairie Fire. James R. Green and 
Garin Burbank produced the best studies 
written on the flirtation with socialism by 
Southern Plains farmers as a means of 
meeting their economic problems. 
Burbank's When Farmers Voted Red: The 
Gospel of Socialism in the Oklahoma 
Countryside, 1910-1924, and Green's 
Grass-Roots Socialism: Radical Movements 
in the Southwest, 1895-1943 explain the 
problems discontented farmers faced in 
trying to reorganize the economy for the 
benefit of producers.28 

It seems clear to me that agricultural 
history in the United States is healthy and 
flourishing. Research is being done on a 
wide variety of the economic, social and 
political aspects of agriculture. A glance at 
Agricultural History and The journal of 
Economic History will testify to this 
observation. There were only five articles 
in The journal of Economic History 
dealing with American agriculture in the 
decade from 1950 to 1960; the number 
was 31 in the period from 1970 to 1980, or 
six times as many. Both broad subjects 
and narrow topics have been studied. 
Much, of course, remains to be done. 
Perhaps the greatest need is for senior 
historians of United States agriculture to 
develop some of the larger themes in a 
way that their books will be meaningful 
and useful to general readers. 

If American agricultural history has 
achieved new status among researchers, 
writers and publishers in the United States, 
what are the reasons? There are, I believe, 
several factors which have encouraged 
research and publication in agricultural 
history and helped to enhance the 
discipline's reputation. In the first place, 
for many years the historians of agriculture 
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have had a strong spokesman in the 
United States Department of Agriculture 
who has pushed the discipline. In July 
1927, Everett E. Edwards joined the USDA 
as a member of the Division of Statistical 
and Historical Research in the Bureau of 
Agricultural Economics. A Minnesotan, not 
long past his 27th birthday, Edwards 
began a 25 year career as teacher, editor, 
bibliographer and promoter of agricultural 
history. Upon going to the USDA, Edwards 
immediately began to nurture and 
promote the infant Agricultural History 
Society which had been organized in 
1919. He became assistant editor of the 
Society's publication, Agricultural History, 
in 1927 and editor in 1931. Meanwhile, 
Edwards prepared, and had published as a 
government document in 1930, the first 
comprehensive bibliography of the history 
of agriculture in the United States.29 

Until his death in 1952, Everett Edwards 
had a major impact on the field of . 
agricultural history. The Society grew 
under his careful nurturing, Agricultural 
History became a respected and widely 
circulated journal, and an increasing 
number of people in the USDA came to 
recognize and appreciate the values of 
historical studies. 

The other person in the USDA who has 
done so much to promote agricultural 
history is Wayne D. Rasmussen. A native 
Montanan, Rasmussen joined the USDA in 
1937. Following Edward's death, he 
became the leading spokesman for 
agricultural history in Washington. As head 
of the History Branch in the USDA, he 
proved to be a most dedicated and 
effective exponent of research and writing 
in the field. Rasmussen edited Agricultural 
History for a time, he organized programs 
for professional meetings, he taught 
courses in the field, he wrote and edited 
numerous articles and books, including a 
centennial history of the Department and 
gave his support and encouragement to 
scores of scholars. There is no doubt but 
that agricultural history in the United 
States would be far less thriving than it is 
without the leadership of Edwards and 
Rasmussen in the USDA 



Secondly, the establishment of the 
Agricultural History Center at the 
University of California at Davis in 1964 
has greatly strengthened and promoted 
agricultural history as a field of study and 
research. InJanuary, 1965,James H. 
Shideler, who was Director of the Center 
from its founding to 1984, began to edit 
Agricultural History, a responsibility that 
he held for nearly two decades. Besides 
providing editorial sponsorship for 
Agricultural History, the Center, in 
cooperation with the Agricultural History 
Branch in the USDA, has prepared a series 
of indexes and guides for the study of 
agricultural history that have been of 
inestimatible help to scholars.3o 

In 1967 the Agricultural History Center 
published an index to the journal, 
Agricultural History. Meanwhile, 
bibliographies and reference guides were 
completed on agriculture in the New Deal 
period, on agriculture in the Midwest, the 
Mountain States, the South, the Great 
Plains and California. Other guides were 
prepared on agriculture in the American 
Revolution, on the Farmers' Alliance and 
the Populists, on the role of black 
Americans in farming and on the history of 
agricultural science. These and other 
reference guides have been of 
tremendous help to scholars working in a 
wide variety of fields in United States 
agricultural history.3 1 

A third factor that has stimulated 
historical studies in agriculture is the 
series of national agricultural historical 
symposia and the resulting book-length 
publications. These have been sponsored 
by the Agricultural History Center, the 
USDA and various universities. The first 
symposium was held in Washington, D.C. 
in October, 1967, where papers dealt with 
eighteenth century colonial agriculture. 
Since that first conference, nine others 
have been held, and still additional 
national meetings are planned. The 
symposium which will meet in June, 1985 
at the University of Georgia will deal with 
the history of agricultural education. 

Among the topics studied at these 
gatherings since 1967 have been 
agriculture in the Far West, the Midwest, 
the Great Plains, the South, science and 
technology in agriculture and trade 
marketing of farm products. The papers 
delivered at the sessions have customarily 
been published in extra large issues of 
Agricultural History in January following 
the symposium. In some cases, these 
volumes have also been published as 
hardback books. The conferences have 
brought together a broad cross-section of 
scholars from history, economics, 
agriculture, political science and other 
disciplines. Attendance is usually around 
100 to 125. The conferences and 
published volumes have given the 
discipline added visibility and credibility. 

Unless something happens to destroy 
this fairly strong scholarly infrastructure 
which has developed for the study of 
agricultural history, I believe that it will 
continue to thrive in the years ahead. 
There is much to be done, abundant 
sources are available, and the field 
beckons to imaginative and dedicated 
scholars. I truly believe that the best days 
for the study of American agricultural 
history are ahead. 
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