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Abstract

This dissertation examines the significance and changing dimensions of federal
conservation policy in America after World War II. It focuses on one component of
federal conservation policy: how programs developed by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture between 1955 and 1972 advanced new dimensions of conservation ideology
and contributed to shaping and implementing broader goals of political reform. In the
1950s and 60s, leaders adapted older conservation agendas to meet the needs of postwar
America, in the process shaping the direction of the nation and the ideology of
conservation policy. While federal conservation policy did not hold the centrai place in
postwar administrations that it did during Theodore or Franklin Roosevelt’s time, it was a
dynamic and formative force that served as a key way for policymakers in the
Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon administrations to achieve reform agendas, fix
multiple societal problems and to envision a better future.

The conservation policies implemented by the USDA from the mid 1950s through
the early 1970s, which are the focus of this study, adapted many of the approaches of
their predecessors. They also forged new policy directions: First, postwar programs
focused on the multiple uses of private lands, such as farm recreation, for the first time;
Second, they applied conservation practices to the challenges of urban America, seeking
to shape urban-rural relationships in new ways; Third, they adopted tenets and sought to

achieve goals usually attributed to environmentalism, including a desire for beauty, a

high “quality of life” and harmony with the natural world.




The development of these new land uses operated within a set of cultural
assumptions about the meaning and purpose of the farm and rural life at a time when
more Americans than ever were migrating from farms to metropolitan areas. As a result,
conservation policy in the postwar years was intimately interwoven with the evolution of
modern rural development policy as it emerged in the late 1950s and 1960s, and with

federal visions of what rural America should look like and the role its natural resources

could play in a modern, urban nation.
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Introduction: Conserving America in the Twentieth Century

In May 1962, leaders from a variety of federal agencies and independent
organizations gathered to “exchange ideas about the future course of American
conservation policy.”" It was the first such meeting, the participants acknowledged, since
President Theodore Roosevelt’s historic 1908 Governors Conference on Conservation.
They recognized that their gathering shared some similarities with that conference. Many
1ssues discussed in 1908 remained relevant in 1962, including multiple-purpose
development of America’s waterways and forests, as well as the need to coordinate
federal, state, and local conservation programs. But the participants also recognized
important differences between the conferences: the 54 years since the 1908 meeting had
witnessed remarkable changes with which any conservation agenda had to reckon. The
conference attendees addressed and reflected upon the transformations in American life
that called for new directions in conservation policy: a predominantly urban society and
its attendant problems, a rapidly developing suburban population, exceptional demand for
outdoor recreation, unprecedented agricultural abundance, an increasing reliance on
scientific expertise and a new global order as a result of World War II and the Cold War.

That day, conservation leaders, such as Kennedy’s Secretary of the Interior
Stewart L. Udall and Secretary of Agriculture Orville L. Freeman, articulated new
dimensions of conservation policy that they envisioned would tackle the problems of an
increasingly complex, urban society and guide that society toward a better future. The

conservation agenda they discussed built upon the Progressive and New Deal era

! “Introduction,” White House Conference on Conservation, Official Proceedings (Washington, DC: GPO,
1962).




foundations in conservation policy. The agenda also reflected new developments in
conservation policy forged during the 1950s and 1960s. These new directions for
conservation included using private, agricultural lands for multiple purposes, such as
farm recreation, in order to target the problems of rural poverty, agricultural surplus and
decreasing open natural space. This idea applied the wise-use ideology that had guided
conservation on public lands and waterways since the turn of the century for the first time
to private lands. In addition, policymakers believed conservation policy and practices
should reflect growing public interest in the protection of America’s natural heritage and
the unprecedented desire of many Americans to experience and enjoy outdoor spaces.
Finally, these leaders argued, conservation policy needed to target the issues that arose
from urbanization and the waste generated by new technologies.

Unlike its more famous predecessor, Theodore Roosevelt’s 1908 Governors
Conference on Conservation, historians have overlooked this 1962 conference. Indeed,
its low profile in the historical record is consistent with the virtual absence of
conservation from historical literature on post World War II America. After World War
I1, traditional conservation policy, or the wise use of natural resources, drops out of the
historiography. Scholarly attention turns instead to the rise of what historians term
“modern environmentalism” and the problems of urban America. The 1962 White House
Conference on Conservation was a call by conservation leaders to adapt conservation
policy to meet the needs of the day and to forge a new and expanded natural resource

agenda. The evolution of federal conservation policy after World War II is the subject of

this study.




Most scholars agree that modern environmentalism indeed represented something
new in American life and arose from broad changes in society after World War 11,
particularly the advent of widespread prosperity made possible by extraordinary
economic growth, and technological innovation. These trends incited a new appreciation
of natural beauty, a desire for natural amenities and an emphasis on “quality of life” that
challenged traditional notions of progress. The environmental movement tackled new
issues, such as pollution, species conservation and ecosystem health, and historians’
emphasis on these new developments have made important contributions to our
understanding of the human relationship with the natural world. The historiography has
focused on what was new and different about these developments, however, at the
expense of what persisted of “older” conservation traditions established at the turn of the
twentieth century. As the following work demonstrates, more traditional conservation
approaches adapted to the concerns and goals of the new environmental era and other
movements to shape postwar American society in important ways.

Historians who have studied conservation and environmentalism have tended to
depict modern environmentalism as either displacing conservation or living in tension
with it. In his history of environmental politics, Samuel Hays argues that conservation
gave way to environmentalism after World War II amid “rising interest in the quality of
life beyond efficiency for production.” For Hays, the shift from conservation to
environmentalism was defined by a shift from efficiency in the development of natural

resources to a focus on amenities to enhance quality of life.* Social scientist Henry P.

2 Samuel Hays, Beauty, Health and Permanence: Environmental Politics in the United States, 1955-1985
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 3, 12-13. Hays associates conservation with production




Caufield marks the end of the conservation movement as 1963, when its “basic tenants
were enlarged or disputed by the environmental movement.”” This narrative about a
transition from or replacement of conservation by environmentalism overlooks the reality
that as environmentalism developed, so too did conservation. While the goals of each

were sometimes at odds, they informed and advanced the other.”

and postwar environmentalism with consumption and argues that they represented two distinct phases in
twentieth century American history. In his section, “From Conservation to Environment,” Hays writes:
“Conservation was an aspect of the history of production that stressed efficiency, whereas
environmentalism was a part of the history of consumption that stressed new aspects of the American
standard of living” (13). This dissertation demonstrates that traditional wise-use conservation policies also
stressed, and were shaped by, these new components of the American standard of living.

3 Henry P. Caufield, “The Conservation and Environmental Movements: An Historical Analysis,” in
James P. Lester, ed., Environmental Politics and Policy: Theories and Evidence (Durham: Duke
University Press, 1989), 15. :

* For key works that argue for the transition from conservation to environmentalism after World War II that
this project seeks to revise, see: Samuel Hays, Beauty, Health and Permanence: Environmental Politics in
the United States, 1955-1985 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 12-13; Hal K. Rothman,
The Greening of a Nation?: Environmentalism in the United States since 1945 (Fort Worth: Harcourt
Brace & Company, 1998), 34-36; Hal K. Rothman, Saving the Planet: The American Response to the
Environment in the Twentieth Century (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2000), 83-4, 96, 99; Stephen Fox, John
Muir and his Legacy: The American Conservation Movement (Boston: Little, Brown and Company,
1981), 293, 355; and Mark W.T. Harvey, 4 Symbol of Wilderness: Echo Park and the American
Conservation Movement (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1994), xviil. In his 2009 article
exploring the opposition that developed to environmentalism, James Morton Tumer acknowledges how the
study of the origins of environmentalism has dominated scholarship on issues pertaining to the natural
world after World War II. “To explain the genesis of the modem environmental movement in the 1960s
and early 1970s, many scholars have emphasized a transition from an older generation of place-based
conservation issues, such as parks, public lands, and wildemess, to a newer generation of environmental
issues focused on clean air and water, toxic and hazardous waste, and other threats to human health,” he
writes. This transition was important to the dynamics of the modern environmental movement, but does
not explain “the organization and transformation of the environmental opposition.” Some of the most
popular manifestations of environmental opposition in the 1970s, such as the western sagebrush rebellion
and the wise-use movement responded not to newer environmental issues, but to changed debates over the
earlier conservation issues, such as public lands and wildemess.” (James Morton Tumer, “’The Specter of
Environmentalism’: Wilderess, Environmental Politics, and the Evolution of the New Right,” The
Journal of American History 96:1 (2009): 123-148). This dissertation joins Turner’s article in moving
beyond the emphasis on the origins of modem environmentalism to examine the history of traditional wise-
use conservation policy after World War II.

For histories that have investigated new and more complex origins of environmentalism, including
its institutional and government origins, and which have argued for a new look at conservation in what
historians consider the environmentalist era, see Paul Milazzo, Unlikely Environmentalists. Congress and
Clean Water, 1945-1972 (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2006); Adam Rome, The Bulldozer in the
Countryside: Suburban Sprawl and the Rise of American Environmentalism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001) and Adam Rome, “Give Earth a Chance: The Environmental Movement and the
Sixties,” The Journal of American History 90:2 (2003): 525-554. Both Milazzo and Rome investigate the




Indeed, federal agencies continued to implement the conservation of natural
resources based upon wise-use principles after World War Il 1n such activities as the
management of national forests by the U.S. Forest Service, dam building and game
management under the Department of Interior, and soil conservation through the U.S.
Department of Agriculture to name just a few examples. This dissertation is not an
exhaustive study of conservation policy after World War I, and all of these initiatives
and interests deserve more study. I examine one piece of this diverse postwar
conservation agenda: how conservation programs developed and promoted by the U.S.

Department of Agriculture and applied to private lands between 1955 and 1972 advanced

institutional and government origins of environmentalism. Milazzo “recasts” the history of
environmentalism by questioning the traditional narrative of its grassroots origins, citing the key role that
Congress played in the development of clean water regulations, and by “emphasizing continuity in a story
previously defined by change and upheaval” (249). Rome concludes that historians’ “overdrawn” contrasts
between the conservation and environmental movements have caused them to miss the important role of the
federal government in the rise of environmentalism” (Bulldozer, 10). In addition, “Though the
environmental movement differed in some key respects from the conservation movement, the ideas of the
conservationists nevertheless shaped environmentalist through well into the 1960s” (9). He builds on this
argument in his article, asserting, “Scholars have not thus far done enough to place environmentalism in the
context of the times. The literature on the sixties slights the environmental movement, while the work on
environmentalism neglects the political, social, and cultural history of the 1960s.” He concludes that
historians need to recognize the various influences on environmentalism that developed during the 1960s,
including the way environmental issues became part of the broad liberal agenda of the Great Society (525,
535). The only article explicitly on federal conservation policy in the Kennedy or Johnson years is Thomas
G. Smith, “John Kennedy, Stewart Udall, and New Frontier Conservation,” Pacific Historical Review 64:3
(1995): 329-362. Smith explores Interior Department Secretary Stewart Udall’s passion for conservation
issues and Udall and the Department of Interior’s struggles to include and adapt to growing environmental
concems. Kennedy and Udall, Smith argues, oversaw executive leadership for the traditional conservation
agenda, while at the same time confronting an emerging ecological outlook that “stressed wilderness
preservation, environmental protection, and the interdependence of all parts of the natural world.” Both
Udall and the Department of Interior during this period deserve more study.

Political histories of postwar America tend to focus, if they address these topics at all, on suburban
and urban America. Little attention is given to rural America (as in, rural places where people live, as
opposed to wilderness) in postwar American history. The exception to this is attention given to
Appalachian poverty. Histories particularly of the 1960s that focus on the agendas of Kennedy’s New
Frontier and Johnson’s Great Society (and of the two, more emphasis is placed on the Great Society) tend
to focus on the problems of race, poverty and the growing urban crisis. There are good reasons for this
emphasis that I will not dispute. What this dissertation aims to do is both reintroduce the importance of
conservation to the environmental history narrative and post-World War II history generally, and rural
America to political histories of postwar America.




new dimensions of conservation ideology and contributed to shaping and implementing
the goals of broader political and government reform.

While federal conservation policy did not hold the central place in postwar
administrations that it did during Theodore or Franklin Roosevelt’s time, it was a
dynamic and formative force in the decades after World War II. Federal conservation
policy — based on a vision of conservation recast between 1955 and 1972 — became a key
way for policymakers in the Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson and Nixon administrations to
achieve reform agendas, fix multiple societal problems and to envision and shape a better
future. In the 1950s and 60s, these leaders adapted older conservation policies and
programs to meet the needs of postwar America, in the process shaping the direction of
the nation and the ideology of conservation policy.

This story about post World War II American conservation extends a narrative of
conservation in American history that begins at the turn of the twentieth century with the
creation of a national conservation movement and federal conservation policy. Spurred
by concerns over the closing of the frontier and loss of unlimited resources, as well as by
the growth of the bureaucratic state, government leaders established the framework of
modern conservation policy under the watchful eye of President Theodore Roosevelt
(1901-1908). The U.S. Forest Service, established in 1905, perhaps best exemplifies
Progressive era conservation. Chief Forester Gifford Pinchot, Roosevelt’s close friend
and advisor, headed the Service. Its programs focused on the scientific management and

sustainable use of the nation’s resources, an approach based upon the ideology that

natural resources ought to be developed, used in multiple ways and administered wisely




and efficiently for the sake of future generations. Replanting trees after they had been cut
typified such resource management in its oversight of the timber supply and protection of
renewable resources. This wise-use or utilitarian approach to natural resources guided
federal conservation policy throughout the twentieth century and continues to do so
today.

At the same time that Pinchot and others developed a utilitarian conservation
policy, another movement emerged that was sometimes in tension with the Pinchot
approach: the desire to preserve nature untouched. This preservationist ideology, rooted
in nineteenth-century romantic ideals of nature, sprang from the belief that human
appreciation of the intrinsic value of nature would benefit society. On a national level,
this approach became embodied in the efforts of the naturalist John Muir and
organizations like the Sierra Club, founded in 1892. This preservationist ideology also
critically influenced the federal government’s approach to managing the natural world,
shaping the policies of the National Park Service and the creation of wilderness areas on
federal land§.5 Modermn environmentalism as it emerged in the 1960s and 1970s

associated most with the ideology of preservation and its supporters took as their

> For key literature on the early conservation movement, see Samuel P. Hays, Conservation and the Gospel
of Efficiency (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1959); Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American
Mind (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967); Stephen Fox, John Muir and His Legacy: the American
Conservation Movement (Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1981); David M. Wrobel, The End of American
Exceptionalism: Frontier Anxiety from the Old West to the New Deal (Lawrence: University Press of
Kansas, 1993); Char Miller, Gifford Pinchot and the Making of Modern Environmentalism (Washington,
DC: Island Press, 2001); Donald J. Pisani, Water and American Government: The Reclamation Bureau,
National Water Policy, and the West, 1902-1935 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002); and
Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1985). For a perspective that considers the important role of the market in Gifford
Pinchot’s political effectiveness, see Brian Balogh, “Scientific Forestry and the Roots of the Modem
American State: Gifford Pinchot’s Path to Progressive Reform,” Environmental History 7:2 (2002): 198-
225.




inspiration the intellectual legacy of John Muir, turning away from and at times vilifying
the wise-use ideology promoted by Pinchot. This dissertation contributes to recent works
that seek to explore new dimensions of conservation, preservation, modern
environmentalism and their relationships to each other.®

As in the Progressive period, the conservation of natural resources played a
central role 1n the history of the Great Depression and the New Deal. Conservation and
natural resource programs of this period reshaped the nation’s physical, cultural and
economic landscapes, in the ferm of large dams, such as the Hoover and Grand Coolee
Dams, the Tennessee Valley Authority, the Civilian Conservation Corps and new
agricultural programs such as the Soil Conservation Service. Important new scholarship
has demonstrated how central conservation programs were to the New Deal political
coalition and agendas, further illuminating the importance of natural resource policy
during this period. As with the early conservation movement of the Progressive era, New

Deal conservation directly linked the nation’s natural resource management and use to its

6 See, for example, Miller, Gifford Pinchot and the Making of Modern Environmentalism, 4-11 and Paul
Sutter, Driven Wild: How the Fight Against Automobiles Launched the Modern Wilderness Movement
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2002), vii-xii, 3-18. Because of his promotion of utilitarian
conservation, Pinchot’s “star fell” over the course of the 20" century, Miller argues, especially in the wake
of the 1960s environmental movement, which focused on preservation and non-use. Pinchot evolved and
over the course of his life created a “more inclusive vision of conservation” that included ecological
perspectives (8). While the impulse to preserve nature is often cited as the dominant ideology for both the
national park and federal wilderness preservation systems, Sutter demonstrates how the movement for legal
wilderness protection that gained traction during the 1930s was as much motivated by the national park
system’s allowance of automobiles and increasing recreational use than by any traditional production—
oriented use of natural resources. Recreation, particularly involving automobiles, became a “wise-use” on
public lands that wildemess advocates began to oppose. In 1964, Congress passed the Wildemess Act,
designating specific areas of public lands to be “wilderness areas” where, among other restrictions, no
roads were permitted. This preservationist approach differs from the preservationist approach of the
National Parks, which permit automobiles and roads. Sutter illuminates important differences within
preservationist ideology and policy that shape modern land-use.




progress and national viability. For New Dealers, conservation was a critical tool to
reform the nation—to fix problems of the present and secure a better future.’

The Progressive agenda solely oversaw public lands, focusing on the natural
resources to be found and used in the nation’s national forests, grasslands and waterways.
Progressives advocated for a multiple-use approach to these resources, arguing each
resource could be utilized for different purposes simultaneously. The New Deal
continued with this Progressive agenda and pushed it to new horizons in seeking
solutions for the Great Depression. Policymakers in the 1930s applied conservation
principles to private, agricultural lands, hoping to make suffering farm lands more
productive and healthy to both bolster agricultural production and farmers’ incomes. The
New Deal rural conservation efforts on private lands sought to improve land-use practices

for the purposes of improving traditional agriculture and rural incomes.® Many, though

7 For recent important works on conservation and the New Deal, see Sarah Phillips, This Land, This
Nation: Conservation, Rural America, and the New Deal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2007); Neil Maher, Nature’s New Deal: The Civilian Conservation Corps and the Roots of the American
Environmental Movement (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008); Sarah M. Gregg, Managing the
Mountains: Land Use Planning, the New Deal and the Creation of a Federal Landscape in Appalachia
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010) and Henry L. Henderson and David B. Woolner, eds., FDR and
the Environment (New York: Palgrave and Macmillan, 2005). On the New Deal rural rehabilitation and
community programs specifically, see Paul Conkin, Tomorrow a New World: The New Deal Community
Program (New York: De Capo Pres, 1976). Histories of the New Deal and the Great Depression generally
mention the conservation and land-use programs of the time and their significance, though Phillips was the
first author to put conservation at the center of New Deal reform and recovery efforts. The agrarian
sympathies of FDR, certain New Dealers, and many Americans as well as the real and symbolic role of the
farm during the Great Depression overall has been explored in the historical literature. See, for example,
David Kennedy, Freedom From Fear: The American People in Depression and War, 1929-1945 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999), 200; Ellis W. Hawley, The New Deal and the Problem of Monopoly.: A
Study in Economic Ambivalence (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966), 192, 289; and Alan
Brinkley, Culture and Politics in the Great Depression (Waco, TX: Markham Press Fund, 1999), 11.

8 Phillips, This Land, This Nation, 9.
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not all, of these Progressive and New Deal conservation efforts continued into the post-
World War II years, both on public and agricultural lands.”

My story picks up after World War II, and I explore key continuities of traditional
conservation policy, as well as new dimensions of conservation policy that emerged after
the war. New circumstances after World War 11, including the growth of suburbs,

increased urbanization, the rise of large-scale agriculture, an outdoor recreation boom, the

K Many of the more radical and reform-oriented U.S. Department of Agriculture programs, such as the rural
relocation and community programs administered through the Farm Security Administration, were
dismantled during World War II never to be resurrected. Conflict over the direction and goals of
agricultural and rural policy pulsed at the heart of the USDA during the New Deal years. For an account of
the conflicts over farm policy during the New Deal within the USDA see Richard S. Kirkdendall, Social
Scientists and Farim Politics in the Age of Roosevelt (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1966). For
an explanation for why certain programs continued and others failed, see Kirkendall, Phillips, This Land,
This Nation, 11, 41,195,222,237; Daniel T. Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive
Age (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998), 449, 469; Paul Conkin, Tomorrow a
New World, and Grant McConnell, The Decline of Agrarian Democracy (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1953), 93-96.

Robert M. Collins further explores the pivotal role of WWII in shaping twentieth century
liberalism in More: the Politics of Economic Growth in Postwar America (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2000). He argues that the war resolved the “ambivalence” of the Depression, tipping the balance
away from the economics of scarcity and toward economic expansion. Liberals planned for an extension of
the New Deal based on economic growth, creating what Collins terms “growth liberalism,” (15, 40). Not
only was growth in production important, but growth in consumption was critical to this ideology of growth
after World War II. Lizabeth Cohen explores the implications of America’s growth in consumption in 4
Consumer’s Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America (New York: Knopf, 2003).

This context of policymakers’ commitment to economic growth, abundance and consumption is
key for understanding the world in which postwar conservation operated and for understanding the kinds of
reforms that it promoted. Postwar conservation reflected postwar growth liberalism’s desire to move
beyond the New Deal’s insurance of the “basics” of living toward achieving a higher standard of living,
and its commitment above all else to the growth of the economy. The remarkable affluence of the postwar
years, and liberals’ beliefs that the market and economic growth could provide security and relieve poverty,
in many scholars’ estimations, critically shaped, and marked the bounds and limits of, postwar liberal
reform. See, for example, Bruce Schulman, From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt: Federal Policy, Economic
Development, and the Transformation of the South, 1938-1980 (New York: Oxford University Press,
1991), 127-8; and Gregory S. Wilson, Comimunities Left Behind. the Area Redevelopment Adininistration,
1945-1965 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2009), xv. The Area Redevelopment
Administration’s history served as a “microcosm of the limitations of reform in postwar America,” Wilson
concludes (xv). “In the end, the nation’s commitment to market capitalism outweighed its concern for the
system’s negative effects, which contained regional as well as class, racial and gendered dimensions...the
history of the ARA shows the deep reverence for, and failure to adequately address, the power and
influence of the corporation within American political culture,” (152). Both Schulman and Wilson criticize
the public policy approach of “area” or “regional” development of the 1950s and 1960s, arguing that it
prioritized sections over people.
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development of new infrastructure, such as highways, and the rise of environmentalism
created new challenges that required not only the older traditions, but new conservation
approaches and guidance. National conservation leaders paid homage to the Progressive
and New Deal roots of conservation and, just as New Dealers had adapted Progressive
conservation to meet the demands of the time, began to adapt conservation to the new
challenges of postwar America. At the White House Conference on Conservation in
1962, Stewart Udall, President Kennedy’s Interior Secretary, declared the issues of 1962
America required “new programs” and a “bold forward thrust to meet the demands of
tomorrow.” A “new effort of Rooseveltian proportions” was needed, he argued, “if we
are to secure an adequate resource base for the future, and plan the use of our land
resources so that material progress and the creation of a life-giving environment will go
hand in hand.”'® At this May 1962 conference, leaders reframed American conservation,
introducing new ideas and solutions, because, as Udall admonished, national
circumstances demanded them.

Orville Freeman, Kennedy’s Secretary of Agriculture, led the way. While other
federal agencies oversaw important conservation agendas during the 1950s and 1960s,
most notably the Interior Department under Stewart Udall, this project focuses on the
ways that Freeman’s U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) revolutionized
conservation policy to address widespread and fundamental problems in both rural and

urban America.'' Indeed, Freeman’s personal conviction that conservation programs

10 Official Proceedings, 7-8.

" Thomas G. Smith explores Udall’s role in the direction of natural resources during the Kennedy
administration. As Interior Secretary, Udall was central to supporting and passing important conservation
and environmental measures, such as the Wilderness Act of 1964 and the Land and Conservation Fund Act
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could successfully address multiple societal problems and affect rural, suburban and
urban Americans was one of the most important factors in shaping the nature of postwar
conservation policy. Freeman argued for a conservation agenda that pushed for new uses
of private, agricultural lands and a re-conceptualization of rural America’s place and
purpose in modern American society. While he acknowledged that great advancements
in conservation had occurred, he believed America’s rural, private lands—three-quarters
of the nation’s land resources outside Alaska—presented the next great conservation
challenge and opportunity.

This private lands conservation agenda had its immediate roots in the mid 1950s
with the first postwar USDA Rural Development Program. The program, while small,
marked the first federal effort to recognize the changing needs, uses and role of rural
America’s resources after World War II as well as the realities of extensive rural poverty.
It laid the foundation for the 1960s USDA Rural Areas Development (RAD) program
that sought not only to address rural poverty and farm problems, such as farm surplus, but
also suburban and urban issues. Under Secretary Freeman’s tenure, rural development
and conservation took on a more prominent role, addressing key goals of Kennedy’s New
Frontier and Johnson’s Great Society.

Postwar federal conservation policy both built upon and diverged from the
conservation legacy of the first half of the twentieth century. The conservation policies

implemented by the USDA from the mid 1950s through the early 1970s adapted many of

of 1965. He worked closely with Freeman, even though his Department mainly oversaw public lands. In
1963, Udall’s bestselling book on conservation issues, The Quiet Crisis, was published with a forward from
President Kennedy (The Quiet Crisis [New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1963]). Freeman was not
the only architect of postwar conservation policy and more study of Udall and his contributions to postwar
conservation policy is warranted.
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the approaches of their predecessors but also forged new directions in conservation
policy. USDA conservation policy diverged in three ways: First, 1t focused on applying
the multiple-use doctrine to private lands for the first time; Second, 1t applied
conservation practices to the challenges of urban America, seeking to guide new urban-
rural relationships; Third, it adopted tenets and sought to achieve goals usually attributed
to environmentalism, including a desire for beauty, a high “quality of life”” and harmony
with the natural world. I will expand on these three points below.

First, the USDA focused innovative energies on the adaptation of the multiple-
use of natural resources doctrine to private lands. The USDA pursued this adaptation to
achieve the following goals: to raise small farm income, provide more outdoor recreation
space for urban and suburban dwellers, support the small family farm and reduce
damaging agricultural overproduction. Freeman and his advisors implemented a land-use
adjustment program that encouraged family farmers to convert part of their working
farms to farm recreation and other conservation uses, such as wildlife and watershed
protection. Farmlands could be used for many purposes simultaneously—uses that were
still compatible with traditional agriculture. Central to the land-use adjustment agenda
was the belief that fewer and fewer agricultural acres would be needed to produce
traditional agricultural goods and that those acres should be adjusted to better serve the

wellbeing of all Americans.'?

'2 This postwar context of overproduction and abundance in agriculture was critical to shaping the
dimensions of USDA postwar conservation, which was designed in part as a solution to commercial
agriculture’s problems and excesses. This paradigm would shift in the early 1978s to a scarcity model in
agriculture and concerns over having enough farmland and food production.
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While New Deal conservation had addressed agricultural lands, its efforts focused
on improving traditional agricultural practices. Postwar conservation programs expanded
the meaning of “agriculture” by advocating new “crops” for the farm, such as golf,
fishing, swimming and hiking. In 1962, the USDA began providing institutional and
financial support for farmers to develop those uses through loans, grants and technical
assistance. The developers of the farm recreation program anticipated that these new
“crops’” would increase the incomes of struggling farm families, conserve precious (and
threatened) open space and reduce damaging surplus. Congress authorized this land-use
adjustment agenda and codified the multiple-use agenda for private lands in the 1962
Food and Agricultural Act, which created a federal farm recreation program among other
programs.

Second, postwar conservation policies consciously targeted the problems of an
increasingly urban society, attempting to guide natural resource use in order to address
rapidly changing relationships between rural and urban America. Federal conservation
policy and rural development initiatives attempted to address rural, suburban and urban
needs simultaneously in the formulation of natural resource policies. The belief that rural
and urban America’s fates were intertwined and that rural America had a critical role to
play in society beyond food production drove USDA postwar conservation.””> So, too, did
the conviction that natural resource conservation measures needed to be developed with

the problems of America’s cities in mind. When Orville Freeman talked of expanding

13 Laurance S. Rockefeller, chair of the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission (ORRRC),
which is explored in Chapters 2 and 3, reflected on the fortieth anniversary of the ORRRC’s final report,
published in 1962. The report represented a “new approach to conservation—that the problems and
opportunities were not all in the countryside, but that urban needs were important as well” (“From the
ORRRC Chairman,” Parks & Recreation 37:1 (2002): 85).
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and changing the uses of America’s farmlands, he was not thinking only of benetits for
rural people, but of the USDA’s growing urban and suburban constituency."*

The new dimensions of conservation policy that emerged after World War II were
in part an effort by the USDA to remain relevant and adapt to the needs of an urban age.
They also retlected the reality that more and more Americans wanted to vacation in rural
areas and experience the rural outdoors through recreation, particularly in open spaces
near metropolitan centers where the majority of Americans lived. In ever increasing
numbers after World War II, Americans wanted to spend time outside, consuming not
just goods from the farm but the agrarian experience itself. The USDA wanted farmers to
capitalize on this growing market through new conservation measures.”> These USDA
conservation efforts under Freeman influenced President Lyndon Johnson’s “new
conservation,” which he introduced in the fall of 1964—a conservation to meet the needs
and problems of the time, including those of America’s cities, and to craft the “good life”
and the Great Society for all Americans.

USDA postwar conservation agendas accepted that America was an urban nation

by 1960, but did not assume this reality was (a) ideal or (b) the inevitable future state of

" The city-country relationship has been a rich subject of historical scholarship, ranging from William
Cronon’s Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: W.W. Norton, 1992) to histories
of the turn of the twentieth century Country Life Movement (William L. Bowers, The Country Life
Movement in America, 1900-1920 [Port Washington, N.Y., Kennikat Press, 1974]) to explorations of
suburbia and New Deal greenbelt communities.

' Another dimension of the USDA’s adaptation to urbanization and to new connections between rural and
urban America was the food assistance programs, such as food stamps, that developed during the 1960s.
These targeted another set of urban needs and were also part of a long legacy of attempting to deal with
mounting agricultural surpluses. Within months of taking office, Freeman and his advisor Willard
Cochrane established the Food Stamp Program in its modern form. The program grew steadily during the
1960s and ballooned under Nixon. By the late 1990s, with an annual budget of $25 billion, the Food Stamp
Program constituted the largest single program administered by the USDA (Richard A. Levins, Willard
Cochrane and the American Family Farm [Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2000], 52-54).
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the country. By the mid-to-late 1960s, as America’s cities began to explode into violent
riots, Freeman and sympathetic journalists began to question the assumption that the
United States would or should remain a predominantly urban nation. They contended
that conserving rural America’s natural resources, heritage and physical space would
solve the growing crisis in America’s cities, avert what leaders believed was a
devastating rural-urban imbalance and provide critical living space for the future.
Johnson, Freeman, and others argued that having 70 percent of Americans crowded onto
one percent of the nation’s land contributed to the explosive urban crisis and the solution
to the problem lay in rural America’s open space and resources.

They further argued that federal conservation and rural development programs
needed to be continued and expanded to build a vibrant rural America rich enough with
opportunity to maintain residents and even attract migrants from cities. Freeman and his
advisors, along with other federal leaders, proposed a solution toward this end in 1967.
The Department of Agriculture argued for the creation of new communities: the
“Communities of Tomorrow.” These small, planned cities were to be scattered around the
countryside and designed to provide both rural and urban amenities. The Communities of
Tomorrow would combine, for example, the pleasantness of rural, natural space with the
cultural and entertainment benefits of living in a metropolitan area, as well as access to
good medical facilities and higher education. All of these institutions would be
developed in clusters around these small cities. Like many national planning visions

over the course of American history, the Communities of Tomorrow never fully

materialized, though the USDA implemented aspects of the vision piecemeal and on
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smaller scales. One way the Department-implemented its Communities of Tomorrow
vision was through Resource, Conservation and Development districts, multi-county
conservation planning districts that could span as many as a million acres, authorized in
the 1962 Food and Agriculture Act.

Thus, it is important to note that postwar conservation policy shared deep
connections with its Progressive and New Deal predecessors in prizing the values,
physical space and culture of rural America above urban areas, and continuing to argue
that national welfare depended upon rural welfare.'® In this way, postwar conservation
promoted longstanding agrarian fundamentalist and utopian ideals that had been present
from the founding of the country. But, at the same time, it had evolved to become more
urban-focused than its Progressive and New Deal predecessors and to shape the city-
country relationship in new ways.

Third, USDA postwar conservation ideology, while adhering always to
traditional wise-use ideology, was influenced by ideas, values and concerns usually
attributed to environmentalism by historians. Leaders sought to use conservation
practices to achieve environmental benefits. These values and benefits, such as, beauty,

harmony, interdependence and preservation, influenced the policies and direction of

16 The rural welfare as essential to national welfare argument has deep historic roots and was present at the
founding of the United States, particularly in the ideas of Thomas Jefferson who admired farmers and rural
communities and despised metropolitan centers, such as those in Britain. As America began to urbanize
and centralize, it had the potential to resemble the rotted and corrupt mother country, a fear Jefferson held
deeply. This conception of rural America’s relation to national welfare, sometimes called rural
fundamentalism, agrarianism or agrarian ideology, continued to be an influential force in the twentieth
century, shaping turn of the century conservation and New Deal land and agricultural policy not to mention
its deep cultural sway. For an interesting perspective on early republic ideas of political economy,
especially as they related to agriculture, see Drew R. McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Econony in
Jeffersonian America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980). For insight into Jefferson’s
conception of nationhood, see Peter S. Onuf, Jefferson’s Empire: The Language of American Nationhood
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2000).
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postwar conservation. In particular, USDA conservation programs were concerned with
the beauty of the agrarian landscape. The USDA cited over and over in promotional
literature on farm recreation that maintaining the beauty of the countryside was key to
establishing successful farm recreation businesses and new “crops,” which would then in
turn conserve the agrarian countryside. The goals of conservation in this case were not
the traditional ones, such as production of traditional agricultural goods, like corn, or soil
health. Rather, they focused on urban and suburban visitors’ desires to enjoy the leisure
and recreational work on a beautiful farm. There these visitors hoped to find peace and
harmony with the natural world and to experience pleasant rural amenities, like berry
picking, porch-sitting and pastoral beauty. This type of scene resonated with aspects of
the growing environmental movement, particularly its middle-class, suburban and open
space components that historians are now exploring.'’

In contrast to the Progressive and New Deal eras, which focused on public lands
and traditional agricultural development, postwar conservation ideology viewed
agricultural lands as critical parts of America’s outdoor and natural heritage, equally as
important to American culture as national forests and parks. In the late 1950s and 1960s,
agricultural lands joined pristine natural areas as places that deserved federal aid for
protection. Furthermore, implementing new federal conservation practices aimed at
sustaining the beauty of the countryside and farmland for the purposes of direct

consumption, key USDA officials argued, would enhance opportunities in rural

17 See, for example, Adam Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside.
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communities, uplift rural and urban people alike and advance the “good life” central to
1960s liberal reform.

Policymakers forged these three new dimensions of conservation policy to
improve American society, guide and manage massive transformations and achieve
broader postwar federal administration goals. As was the case with conservation 1n the
first half of the twentieth century, postwar conservation policy leaders and policymakers
used conservation as a tool to reform society. Postwar conservation programs sought to
resolve inequities, eradicate poverty, preserve beautiful natural spaces and agrarian
heritage, provide new economic opportunities, stabilize the agricultural economy and
achieve balance between urban and rural America.

These goals expanded in scope over time, from targeting the problems of farmers,
including poverty, and rural communities in the late 1950s to more forcefully attacking
poverty and addressing outdoor recreation concerns in the early 1960s to, more broadly,
addressing diverse issues in all American communities, including cities, by the late
1960s. After President Kennedy’s death, Freeman and the USDA’s conservation efforts
intensified with the emergence of the War on Poverty and Johnson’s broader vision of the
Great Society. Johnson wanted to surpass not only the New Deal in his conservation
agenda but Kennedy as well.'® A great society was one where humans could renew their
contact with nature, live in harmonious, beautiful communities, expand their minds and
live up to their potential. It was a “place where leisure 1s a welcome chance to build and

reflect, not a feared cause of boredom and restlessness,” a place where “the city of man

18 Rome, “Give Earth a Chance,” 525, 535.
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serves not only the needs of the body and the demands of commerce but the desire for
beauty and the hunger for community,” declared Johnson in his Great Society speech in
May of 1964." Conservation programs targeted this broad, ambitious vision of liberal
reform, seeking ways to transcend being just a rich and productive society to becoming a
great one, as Johnson called for in that May 1964 speech.

Concern over rural-urban imbalance and the belief that conservation and rural
development policy had the potential to resolve the urban crisis continued from the
Johnson administration into the Nixon years. In this latter administration, these concerns
informed the creation of the nation’s fundamental rural development legislation, the
Rural Development Act of 1972, as well as Nixon administration rural development and
conservation policy. Itis important to note that conservation comprised part of larger
rural development agendas in postwar America that sought to improve education, health

and other community resources and which culminated in this 1972 Act.

While the desire to improve society and shape a better future motivated USDA
postwar conservation policy, these aims were in tension with competing USDA agendas,
a contradiction the USDA never publicly acknowledged or resolved. On the one hand,
USDA postwar conservation policy sought to assist struggling small farms and preserve

the traditional agrarian landscape through innovating new land-uses, promoting beauty

19 Lyndon Johnson, “Great Society Speech,” May 1964, Public Papers of the Presidents of the United
States, Book 1, 1963-4 (Washington, DC: GPO), 704-7.
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and by improving incomes. It pursued innovation in order to secure a future that would
preserve a sense of the past. In a related goal, it also sought to stem, or ideally, reverse
the rural to urban migration tide that USDA and other leaders argued contributed to urban
overcrowding, violence and rural decline.

On the other hand, the USDA supported the development of large-scale,
industrialized agriculture and agribusiness to the tune of billions of dollars a year through
subsidies and research programs—programs that pushed smaller farmers out of business,
restricted opportunity in rural areas and encouraged rural to urban migration. The USDA
sought, through its conservation programs, to fix some of the very problems it created
through other farm programs. Journalists in postwar America pointed this connection out
on multiple occasions. But the USDA publicly supported both its commercial agriculture
programs and its rural development and conservation agendas even as they at times
worked against each other.

This fundamental tension in agricultural policy—attempting to support the
viability of small-scale agriculture and retain a long-standing agrarian heritage while
simultaneously pushing efficiency and large-scale production—plagued the entire
twentieth-century and was especially pronounced in New Deal policies. By the 1950s it
had become a classic example of one generation’s solution becoming another’s problem.
Since the turn of the century, the USDA had funded scientific research and programs to
increase productivity and modernization on America’s farms in the effort to become more

efficient and to support farmers, as well as provide lower food prices for consumers.

Since the 1920s America’s farmers had been producing too much and agricultural surplus
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was wreaking havoc on the agricultural economy, a problem that was widely discussed in
the two decades after World War II. At the same time, the productivity of America’s
farms was touted as a national success story, especially as it created the most abundant
and cheapest food in the world, a critical selling point in the Cold War contest.

These values collided on the land. Competing and sometimes incompatible
values—capitalist production, efficiency, modernization, beauty and heritage—shaped
postwar conservation policy. The postwar conservation agenda supported large-scale
agriculture while actively attempting to conserve the small-scale, diversified farm and its
attendant agrarian heritage, progressively adjusting land-use toward environmentalist
values and amenities and targeting the needs of all Americans, including those in urban
and suburban communities. Ultimately, the Department of Agriculture charted an
alternative course for agricultural America through its new conservation measures
starting in the mid 1950s. These measures coexisted with and even sought to improve
dominant trends in commercial agriculture but did not fundamentally challenge these
prevailing forces.”” Postwar conservation policy reflected the ambivalence and
uncertainty policymakers felt about the trends in modern American agriculture during the
middle decades of the twentieth century and over how best to guide the nation.

Other factors were at play in the process of adapting conservation programs to
meet the needs of post World War Il America. The USDA was losing clout on Capitol

Hill as more Americans left the farm, leaving the Department seeking ways to remain

20 Again, it is important to mention here that this alternative vision coming out of the USDA worked within
the context of a dominant economic growth paradigm that fundamentally shaped postwar liberal reform.
This dominant economic growth paradigm, supported by members of Congress and the executive branch,
supported the development of large-scale, production-oriented agriculture.




23

relevant to a broader constituency beyond that of the four percent of Americans who
farmed by 1970. The enormous rural out-migration to America’s cities after World War
I and two Supreme Court decisions in 1964 that decided “one man, one vote,” tying
Congressional representation and electoral votes to population rather than geography
eroded the USDA’s constituency.”’ These developments swung the political balance of
power toward metropolitan areas, in particular suburbia, and away from rural America.
They encouraged savvy administrators and their Congressional supporters to search for
constituencies among those who drove Volkswagens 1n the countryside and to target
1ssues that mattered to those people. All the while, though, commercial agriculture as a
business interest retained its support in the halls of Congress.

During the two decades after World War II, agriculture became just one
component of a changing rural America that the USDA had both helped to create and
sought to guide in new directions. During his tenure under Kennedy and Johnson,

Freeman frequently advocated that the USDA change its name from the Department of

Agriculture to some iteration of the Department of Rural Affairs in order to reflect its

21 These Supreme Court cases were Wesberry vs. Sanders, 376 U.S. (1) 1964 and Reynolds vs. Sims, 377
U.S. 533 1964.

21 1960, farmers represented just 8.3 percent of the U.S. population, a number that had fallen from 12.2
percent in 1950 and which would fall to 4.4 percent by 1970, while 30 percent of Americans still lived in
rural areas. Rural America and agricultural America were no longer the same. The fact that commercial
farm interests in Congress remained strong (and continue to remain strong) affected a tiny percentage of
people. By 1990, farmers represented 2.6 percent of the American population (“A History of American
Agriculture,” Growing a Nation: The Story of American Agriculture [North Logan, UT: Letter Press
Software, Inc.)], http://www.agclassroom.org/gan/timeline/farmers land.htm). Geographer Edward Higbee

commented in his 1963 work, Farms and Farmers in an Urban Age (New York: Twentieth Century Fund,
1963), despite the fact that the number of farms and rural populations were declining, agricultural interests
had long managed to maintain their influence in the nation’s legislative halls (118).




changing purpose and constituency.23 Though he did not succeed in changing the
USDA’s name, the rural development efforts of the 1960s did pave the way for making
rural development a fundamental mission of the U.S. Department of Agriculture in the

1970s.

Updating the history of conservation policy in the immediate decades after World
War Il revises the narrative of post-World War Il America and contributes to painting a
fuller picture of this period. We find that the relationship between rural America and
administration agendas, particularly liberal reform ones, such as Kennedy’s New Frontier
and Johnson’s Great Society, were not just about the problems of poverty or large-scale
agriculture, but also about quality of life, American identity, and the values of beauty,
long-term balance and national sustainability. Rural America did not just serve as a
passive backdrop to an urbanizing nation or an incidental place for food production after
World War II. It was an active ground for change and reform—a place of past
importance and future potential, a place policymakers believed was essential for
preserving key elements of America’s heritage and character, achieving the good life,
sustaining a high standard of living and making the Great Society. It was a place to live

and to grow, as the 1963 Yearbook of Agriculture, A Place to Live, proclaimed.*

2 As mentioned before, the Food Stamp program was one way the USDA adapted to urbanization and
attempted to solve modemn agriculture’s problems. In addition, the Extension Service began to attend to
suburban constituents on unprecedented levels, giving advice on lawns and backyard gardens and on
suburban expansion, another example of adaptation and redirecting of resources on the part of the USDA.
Hus. Department of Agriculture, A Place to Live: The 1963 Yearbook of Agriculture (Washington, DC:
GPO, 1963).
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Nor was conservation replaced, or simply displaced, by environmentalism. As the
USDA conservation agenda demonstrates, traditional conservation policy broadened to
encompass and target emerging environmental values, such as beauty, balance and
interconnectedness, while remaining true to the traditional ideology of the wise use of
natural resources. Further, postwar conservation adapted traditional conservation
approaches, such as the multiple-use of natural resources, to address needs of the time on
private lands.

Ultimately, in their quest to achieve a sustainable and harmonious landscape that
re-imagined urban and rural communities and proved compatible with large-scale
agriculture, USDA postwar conservation plans were not wholly successful. But USDA
postwar conservation programs reshaped conservation ideology, taking it in new
directions that were codified in legislation and programs. Conservation practices began
to target environmental benefits and amenities such as beauty, for example, goals that
continue to drive agricultural conservation policies. Agricultural conservation policy’s
goals and targets expanded over the years that this dissertation traces, and this expansion
1s the main focus of this study.

It is important to note that USDA postwar conservation programs had a
significant material impact on the rural landscape and rural communities, reshaping
millions of acres, setting aside private agricultural lands for long-term wildlife
conservation and multiple-use watershed purposes and converting others to golf courses,

hiking and riding trails and vacation centers all over the country. For example, by May

1968, more than one million acres of privately held farmland had been opened up for
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public recreational use under the Cropland Adjustment Program authorized in 1962. By
January 1, 1967, the Farmers Home Administration had made 953 rural recreation loans
for a total of $43.5 million for projects spanning 49 states and Puerto Rico, demonstrating
the national reach of the programs. Between 1962 and 1967, the Soil Conservation
Service helped 34,700 rural landowners and operators establish one or more income-
producing recreation enterprises on their land. Between 1963 and 1968, 1500 new
recreation centers in rural communities had been built thanks to the new USDA
programs. By December 1968, the Resource Conservation and Development districts,
also authorized in 1962, spanned 52 projects, located in 39 states over 293 counties, 169
million acres and affecting the lives of 8 million people. New USDA postwar
conservation programs tacked out an agricultural landscape, which did not accomplish all
the goals policymakers hoped the programs would, but which made their mark both on
people and the land nonetheless.

Perhaps more fundamentally, when it comes to American identity, the tensions
and visions that informed postwar conservation policy remain with us. Postwar
conservation raised enduring questions about what the “good life” really is, how it is to
be achieved, and what role the natural world should play in it. It attempted to improve
the fortunes of the individual at the same time that it sought to serve the common good.
At the end of the day, as West Virginia Commissioner of Agriculture Gus Douglass
admonished in 1969, Americans facing down the final decades of the twentieth century

needed to think about what kind of future they wanted and how the nation’s resources

should be used to craft that future.
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[ explore the themes and ideas discussed above in a narrative that traces the
national trajectory of key conservation programs beginning in the mid-1950s through the
early 1970s, while also grounding them in local contexts and case studies. Chapter one
explores the 1950s origins of postwar conservation in the USDA Rural Development
Program. This program, created in 1955, addressed widespread rural poverty, sought to
diversify the rural economy, and aimed to ameliorate the negative effects of large-scale
mechanized agriculture on rural communities. Its director, True D. Morse, recognized
the vast changes occurring in the American countryside, citing the emergence of what he
termed a “New Rural America,” and advocating that leaders adjust federal farm,
conservation and land-use programs to address the emergence of new needs and facilitate
new industries beyond agriculture in rural areas.

By the late 1950s, the Rural Development Program had taken notice of the
explosion of outdoor recreation’s popularity among the American public and
Congressional concerns over lack of outdoor space to meet the growing demand. The
program proposed adjusting America’s farmlands to meet those outdoor recreation needs.
The Rural Development Program was small and limited in scope and funding and did not

stem the tide of agribusiness or large-scale agriculture, fix rural poverty or change the

landscape of outdoor recreation. But it did lay the foundation for subsequent programs in
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the sixties that reshaped conservation policy and influenced broad administration
agendas.

Chapter two explores the development and implementation of federal
conservation policy under President Kennedy’s Secretary of Agriculture, Orville
Freeman. Iinvestigate the ways that policymakers in the USDA envisioned using private
land conservation and land-use measures to guide American development and address
multiple problems. I then focus on one aspect of this conservation agenda as a case
study: the creation and implementation of federal farm recreation programs authorized in
the 1962 Food and Agriculture Act.

The next chapter builds on chapter two, exploring USDA conservation policy’s
role in Johnson’s War on Poverty and the Great Society, including Johnson’s “new
conservation.” Land-use adjustment and conservation remained a central part of the
Rural Areas Development agenda that USDA policymakers directed toward the
ambitious goals of eradicating poverty, enhancing natural beauty and achieving the
elusive good life. Ultimately, President Johnson, Freeman and others saw rural
America’s resources and viability as fundamentally linked to the fate of urban America,
and [ trace how conservation became a tool to reform all parts of the nation.

Chapter four investigates what I term the “rural-urban imbalance crisis” that
Johnson, Freeman, journalists and scholars saw developing in the mid-to-late 1960s.
These leaders believed this crisis arose from too many Americans leaving rural

communities and crowding into cities, causing unrest and decline most visibly seen in

urban riots. Rural revitalization and increasing opportunities in rural America became
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framed as a critical solution to the urban crisis. Within this context, which was part of a
general sense of crisis across the nation in the late 1960s, conservation took on new
urgency. Rural America and its vast land resources became a key player in the Great
Society drama, that harmonious, egalitarian script that was only partially enacted.

The USDA under Freeman advocated for an expanded purview to more
adequately address the rural-urban imbalance crisis. Postwar conservation expanded to
include not only reform-minded land-use programs, like farm recreation, but also new
types of American communities as a solution to urban and rural America’s woes.
Communities of Tomorrow were one solution. In addition, Freeman became a powerful
voice in the federal government for national planning, arguing it was essential to solving
the imbalance crisis and preventing the nation from heading down a “suicide path.” This
chapter also addresses resistance, mainly from national journalists, to Freeman and the
USDA’s conceptualization of the urban crisis and its solutions. The Wall Street Journal,
for example, argued that if the USDA really wanted to address rural decline and urban
woes, it needed to fundamentally change its farm subsidy programs, stop paying large
farmers to grow and throw more support to the very small-scale farmers the Department
purported to support.25

Chapter five traces postwar conservation policy into the Nixon years, exploring
how concern over rural-urban imbalance influenced Nixon administration conservation
policies and spurred bi-partisan Congressional action. Many of the i1deas, programs and

policies of the previous decade and a half informed the creation of the nation’s

23 “Keeping Them Down on the Farm,” The Vall Street Journal, March 29, 1972.
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fundamental rural development legislation, the 1972 Rural Development Act, and were
reauthorized in Farmers Home Administration legislation.

By the mid-1970s, however, the motivations—rural poverty, loss of outdoor
recreation space, agricultural surplus, the urban crisis, rural-urban imbalance and the
vision of the Great Society—that spurred the new dimensions of postwar conservation
either continued without resolution or faded as other issues took center stage. With the
global economic crisis of 1973-74 and economic hard times, Americans no longer
focused on what to do with excess leisure time outside, worrying instead about how to
find enough work to pay the bills. Environmental concerns shifted from focusing on the
preservation of outdoor space and outdoor recreation to human health, the reduction of
toxins and ecological wellbeing. In the agricultural world, the focus shifted from a
surplus crisis to a potential food scarcity crisis, prompting Nixon’s Secretary of
Agriculture Earl Butz to lift production controls and declare that farmers plant “fencerow
to fencerow.”%

The conclusion brings the story of postwar conservation ideology to the present
and discusses the longer-term significance of the story. Postwar conservation ideology

and the programs it produced did not succeed in resolving one of the classic tensions in

American culture—the often fierce attachment to the past and dedication to tradition

26 Critiques of the modern agricultural system have been building over the past decade. A movement
toward more a more localized, sustainable agricultural system has sprung up in many corners of the country
in the form of farmers’ markets, community supported agriculture (CSA), local food hubs and university
gardens. Thanks to bestsellers such as Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural History of
Four Meals (New York: Penguin, 2006), the 1970s and Earl Butz’s decision to increase production are
widely seen as the turning point when America chose the unsustainable path of industrial agriculture. In
truth, Butz was continuing down a path that agriculture was already firmly on. If anything, the 1950s might
be called the critical decade for the entrenchment of the modern agricultural system. Interwoven with the
call for agricultural reform today is a call for food reform in the wake of growing obesity and other related
health problems.
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pitted against the nation’s obsession with innovation and notions of progress. Although
postwar conservation programs did not succeed in resolving this tension, those who

advocated for it to meet postwar needs attempted to do so and in the process conservation

policy made its mark on American communities and land.
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Chapter 1: Grappling with Progress: The 1950s Roots of a New Federal
Conservation Agenda

Introduction

This chapter explores the foundation for the 1960s federal conservation agenda
that emerged in the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) under Presidents Kennedy
and Johnson. I focus on two key developments during the 1950s that linked rural and
urban America and formed the foundation of the above agenda: 1) the growth of
federally subsidized agribusiness and the problems it created, such as rural poverty, rural
economic transformation and rural migration to cities; and 2) the growing popularity of
outdoor recreation. These trends influenced federal policymakers as they sought to guide
the use of rural America’s natural resources after World War II.

One way policymakers sought to shape the future of the American countryside
was through the nation’s first federal postwar rural development program within the
USDA. This program sought to address widespread rural poverty, diversify the rural
economy, support small-scale farmers and ameliorate the negative effects of large-scale
mechanized agriculture on rural communities and populations. While the Rural
Development Program was small, especially in comparison to the farm programs
supporting large-scale commercial agriculture, the issues it targeted and its recognition of
a changing rural and agricultural America established an important precedent. The
program was the first federal effort to recognize the changing needs for, uses and role of
rural America’s resources, including farms themselves, after World War II.

Ultimately these rural and agricultural programs under the USDA Rural

Development Program did not stem the tide of agribusiness or large-scale agriculture,
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reverse the rural migration to the cities, fix rural poverty or fundamentally alter the use of
rural America’s natural resources. But, they did lay the foundation for subsequent

programs and shape the conservation and rural development visions of the 1960s.

Productivity and Prosperity: The Post-World War II Context

To understand the federal conservation agenda promoted by the USDA during the
1960s, 1t 1s critical to understand the broader context in which this agenda developed.
The USDA agenda was born out of broader trends in American life after World War I1.
These included unprecedented productivity and widespread prosperity; the development
of an “advanced consumer economy,” in historian Samuel Hays” words, accompanied by
an assumed rise in leisure time and decrease in working hours; increased outdoor
recreation and a shift from a production-oriented economy to a consumption-based one;
the rise of large-scale agriculture and agribusiness; a massive migration from rural areas
to urban ones and an overall increased interest in “quality of life”” issues. The dominant
postwar political culture “stressed economic growth rather than redistribution, consensus
rather than conflict.” Prosperity was the main goal for policymakers, and liberals,
influenced by the dynamics of the developing Cold War, “sought to demonstrate the
superiority—economic, political and spiritual—of democratic capitalism to total

communism.”! Indeed, the pursuit of economic growth was a “central and defining

1Bruce Schulman, From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt: Federal Policy, Economic Development, ad the
Transformation of the South, 1938-1980 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 127-8. The
advancing Cold War “shifted the economic program of American liberalism to the right.” One of most
influential intellectuals among policymakers was Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. who argued for “vigilance
against communism and the Soviet Union and support for democracy through economic aid,” writes
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feature of U.S. public policy,” in the years after World War II, vitally shaping liberal
policymaking and broader American culture and life.

Particularly relevant to the USDA conservation reform agenda of the 1960s
within this broader postwar context were the transformations in agriculture and rural life
that occurred in the 1950s. While trends toward fewer and larger farms, rural migration
to cities and technological advancements in farming had been occurring since the turn of
the twentieth century, these developments intensified during and after World War II for a
number of reasons. The war years saw record setting productivity from America’s farms
in an effort to meet war demands, much of it made possible by a technical and scientific
revolution that fundamentally transformed agricultural and rural life in the decades after
World War I1.> Advancements in farm equipment, innovations in plant and animal
development, such as hybrid seeds, improved farm management practices and the

widespread use of pesticides and fertilizers resulted 1n greater production out of fewer

Gregory S. Wilson in Communities Left Behind: The Area Redevelopment Administration, 1945-1965
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2009), 25.

% Robert M. Collins, More: The Politics of Economic Growth in Postwar America (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2000), x. Collins argues that the pursuit of economic growth became an ideology that
fundamentally shaped liberal politics after World War II. World War II resolved the ambivalence of New
Deal growth policies, which emphasized balance and security, by tipping the balance toward economic
expansion. “Liberals planned for a further extension of the New Deal, based on economic growth instead
of balance and security” (15). The “interpenetration of growth politics and liberal politics” produced what
Collins terms “growth liberalism”—a key driver of the development of the Great Society (69, 51). Postwar
liberals saw growth as “the vehicle for transformative social change” (235) and as such growth liberalism
reached its “full ascendancy” during the 1960s (234). The rising concerns over quality of life and the
health of the broader environment introduced interesting dimensions into growth ideology during the
1960s: “the concern with quality represented growth liberalism at its richest and most complex. The desire
to use economic growth to transcend economic growth was as noble as it was chimerical, and the attention
to growth’s environmental consequences was as responsible as it was ironic” (66). Ultimately, growth
liberalism was eclipsed during the 1970s with the end of the postwar boom and the emergence of economic
stagnation, inflation and “widespread pessimism” (98). The ten years after 1969, writes Collins, were a
“time of diminished confidence and capabilities” (100).

’ David B. Danbom, Born in the Country: A History of Rural America (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1995), 232.




35
acres, required fewer people to work in agriculture, and helped to consolidate larger
farms. The increased use of tractors during the war years, for example, contributed to
these trends. In 1939, there were 1.445 million tractors on American farms, or two for
every nine farms. By 1945, there were 2.354 million tractors in use: two for every five
farms.* Chemicals developed for war use, such as DDT, an insecticide, and 2,4-D, an
herbicide, became widely available to farmers to use after the war. Production and use of
insecticides increased over 50 percent during the war, and the use of such chemicals in
agricultural industry would only increase into the postwar years.’

At the same time that farm production increased, average farm sizes also
increased during the war and would only continue to grow in the postwar years. Walter
Wilcox, an agricultural economist at the University of Wisconsin, concluded in his work
on the farmer during World War II that the war sped up farm enlargement, contributing to
a trend of both smaller and larger unit farms growing in number while the number of
moderate-sized farms declined.® The average farm size grew from 213 acres in 1950 to
297 acres and growing in 1960.” Between those same years, the number of farms fell

from 5.4 million to 3.9 million—in contrast with the high mark of approximately 6.8

4 Danbom, Born, 236.

> Walter Wilcox, The Farmer in the Second World War (Ames, IA: The lowa State College Press, 1947),
57. See also Edmund Russell, War and Nature: Fighting Humans and Insects with Chemicals, from World
War I to Silent Spring (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). Russell explores how World War
I spurred scientists to adapt chemicals like insecticides that had been developed for agriculture to human
warfare and thereafter how the civilian and military development of chemicals influenced each other. He
demonstrates how the United States, in mobilizing for World War II, “linked military and civilian
institutions, developed new chemical technology to control insects and people, and joined chemical warfare
and pest control on rhetorical, institutional, and technological levels” (14). DDT, for example, was a
chemical designed for warfare and after the war ended, industrial scientists marketed the “new wonder
insecticide DDT” for civilian agricultural use (14).

6 Wilcox, Farmer, 303, 305.

7 Growing a Nation: The Story of American Agriculture (North Logan, UT: Letter Press Software, Inc.),
Lesson 3, http://www.agclassroom.org/gan/classroom/index_inst.htm.
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million farms in 1935.° These shifts would have profound effects on the people who lived
and worked on the land as the farm population also declined. During and after the war,
many people left the countryside in search of work opportunities in America’s
burgeoning cities and manufacturing sectors. Between January 1940 and January 1945,
approximately five million people left farms for other opportunities, a decline of 17
percent of the total farm population.9 Between 1950 and 1960, this trend accelerated as
the farm population declined from 25 million to 15.6 million. Others who did not
migrate to cities turned to part time farming and sought off-farm work, a trend that would
increase in the 1950s and 1960s.

These transformations were not simply a result of technological and scientific
advancements. The push toward fewer farms and increased mechanization and
industrialization in agriculture was not inevitable, but rather the result of choices made
within a dominant economic and political framework that prioritized increased
production and incomes and low prices for consumers. That framework also embraced
science and technology.lO Indeed, the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s policies and
programs, through its vast extension system, support of land-grant universities and in the
bureaucracy itself, supported and funded scientists, engineers, machinery developers and
chemical companies who all sought to make agriculture more efficient and productive.

The USDA urged farmers to “modemize”—to use hybrid seeds, tractors and chemical

8 Cochrane and Runge, Reforming Farm Policy: Toward a National Agenda (Ames, IA: Towa State
University Press, 1992), 94.

? Wilcox, Farmer, 98.

' Shane Hamilton, Trucking Country: The Road to America’s Wal-Mart Economy (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2008), 101. “Dry statistics mask the role of powerful government and business agents in
fomenting the depopulation and industrialization of the postwar countryside, as if the process were the
product of inevitable technological forces or of the “logic of industrial capitalism.”
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pesticides. In addition, the federal subsidy and commodity programs established by the
1933 Agricultural Adjustment Act tended to reward larger landowners, contributing to
the consolidation of land and wealth into fewer hands and the move toward
monocropping.

As the years after World War IT unfolded, it became clear that the “farm problem”
that plagued the agricultural industry was overproduction—an ironic problem that arose
from researchers’ and policymakers’ attempts to produce more and more from every acre.
President Eisenhower’s Secretary of Agriculture, Ezra Taft Benson and his supporters
believed the farm problem was an “issue to be confronted through abundant marketing”
rather than the planned scarcity that New Deal price support and production control
measures attempted to create.'' The problem, in other words, that they perceived was
underconsumption and not overproduction. Benson desired to abolish the price support
system established during the New Deal, a highly controversial position that Congress
did not enact. Benson found opposition to his proposals in a Congress dominated by
strong farming interests and legislators bent on maintaining the New Deal safety net for
farmers. Many southern, midwestern and western members of Congress, both Democrats
and Republicans, were uncomfortable slashing payments to farmers who voted for them
and as a result Congress refused to overhaul the crop subsidy program. Benson’s
attempts to do just that made him widely unpopular with farmers and even among

Republicans who backed the majority of President Eisenhower’s pro-business policies. 12

H Hamilton, Trucking, 115.
12 Hamilton, Trucking, 113.
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Despite failure to reform farm policy in his favor, Benson proved critical to the
growth of agribusiness, throwing USDA support to the food and processing industries
that arose between the farmers’ fields and the consumer’s mouth and ushering in an “era
of corporate-dominated agribusiness"’13 Central to the ideology of agribusiness was a
commitment to low prices for consumers. Within this environment, farmers who tilled
smaller, more diverse acreages struggled to keep pace, and many of them were forced out
of farming during the 1950s."* As corporate, mechanized agriculture took firm hold,
many farmers intensely felt the cost-price squeeze as investments in farming grew ever

more expensive and they received low returns. Particularly hard hit were farmers on

13 Hamilton, Trucking, 113.

" Nowhere were these transformations more pronounced than in the American South, which had a largely
rural population. Historian Pete Daniel argues that the transformation from the older agricultural cultures
to a more “rationalized and businesslike way of farming” was forced, over time “by mechanization and
government policy” and resulted in the displacement of millions of farmers from the land (Breaking the
Land: The Transformation of Cotton, Tobacco, and Rice Cultures since 1880 [Urbana: University of
Hlinois Press, 1985], xi, xiv). Daniel holds the New Deal years responsible for creating a new agriculture
based “more upon capital, government programs, technology, and science than upon sharecroppers, tenants
and the community” (90). In Daniel’s analysis, the AAA “undermined small-scale agriculture with policies
that benefited primarily landowners.” Radio programs, the extension service and other methods of USDA
outreach all pushed modernization and mechanization. Daniel concludes his book with the “triumph of
capitalist agriculture,” a system forged by government policy, mechanization, science. World War II only
accelerated the changes already underway during the Depression (237). “Instead of visionary programs,”
he concludes, “USDA policy is trapped in the original nineteenth-century premise of modernization. The
complexity of modern agriculture with its intricate financing, gigantic implements, prescription fertilizer
and chemicals, numerous federal programs, and frequent bankruptcies calls into question the notion of
progress” (295). One of Daniel’s final messages is that the modern system of agriculture was not the only
path that could have been taken: “larger farms, mammoth implements, killer chemicals, and government
intrusion were not inevitable” (296).

In his work specifically on the American South during the 1950s, Daniel further explores the
effects of government policy and mechanization on agriculture in the region (Lost Revolutions: The South
in the 1950s [Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000]). “Washington bureaucrats and
lobbyists in the 1950s advised farmers to embrace science and technology, to get big or get out. Machines
and chemicals destroyed jobs, reconfigured the landscape and undermined the environment.” Indeed, the
numbers told a story of dramatic change: 11 million southern sharecroppers, tenants and small farmers left
the land the two decades after World War II (1). This displacement continued beyond the 1950s as the 3
million farms in the American South in 1940 fell to 1.2 million farms in 1970, and tenants fell from 1.5
million to 136,000 in the same period. What had begun as an emergency measure passed in the 1930s to
help farmers, the farm program now had “metamorphosed into a vast system that subsidized farmers,
bureaucrats, processors, experiment stations, and agricultural schools. The USDA had become an unwieldy
bureaucracy that cultivated a wide band of support by dispensing favors to contradictory interests” (50).
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small and medium-sized farms, and as they left farming, the rural landscape and culture
changed—looking more and more like Benson’s vision of the countryside as one
populated by large-scale industrial, pro-corporate farmers."> Certainly the problems of
American agriculture during the 1950s were not new, but they intensified during the
1950s, and the decade was pivotal for entrenching our modem system of agriculture and
agribusiness.16

The changes coursing through agricultural and rural America during the postwar
years elicited both celebration and concern. On the one hand, the developments marked
significant progress, the unprecedented productivity a miracle and boon to both the
United States and the world. The advancements made in agriculture would give

consumers low prices, help to feed a hungry world and serve to create a better, safer

tomorrow, particularly in the dangerous world of the Cold War. On the other hand, some

15 Hamilton, Trucking, 118.

'® Tensions and frustrations in agriculture ran high during these years. In October 1957, in what became
known as the “South Dakota incident”, debate over the farm problem moved into a different arena than
discourse and discussion. As Secretary Benson stood on stage in front of 7500 people to celebrate the
National Com Picking contest, eggs flew through the air in his direction (he was not hit; they landed on the
stage). Some South Dakota farmers felt they had failed to get “satisfaction from letters they wrote Benson”
and “decided to lob eggs on him.” In a telegram following the incident, a farmer wrote to Benson, saying,
“I’m sure that every farmer there wanted to throw eggs at you but only five had the nerve. You will get it
more often hereafter.” U.S. Representative from South Dakota, George McGovern, (D-SD) also attending
the National Com Picking contest, remarked that while he and Senator Stuart Symington (D-MO) did not
agree with Secretary Benson’s policies, “we much prefer to debate rather than throw eggs or anything
else.” The Department of Agriculture responded, stating that the egg throwing incident had “served to focus
public attention on the farm problem” and will “cause the public generally to re-examine the farm program
with a view to helping bring forth something better than the hodge-podge legislation which grew out of
depression and war.” Certainly as a demonstration of discontent, the egg throwing incident was mild in
comparison with other demonstrations in American and world history. It did, however, illustrate the
tensions coursing through agricultural America in the postwar years. (The Daily Plainsman, Huron, South
Dakota, October 6, 1957; Telegram from Hugoton, Kansas, October 11, 1957, National Archives and
Records Administration, College Park, MD, Record Group 16, Records of the Office of the Secretary of
Agriculture [hereafter cited as NA RG 16], Box 2994, Folder “Public Relations 4-1—South Dakota
Incident, Oct 1-24”; USDA response, 31 October 1957; letter to Mrs. White from Robert D. McMillen,
Assistant to the Secretary, 25 October 1957, NA RG 16, Box 2994, Folder “Public Relations 4-1—South
Dakota Incident, Oct 25-").
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Americans worried over the fate of rural America and the family farm in light of the
trends and transformations in agriculture. Progress had a dark side.

The fate of the family farm and rural America was a hot topic in the postwar
years—one, admittedly, that often got expressed yet did little to stop the dominant trends
discussed above. President Truman’s Secretary of Agriculture, Charles F. Brannan, for
example, voiced his worries over the direction of American agricultural development and
policy. Unlike Benson, Brannan was a New Deal supporter, having worked to implement
New Deal programs. During the Depression he had been a lawyer with the Resettlement
Administration, helping to relocate Dust Bowl families, and during World War II, he had
worked for the Farm Security Administration, the Resettlement Administration’s
successor. This background was reflected in his approach to federal farm policy. He
wanted to protect the family farm concept—an institution he saw as essential to
American life and democracy.

Under the leadership of Secretary Brannan, the Truman administration attempted
to confront the nature of price supports and fundamentally reform farm policy. In what
became known as the “Brannan Plan,” the administration proposed ending the New Deal
program of propping up farm income by restricting production and providing price
supports based on the number of units of a specific commodity produced. Instead, the
tederal government needed to guarantee incomes—ie, providing income subsidies instead
of commodity subsidies. The Brannan Plan advocated that the market determine prices

and growers receive income subsidies if total earnings fell below the parity level

established. Large producers preferred the price supports to direct payments and the plan
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failed when Republicans, supported by farm interests like the Farm Bureau, and southern
Democrats who opposed the civil rights agenda of the Truman administration, combined
to defeat the proposal in Congress in 1949. The failure of the Brannan Plan closed the
window on what historian Virgil Dean perceived to be a “golden opportunity” to
fundamentally reform farm policy and possibly slow the trend toward ever-larger farms.'’

After this defeat, Brannan continued to express his concerns over the direction of
American agriculture and did not give up his efforts to ensure federal farm policy favored
the family farm concept. Per his decision, the USDA underwent a comprehensive policy
review 1n 1951 to find out how well the programs of the Department of Agriculture were
serving family farmers, and how they could be improved to better “protect and preserve

k]

the traditional pattern of family farming.’ '® Brannan thought it necessary to appraise
tederal services to the family farm, because, he believed “through all the pressures of

mobilization and stepped-up production, we must safeguard the traditional family-farm

.. . . N 5519 .
principle as a valuable American institution.” ~ Echoing many others throughout

" The most in-depth discussion of the Brannan Plan and farm politics generally at this time is Virgil W.
Dean, An Opportunity Lost: The Truman Administration and the Farm Policy Debate (Columbia:
University of Missouri Press, 2006). This attempt to fundamentally reform federal farm policy is generally
conceived of as the moment when it most likely could have happened. With the Brannan Plan’s defeat, the
nation “missed a golden opportunity to effect a major and much needed change in U.S. agricultural policy,”
writes Dean, and the concepts debated “remained at the heart of the farm policy debate for most of the next
half century” (xi).

8 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Summary of the Family Farim Policy Review (Washington, DC: GPO,
September 1952), 1.

? Ibid. Brannan linked the family farm’s significance to the new global order of the Cold War, declaring
“our family farm pattern is a world symbol of democracy on the land. Itis America’s answer to
communism’s false propaganda among the underprivileged rural peoples of other countries...the American
family farm pattern is one of the Nation’s main exhibits in the world struggle for men’s minds and one of
the examples we hold out for all the world to see. We seek to extend the benefits and advantages of our
system to rural populations elsewhere. To be successful in this, we should make sure that our own pattern
is the best possible one...If democracy is to be a continuing source of hope to rural people elsewhere in the
world, democracy must continue to advance in rural America.” This kind of rhetoric would continue into
the 1960s.
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American history, Brannan declared that “the family farm has always been the backbone
of our democracy” and in the face of increasing communist threats, rural America had to
be strong and held up as an example to rural peoples in the world. In another expression
of concem over the fate of the family farm and rural American communities, U.S.
Representative George McGovern (D-SD) stated before Congress in 1957 that “one of
the most alarming developments in recent American history 1s the accelerated
deterioration of the family farming units of our Nation. The replacement of family-size
farms with huge corporation style farm operations,” he continued, “is not only
undercutting the opportunities for young Americans to make their livelihoods in
agriculture, but it 1s a direct threat to the continuance of our rural communities with their
schools, churches, and commercial life.” Ultimately, McGovern concluded, “when
scores of farm families are replaced by one factory-type operation, we have actually set
the stage for a kind of modern day feudalism with the remaining farmers playing the role
of serfs.”?

While the exact definition of a “family farm” remained up for grabs, and the state
of its demise debated, the fact remained that changes in American agriculture
transformed the American countryside after World War II on an unprecedented scale.
Farms grew larger and more mechanized, small farmers struggled and rural poverty
remained a problem, even as the postwar economic recovery obscured at the national

level many of rural America’s problems.?' The federal government did little to address

20 “Preserving the Family Farm as a Way of Life,” The Congressional Record, 18 February 1957.

2! Dennis Roth, “True D. Morse and the Beginnings of Post-War Rural Development Work,” Federal
Rural Development Policy in the Twentieth Century (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Agriculture
Economic Research Service, 2002), 1. http://www.nal.usda.gov/ric/ricpubs/rural_development policy.html.




the plight of small farmers and rural poverty in the immediate postwar years; only a
handful of policymakers gave those issues attention. Secretary Brannan was one of them,
arguing for an éxpanded role for the Farmer Home Administration (FHA), the successor
agency to the New Deal era Farm Security Administration. “I have been convinced for a
long time that we need a much bigger Farmers Home Administration program to assist
families on inadequate units to improve and enlarge their farms and to change their
systems of farming,” Brannan wrote in 1952.>

After World War II, however, the emphasis of federal policy and business was not
on helping families on inadequate farms to improve their practices and remain on their
farms. The mandate for certain New Deal reforms, which had sought to do that, had
disappeared during World War II. The agrarian thrust of certain New Deal reformers,
mainly in the Farm Security Administration, and the attendant federal and state
commitment to support those who wished to stay in farming, even if that meant
subsistence farming, did not motivate policymakers in postwar America. That agrarian
moment, as Sarah Phillips and others argue, closed as wartime expansion and economic

gains “empowered efforts to undermine production restrictions, conservation controls and

It was not just poverty in rural America that was obscured, but poverty everywhere. Historian Thomas
Sugrue points out in his work on postwar Detroit that “the United States at mid-century was a far more
complicated and troubled place than emerges from most histories and popular accounts. The nation was at
a peak of economic and global strength in the 1940s and 1950s. America’s aggregate rate of economic
growth was nothing short of stunning.” Yet at the same time, Sugrue demonstrates that the “celebration of
affluence masked significant regional variations and persistent inequality” across America. Many lived
below the “facade of postwar prosperity” (The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in
Postwar Detroit [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996], 6).

22 Charles Brannan to J.S. Russell, 8 August 1952, NA RG 16, Box 2077, Folder, “Farming 2, Family
Farming.”
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rural rehabilitation programs.”® Soil conservation efforts promoted by the Soil
Conservation Service and the Extension Service shifted from combating rural poverty,
improving marginal lands and focusing on the longer term maintenance of soil resources
for the use of future generations to promoting ultimate production capability and boosting
crop yields.*!

By the mid 1950s, however, federal policymakers realized something had to be
done to guide the rapid and wrenching changes in agricultural and rural life, and
particularly for struggling farm families and withering rural communities. The federal
rural development program that developed under the Eisenhower administration
beginning in 1955 adhered to the priorities of postwar economic growth and supported

the development of an industrialized countryside and viable alternatives to agriculture. It

3 Phillips, This Land, This Nation, 222. Wartime gains pushed liberals toward an “alternative prescription
for rural poverty: full employment,” writes Phillips. “New industry, they believed, could provide jobs and
high wages; industrial expansion would underpin rural prosperity.” The demise of the Farm Security
Administration (FSA) beginning in 1943 with slashed appropriations and concluding in 1946 when it was
officially dismantled and replaced by the Farmers Home Administration (FHA), signified the decline of the
agrarian influence on New Deal rural, conservation and agricultural policy. The New Deal programs to
assist the rural poor and marginal farmers, such as rural rehabilitation communities, and the application of
soil conservation practices to marginal farmlands were easy targets for an increasing conservative
opposition to the New Deal that consolidated in the late 1930s; these rural programs also challenged the
major powers in agriculture. FSA assistance to tenants and sharecroppers in the South, for example,
threatened larger landowners and businessmen who liked the control they had over the availability of labor,
and bankers and processors viewed the FSA’s loan programs as competition. The “representatives of the
large commercial farmers provided the most effective opposition” to the FSA writes Richard S. Kirkendall
in Social Scientists and Farm Politics in the Age of Roosevelt (115). These tensions were expressed within
the USDA itself, between the Agricultural Adjustment Administration, which supported larger, commercial
farmers and their interests and the FSA; there was, as Kirkendall writes, “much talk of conflict between the
objectives of the two agencies” (90). The Farm Bureau combined with with the anti-New Deal
conservative coalition in Congress to defeat the FSA and the FHA permitted to continue what was
considered the acceptable work of the FSA: the tenant purchase program, water facilities program and loan
and credit programs to low-income farmers. Any programs suggesting communal work, or the support of
subsistence farming were eliminated. Grant McConnell remarked cynically about the creation of the
Farmers Home Administration: “Such is the resolution of the problem of rural poverty” in The Decline of
Agrarian Democracy (Berkeley: University of California Press 1953), 111. Ultimately, in his estimation,
the dilemma of the FSA “was that it had to administer a welfare program within the framework of
ggricultural policy. In this it never succeeded” (96).

Wilcox, Farmer, 106-08.
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reflected a fundamental principle of American economic policy from the 1940s through
the 1970s—the belief that “only sustained economic growth could relieve poverty” and
strong economic growth was a “prerequisite for social security or economic justice.”*

Indeed, the main goal of the federal Rural Development Program was to improve
the economic viability of depressed rural areas by diversifying economic opportunity to
increase the incomes of the people who lived there—even if that meant encouraging
those who remained in farming to leave farming, or converting agricultural lands to other
economic purposes, like rural industry. The focus, as the program began, was on
farmers, but it was not an agrarian policy devoted to keeping farmers on the land at all
costs as some New Deal policies had sought to do. At the same time, the new program
emphasized improved land-use techniques, and off-farm work as a supplement to
farmers, in this way echoing approaches used in New Deal rural policy.

Ultimately the federal Rural Development Program remained limited and under-
resourced, making no real dent in the dominant trends of American agriculture during the
1950s. The program worked within the framework of a developing large-scale
agriculture and agribusiness instead of reforming it. As just one indicator of this reality,
Don Paarlberg, head of the task force that formed the program, pointed out that the Rural
Development Program’s yearly cost to the federal government ($2.7 million)

approximately equaled the daily cost of storing and managing the $9 billion surplus of

farm products.26

= Schulman, From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt, 198, 207.
2% Don Paarlberg, “Rural Development Achievements and Shortcomings as Seen at the Federal Level,”
Journal of Farm Economics 43: 5 (1961): 1515.
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On the other hand, Paarlberg believed that the program had brought out into the
open problems that had previously been “glossed over” by society, including the
existence of widespread rural poverty, poor utilization of rural America’s resources and
the failure of price-support programs to help the small operator.27 The problems could
not be dealt with effectively, he believed, until they were recognized and understood.
The creation of the Rural Development Program thus revealed a sense on the part of
certain leaders and policymakers that while the industrial farm model appeared to be
successful beyond imagination, the model had real negative consequences and contained
fundamentally contradictory implications that had to be addressed before they became
overwhelming and explosive.

Furthermore, the federal Rural Development Program of the 1950s laid the
foundation for rural development policy during the 1960s. It 1s important to recognize
that it developed amidst other changes in American life, including a rising societal
interest in outdoor recreation, the preservation of open spaces and stirrings of
environmentalist concern with natural beauty. In addition to commercial agriculture,
these trends also affected the issues the Rural Development Program sought to address
and the solutions it envisioned for the rural landscape and rural people. The program
helped to lay the groundwork for a federal conservation and rural development agenda in
the 1960s that sought to find new uses for and approaches to agrarian America in an
effort to deal with the transformations in the American countryside, problems in

America’s cities and to craft a more balanced society.

7 Ibid, 1512.
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The 1950s Federal Rural Development Program and a “New Rural America”

In January of 1954, President Eisenhower addressed Congress on the subject of
small farm families and their need for special assistance in the midst of agriculture’s
transformations. He recognized in his address that the USDA’s price support policies
only benefited some farmers, and that other measures were needed for the millions of
people in agriculture who did not fare as well: “the chief beneficiaries of our price-
support policies have been the two million larger highly mechanized farming units which
produce about 85 percent of our agricultural output. . .Special attention should be given

528

to the problems peculiar to small farmers.”* The fact that in 1950, about 1.5 million
farm families made less than $1000 a year revealed a serious problem in American life.*’
Eisenhower submitted recommendations to Congress for a program focusing on small
farmers’ problems and a task force was established to study the problems of agricultural
poverty and low-income farmers. This task force formed the foundation of the first
federal attempt at rural development in the postwar period.

Secretary Benson appointed True D. Morse, a man with rural development

experience, to direct efforts toward America’s smaller farms. Morse had directed the

Doane Agricultural Service, a private firm out of St. Louis, Missouri, which gave

28 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Progress in the Rural Development Program: First Annual Report of
the Secretary of Agriculture (Washington, DC: GPO, September 1956).

’ Statistic derived from Farms and Farm People, A Special Cooperative Report, U.S. Department of
Commerce and U.S. Department of Agriculture (Washington, DC: GPO, June 1953).
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planning assistance to individual farms during the 1930s and 1940s.*® Morse anticipated
drastic changes would affect agriculture after the war and believed small and low-income
farms needed special attention because the price support and other commodity programs
did not fit these farmers’ needs. He also recognized that as the American economy grew
and agriculture transformed, nonagricultural industry might increase in rural areas.

Like Brannan, Morse believed that support of small family farms was essential for
American culture and society because these farms still served as the “backbone of the
nation” and stood as a “bulwark” against those who aimed to destroy the American way
of life.?! In the context of the Cold War, Americans had to win the bottom line of
productivity, and multibillion dollar subsidies helped to achieve that goal. Butthe United
States was also competing with the Soviet Union on more than the economic front; the
Cold War was a battle for values as well. In this cultural battle, the Jeffersonian ideal of
the democratic, independent family farmer played an important role as a symbol of
American identity and greatness—one that Morse’s program attempted to sustain as more
than just an 1deal, but a reality updated for modern times.

In 1955, the task force called for by President Eisenhower provided
recommendations for the development of a program aimed at the problems of rural

poverty.32 Its final report emphasized its focus on farm people, while at the same time

30 Roth, “True D. Morse,” 1. The Doane Agricultural Service drew “detailed maps, analyzed soils and
productivity, investigated local markets and community structures, and then produced a farm management
plan.”

3 True D. Morse, “Agricultural Problems—as Seen From Washington,” Journal of Farm Economics 35: 5
(1953): 665.

32 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Development of Agriculture’s Human Resources: A Report on
Problems of Low-Income Farmers (Washington, DC: GPO, April 1955). The various organizations did
not all agree in their recommendations to the USDA regarding the creation of a rural development program
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directed at the problems of low-income farmers, and their responses created an insightful dialogue. Certain
groups, such as the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and the National Farmers Union (NFU) critiqued
federal farm policy, arguing that too much of the agricultural legislation and USDA activities were of major
benefit to only the owners and operators of large farms. “We are not convinced that it is socially desirable
for the majority of the nation’s farmers to transfer to industrial employment or to abandon their farms for
employment by major farm operators. We do not believe that the trend which has been toward large-scale
highly mechanized farming unites in the United States is a healthy development,” wrote the AFL. It called
for a renewal of New Deal style programs that worked toward “rehabilitating the underemployed rural
people.” The AFL also critiqued the Extension Service for devoting too much of its assistance to the two
million “large, highly mechanized” farm units and helping to increase their production and not paying
enough attention to the problems of small farmers. It suggested that the Extension program redirect its
resources to help the other 3.5 million farmers better usc land and human resources instead of forcing them
to leave agriculture. One must read the AFL’s response with an eyc to the AFL’s interests, which was
protecting its laborers; the flood of rural migrants to cities directly competed with urban labor. (The
American Federation of Labor to Secretary Benson, 19 August 1954, NA RG 16, Box 2417, Folder
“Farming 2 Family, Aug. 27 to (2 of 2)”).

In line with its historic support of small farms, the NFU also criticized the USDA’s general thrust
toward supporting larger, commercial farms and wrote that it was “deeply concerned about the problem of
poverty or near poverty on a large number of family-type farms.” It called for Secretary Benson and his
staff to “redirect the policies of the Department of Agriculturc toward strengthening and developing the
small family farmer,” which it saw as the best means of strengthening and developing the family farm. It
also opposed what it perceived to be the curtailment of the Farmers Home Administration (FHA). “In all
frankness,” wrote James Patton, head of the NFU, “I must say. . .that the current drift of the farm policies
of the Executive Branch of the Federal government is in the direction of an increased percentage of
tenancy, concentration of farm land ownership and control, continued poverty for the already unfortunate
and imposed poverty for those in the middle income brackets who up to now have been able to earn
relatively adequate incomes for their farms.” (The National Farmers Union to Secretary Benson, 28 July
1954, NA RG 16, Box 2418, Folder “Farming 2 Family, Jan. 1 to Aug. 2”). During World War II, Patton
had expressed astonishment and dismay before a congressional committee at the growing case against the
Farm Security Administration, arguing that the agency would serve a valuable role in the prosecution of
total war. He supported the committee’s goal of reducing nonessential federal expenditures, but believed
the federal expenditures to be reduced or eliminated were not those of the FSA, but the Agricultural
Adjustment Administration (AAA) subsidies: “We feel that a review of agricultural funds is desirable. We
have long felt that AAA subsidies are unnecessary for larger farms.” In an articulation of ideas that would
reemerge in the 1960s as part of the rural and agricultural agenda of Johnson’s Great Society, Patton argued
that the “parity concept for agriculture must not be limited to parity of price, but must include parity of
interest rate, parity of credit availability, parity of income, parity of living standards, and parity of
opportunity for the 50 percent of farm families who now get only 10 percent of agriculture’s total income”
(Report of Proceedings, Joint Committee of Nonessential Federal Expenditures, National Agricultural
Library [hereafter citied as NAL], USDA History Collection, Series 1, Subseries 4, Addenda, Files of John
A. Baker, Box 1.4/A-15, Folder, “VIB2b(2) Farm Security”). This concept of “parity of opportunity” for
rural America would become a central part of Johnson’s 1965 message on agriculture and War on Poverty
in rural areas.

In contrast, the Farm Bureau, in line with its historical ideology, told the Department of
Agriculture in 1954 to be wary of promoting more programs to help struggling farmers to stay in
agriculture. “One of the things we need to avoid in our approach to this problem,” wrote Allen B. Kline,
Farm Bureau President, “is development of programs which insure continuing poverty.” He supported the
migration of rural people to cities: “Our cities and their industries have been built to a large degree, by
people who moved from the farms to the cities as increasing agricultural productivity made it possible for a
smaller proportion of our population to supply the total need for agricultural products. There is no reason
why this process cannot be expected to continue for some time in the future.” (Farm Bureau to Secretary
Benson, 29 July 1954, NA, RG 16, Box 2417, Folder, “Farming 2 Family, Aug. 3 to Aug. 26”). Others
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acknowledging it did not address the problems of migratory agricultural workers.*®> The
principal cause for low incomes in farming, the report concluded, had nothing to do with
inadequacies in the people themselves, such as lack of work ethic, but rather
“inadequate” agricultural resources. The solutions to these problems the nation
confronted would need to be “broadly formulated” with attention to resolutions that
rested outside of commercial agriculture. The authors of the report expected to see
continued movement of many farm people into nonfarm occupations.34

The Report also reflected President Eisenhower’s predilection for federalism,
which sought to channel power to states and local governments.” The rural development
program would be driven by local desires and needs and guided by thc people
themselves, as opposed to the federal government: “this study emphasizes that the

foundation for programs to increase opportunities available to low-income people is the

agreed with the Farm Bureau, including the Dean of the University of West Virginia College of
Agriculture, Forestry and Home Economics, H.R. Varney who did not see how price support programs
could help the majority of West Virginia farmers, who farmed small acreages. He agreed, at least in terms
of West Virginia’s situation, that there were too many farmers for too few land resources and the only
solution was for the “surplus population” to find nonfarm employment over a period of time. In terms of a
new federal program, Varney believed it should be dominated by “special measures to improve and assist
the economic mobility” of poor farmers, in particular West Virginia farmers. To address farm population
immobility, he advocated training programs through institutions like the 4-H that focused on improving the
nonfarm skills of rural people. This move to nonfarm employment, ideally within the native state, was
central to the federal rural development program’s solutions. (“Reply to Secretary Benson’s Letter of June
7,” H.R. Varney, Dean and Director, West Virginia University College of Agriculture, Forestry and Home
Economics, 23 July 1954, NA RG 16, Box 2418, Folder “Farming 2 Family, Jan. 1 to Aug. 2”).
33 Development, iv. As with New Deal policy, migrant agricultural workers did not fall under “agricultural
policy,” but their problems were instead seen as a labor issue. In the 1955 report, the authors stated that the
problems of agricultural migrant workers would be addressed by the President’s Interdepartmental
Committee on Migratory Workers.
34 .

Development, iv.
3 This federalism philosophy, which limited government funds to the rural development program, also
accepted the channeling of billions of dollars of federal funds to corporate farms through the USDA
Extension Service as well as through direct payments. This contrast points out what many scholars,
particularly in the field of American Political Development (APD) have explored as the “hidden state”—
analyzing the realities of where government spending goes and the vast reach of the state, no matter the
rhetoric surrounding it. See for example, Brian Balogh, 4 Government Out of Sight: the Mystery of
National Authority in Nineteenth-Century America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
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interest and enterprise of local people and communities.” Whatever action proceeded
from the report’s conclusions “must be done within the American philosophy that each
individual make his own decisions and set his own goals. Government has responsibility

-
93

in keeping open the channels of opportunity. ® Local communities would find support in
government and private enterprise as they worked to create better futures for themselves;
support that came mostly in the form of federal funds would be distributed through local
entities and guided by county level committees. The program would be a team effort, in
other words, but the direction would come from the local communities—a governance
philosophy that differed from some federal interventionist reform efforts of the New Deal
period.

The approach to the problems of low-income farmers as recommended by the
report was largely educational and developmental, an approach that fit within the
parameters of federalism and fiscal constraints that tempered reform during the 1950s.
The greatest need on the majority of America’s farms was increased income, and for
those who could still work, the ability to enlarge earnings seemed to fall in two general
directions: 1) through increased capital, more land and the better management of farms
and 2) through more off-farm opportunity. Specifically, the report delved into fourteen
“general recommendations.” These included an expansion of technical assistance and
extension work programs geared toward part-time and low-income farmers; increased
availability of Farmers Home Administration loans and credit; dispersal of defense

industries in rural areas; a revision of formulas for grants in aid for vocational education

3
6 Developinent, 2.
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in the effort to increase them; and promotion of health and nutrition facilities and
personnel in rural areas.’’

While farms with low incomes existed all over the nation, the report
acknowledged, they were concentrated in areas of dense rural settlement with high birth
rates, few outside jobs and where the natural environment hindered the use of modern
machinery. The report determined “problem areas” based on three criteria: net income
of full-time farmers, level of living and size of operation. Areas with incomes under
$1000, or which had had a level of income in the lowest fifth of the nation, or where 50
percent or more of the commercial farms were classed as low production were selected
for study.*® The majority of the “generalized problem areas” were in the U.S. South and
Appalachia, though they also included the Ozark-Ouachita Mountains and border, the
cut-over region of the Northern Lake States, Northwestern New Mexico and the Cascade
and Northern Rocky Mountain regions. The report recommended that the rural
development program begin in targeted pilot areas within these regions. In April 1955,
President Eisenhower informed Congress of the administration’s desire to begin the Rural
Development Program, stating, “We must open wider the doors of opportunity to our
million and a half farm families with extremely low incomes—for their own well being

and for the good of our country and all our people.”39

37 Ibid, 5-6. The report expanded upon these recommendations in depth.

38 Ibid, 8-9. The report contrasted the so-called “problem areas” of study with non-problem rural areas,
concluding that farmers in the problem areas were older, had less education and had only one-third the
investment in land and buildings as non problem areas and were less mechanized. And while most of the
farmers in the areas selected by the study were owners, the areas also included 80 percent of the
sharecroppers in the nation, concentrated mainly in the U.S. South.

3 President Eisenhower to Congress, letter transmitting the Rural Development Program proposal, 26
April 1955, as quoted in “Highlights of Fourth Rural Development Program Report,” White House Press
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By the time of the Rural Development Program’s first annual report a little over a
year later, in September 1956, Rural Development Committees had been established in
24 states, and had chosen 54 pilot rural counties and areas where the program would be
focused in 1957. The lead agency for the program was the Extension Service, which
helped community leaders to organize state and county level rural development
committees.”” As of July 1, 1956, ten states had worked significantly on community
development through the pilot program, and ten more states planned to initiate pilot
programs. The lending authority of the Farmers Home Administration had been
expanded to make more credit available to smaller farmers, and the Extension service
was working with state extension services to provide more on-the-farm and community
assistance in pilot counties. Overall, the authors of the Report were satisfied to see that
many states where the problem of low-income farming was most pressing had “taken up
the Rural Development program idea as a major new approach to balanced farm,

industry, and other development.”*'

Release, 30 October 1959, NA RG 16, Box 3299, Folder “Farming 2-2, Interagency Rural Development,
Aug 1 to Nov. 207).

40 Roth, “True D. Morse,” 10.

4! U.S. Department of Agriculture, Progress in the Rural Development Program. First Annual Report of
the Secretary of Agriculture (Washington, DC: United States Department of Agriculture, September 1956),
5, 15. In the introductory letter of this report to President Eisenhower, Secretary Benson focused on the
family farm in the midst of transformation. “The economic strength of American agriculture rests in great
part on the ability of our family farms to meet the challenge of adjustment to changing conditions. All of
our agricultural programs have this main objective—to help famers on family-type farms maintain and
strengthen their position in a dynamic economy.” For more than a million farm families, though, “the need
to adjust operations to modem-day trends present complex problems.” The new Rural Development
Program was designed, he explained, to help families on small farms” with limited resources to attain
greater opportunities in an expanding economy.” The long term goals of the program were to bring
significant benefits to farm families through increased opportunities, made possible through more work off
the farm, better farming techniques, improved health, and better education.
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In May 1957, the USDA highlighted examples of the program in action, which
focused on creating this “balanced development” in rural America.*> The program’s
main activities included increased Extension work; new credit programs for
improvements in farming and helping farmers to shift production for newly developed or
growing markets. The Farmers Home Administration, for example could now make
loans to farmers working part-time in trade or industry. Other developments included:
an increase of technical aid for small farmers to improve soil, farming practice and
forestry practice; campaigns begun to expand industry and to help underemployed
farmers or other rural people find full or part-time jobs in industry and trade; a review of
vocational education to see if it was meeting the needs of young people; and special
attention to community health and welfare needs.

Different counties across the country had begun implementing various programs.
In Santa Fe County, New Mexico, leaders had organized a program to increase recreation
opportunities for young people. Improved information access through radio programs
and other means on services and assistance helpful to families on small farms, especially
on programs like Social Security, was being developed in Van Buren County, Arkansas.
In Price County, Wisconsin, local leaders had established three woodlot demonstration
areas to show how to properly use forest resources. The report singled out Lewis County,
West Virginia, as being typical of many pilot counties in its development of
organizations. Many county level organizations had been developed to take care of

various tasks—the Report named 13 committees. The Labor Committee, for example,

42 U.S. Department of Agriculture, “Rural Development Program,” Rural Resource Leaflet No. 1, May
1957, NA RG 16, Box 2932, Folder, “Farming 2-1, Rural Development Program July 1 to Aug. 31.” The
program also printed a series called “Rural Development Program NEWS.”
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studied unemployment and underemployment while the Industrial Committee studied the
possibilities of locating small industry in the community.

While the Rural Development Program was smali, especially in comparison to the
farm programs supporting large-scale commercial agriculture, the issues it sought to
target and its recognition of a changing rural and agricultural America were significant.
One of the main developments Morse observed was an increased and new kind of
interconnectedness between rural and urban America. As he oversaw the program,

43
777 This new

Morse contemplated the emergence of what he called a “new rural America.
rural America was defined by increased interconnectedness to urban America, suburban
expansion, new rural dwellers, diversification of income by families on small farms and
increased part-time farming.** Evidence was piling up, Morse observed that indicated
that “the farm communities of the future will be drawn more closely than ever before into
the life of urban communities.” A new agricultural community was emerging that could

be described as “city life widely spaced.” To be of the most service, agricultural

programs needed to more fully recognize the “integrated communities of rural and urban

people.”*

3 True D. Morse, “A New Rural America,” notes for a discussion before the Kentucky Agricultural
Council, Lexington, Kentucky, May 14, 1957, NAL, USDA History Collection, Series 1, Subseries 4,
Section XIII, Box 1.4/110, Folder, “XIIIB2c Rural Devel. Prog. Loans 1957.”

4 Ibid. Twenty years earlier, according to USDA statistics, 11 percent of farmers worked 100 days or
more off their farms; in 1957 that figure had reached over 28 percent of farmers, and off-farm employment
produced one dollar for every three dollars of the net farm income reported. At the same time that off-the-
farm employment increased, Morse acknowledged that “commercial family farms have been increasing in
size rapidly” but refused to concede that they were succumbing to “factory farms.” In fact, even though the
average size of commercial farms was growing, Morse asserted that America’s farms “depend even more
than formerly on family labor and in this respect are more than ever entitled to be called ‘family farms’.”
“ Ibid. Science News Letter echoed Morse’s sentiments in “Farm Scene Changes,” November 23, 1957,
stating that a “new rural America” is emerging and identifying “two new broad fronts in agriculture.” @nc
front was more part-time and residential farms; since 1939, part-time farming and residential farming had




The emerging New Rural America and its intertwined relationship with urban
America required a rethinking of farm programs and the use rural America’s resources.
Farm, business, civic and agricultural leadership needed to be asking if their programs
were geared to serve the new rural America, and farm programs needed to be in step with
the revolution taking place on farms and in rural communities. “Are we still thinking and
working with the same approaches used in the horse and mule age of agriculture—or
have we shifted to the age of unlimited power and transportation and rapidly expanding
road and highway systems?”” queried Morse. In the end, Morse concluded, “the New
Rural America is highly desirable for our great industrial Nation. The more than 85
percent of our people who are non-farm workers need the influence of the open
country—and the energy and the poise that comes from rural living.” This rural strength
and stability was essential “if we are to have the stability and strength as a Nation to cope
with the future.”*®

The same year that Morse articulated his vision of a “New Rural America,” the
USDA established the federal Committee for Rural Development Program, which

expanded the initiative beyond the USDA to include undersecretaries from a variety of

agencies: Agriculture, Interior, Commerce, Labor, Health Education and Welfare, the

increased 22% the article found. The other was the increasing size of commercial family farms, with the
article reporting that small-medium sized farms had decreased by 20% since 1939, and larger more
productive farms had increased by 44%.

Morse anticipated that farmland values would increasingly be determined by non-agricultural
factors, such as the location of good roads, demands of non-farmer buyers and suburbanization.
Recognizing the growth of agribusiness, USDA economists estimated that until World War II, only about
25 percent of farm production supplies, including fertilizers, seeds and feed, came from “urban-industry”
sources. In 1957, more than 60 percent of these supplies came from cities and factories. In addition, urban-
based industries now often performed chores that were once done by farmers themselves, such as the
contract hauling of livestock and other farm products, the pick up of eggs and milk, insect and weed control
and custom harvesting.

46 I . EE)
Morse, “New Rural America,” 3-4.




Administrator from the Small Business Administration, and a representative of the
Council on Economic Advisors.”” In 1958, members of this committee joined others at a
conference on rural development in Memphis, Tennessee. The conference recognized
many of the trends and issues Morse had illustrated in his 1957 talk, identifying seven
major trends of rural American society: “(1) rural standards of living were improving and
rural/urban differences were diminishing; (2) rural education was improving; (3) there
were fewer and larger commercial farms; (4) farming was becoming more specialized;
(5) there was more part-time farming combined with part-time non-farm work; (6) therc
were more nonfarm residents in rural areas; and (7) city dwellers were making greater usc
of rural areas for recreation.”*

The conference recognized the growing importance of outdoor recreation in
American life and its potential for supporting rural communities and farmers and
transforming rural resource use. The rise of outdoor recreation in the postwar years was
an important trend that would affect the direction of the “New Rural America” and the
postwar agricultural landscape. American leaders and policymakers sought to expand the
uses of American farmlands, to convert idle acres to other economic and cultural uses for

the nation and to avert what was perceived to be a growing crisis in lack of outdoor

recreation resources to meet Americans’ needs.

47 Roth, “True D. Morse,” 12.
* Ibid.
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Concern over Outdoor Recreation Resources and the Importance of Private-Lands
Recreation

The “New Rural America” was a place of both production and direct
consumption, as Morse and others envisioned; key societal forces, such as the rise of
tourism and outdoor recreation had the potential to reshape how the farm and rural
America’s resources would be used in American life. The Rural Development Program
developed amidst a rising societal concern for outdoor space and heritage, which marked
the emergence of modern environmentalism, and which also shaped new dimensions of
traditional wise-use conservation policy. Agricultural lands became part of America’s
critical open space heritage that could solve pressing societal problems and which
demanded preservation and new wise uses.

Concem over open space, including wilderness areas, and an increased interest in
outdoor recreation on the part of America’s growing suburban and urban population
emerged during the 1950s as rising living standards, increasing income levels and
education levels allowed Americans to focus on “quality of life” issues as never before.
Certainly, outdoor recreation had been a central feature in many Americans’ lives before
World War II, and especially since the automobile boom of the interwar years. Outdoor
recreation comprised part of early twentieth century reforms to improve the lives of
industrial and city workers, to provide an escape for more well-to-do Americans, was
touted as an economic industry for rural areas, and served a critical role in the depressed

America of the 1930s.*’ But recreation-use exploded in the postwar years. Aided by a

? See Paul Sutter, Driven Wild: How the Fight Against Automobiles Launched the Modern 1ilderness
Movement (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2002); Neil Maher, Nature’s New Deal: The Civilian
Conservation Corps and the Roots of the Environmental Movement (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
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rapidly expanding highway system that allowed Americans to access rural and wild
places previously out of reach, visitors streamed onto public lands in ever-increasing
numbers in the late 1940s and 1950s. Just as one indicator, from 1916-1941, annual
visitation to the National Parks grew from 360,000 to 21 million, and in 1955 annual
visitation clocked in at 56 million people per year.”® Responding to this explosion in
visitation, the National Park Service (NPS) enacted “Mission 66,” an investment of $1
billion over ten years to expand parks and their recreation facilities. Interest in national
parks continued to grow and the NPS sites had 133 million visits a year in 1966 and more
than 300 million annual visits by the year 2000.>" Outdoor recreation visitation in
national forests grew at a similarly fast pace.

Americans were also participating in other kinds of outdoor recreation on an
unprecedented scale that did not involve public lands. Fishing, hunting, camping,
boating, swimming, picnicking and other outdoor activities proved immensely popular.
As just one example of the varied interests in outdoor recreation, the American
Association for Health, Physical Education and Recreation, in cooperation with the
Associated Fishing Tackle Manufacturers and the Sporting Arms and Ammunition
Manufacturers’ Institute, proposed an “Outdoor Recreation Project” in 1956, arguing for

the national need for increased outdoor education.”> Americans needed to be educated

2008); and Sara M. Gregg, Managing the Mountains: Land Use Planning, the New Deal, and the Creation
of a Federal Landscape in Appalachia (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010).

>0 Sutter, Driven Wild, 256.

! Ibid. See also George H. Siehl, “U.S. Recreation Policies since WWIL,” in William C. Gartner and
David W. Lime, eds, Trends in Outdoor Recreation, Leisure and Tourism (New York: CABI Pub, 2000),
91-101.

2 “The Outdoor Education Project,” American Association for Health, Physical Education and Recreation,
1956, National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 368, Records of the Heritage
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about how to wisely use their increased leisure time as work weeks shortened and
vacations lengthened. Millions sought outdoor recreation pursuits, as evidenced by the
20 million who purchased fishing licenses annually, the 13 million who purchased
hunting licenses annually, the 25 million who participated in boating activities in 1955
and the millions of others who participated in camping, archery and winter sports. In
light of these trends, the Association argued, schools and colleges had a responsibility to
teach outdoor living skills, such as casting, fishing, shooting and firearms safety, and
appreciation for outdoor living. “The change from rural to urban living necessitates
outdoor experiences, an understanding of the physical environment, and the wise use of
natural resources,” the Association concluded.™

By the late 1950s, Congress had become concerned enough with the type and
pace of development in the United States and with what appeared to be major threats to
outdoor space that it called for the most extensive federal assessment of outdoor
recreation resources in history. These threats, many of them generously supported by
federal funds, included suburban expansion, industrial and defense development, airports
and highways—some of which directly contributed to increased participation in outdoor

recreation activities.” Congress approved the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review

Conservation and Recreation Service [hereafter cited as NA RG 368], Records of the Federal Inter-Agency
Committee on Recreation Subject File, Box 1, Folder, “American Association for Health, Physical
Education and Recreation.”

> Ibid,

> Suburban residential development exploded in the years after World War Il in part because of generous
federal support and guarantees. Federal Housing Authority loans, authorized through the Federal Housing
Act passed June 27, 1934, supplemented by the G.1. Bill of 1944, which provided loans for returning World
War II veterans in combination with the 1956 Federal Highway Act and a growing population resulted in a
suburban building boom and an enormous national demographic shift to the suburbs. Between 1950 and
1970, America’s suburban population nearly doubled from 36 to 74 million people and 83% of the nation’s
total growth took place in suburbs (Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frentier: The Suburbanizatien ef the
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Commission (ORRRC) on June 28, 1958 and appointed Laurance S. Rockefeller its
chairman. Its purpose was to begin a nationwide inventory and evaluation of the outdoor
recreation resources of the nation. The Commission’s efforts were directed toward
answering three questions: (1) “What are the present outdoor recreation wants and needs
of the American people and what will they be in the years 1976 and 2000?”; (2) “What
are the outdoor recreation resources of the nation available to fill those needs now and
what will they be in the years 1976 and 2000?’; and (3) “What policies and programs
should be recommended to insure that the needs of the present and the future are
adequately and efficiently met?”> The recommendations from the Commission would

be transmitted in a report to the President and Congress.

United States [New York: Oxford University Press, 1985], 283). In addition, the federal government
vigorously supported industrial and defense development, especially in the South and West. This
federalized landscape took the form of factories, arsenals, highways and airports. The military-industrial
complex became the West’s largest employer during the Cold War years, transforming the landscape as
Congress poured over $100 billion into the region to build dams, highways, airfields, training camps,
supply depots, warehouses as well as to develop high-tech industrial areas such as the Silicon Valley in
California (Gerald D. Nash, The Federal Landscape. An Economic History of the Twentieth-Century West
[Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1999], 78, 87). By 1944, manufacturing had surpassed agriculture
as the main source of income payments in the South and the defense industry became the largest employer
in Tennessee and Louisiana by 1976 (Schulman, From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt, 102, 140). In terms of
agricultural land-use, farmland declined 99 million acres between 1950 and 1969 because of such
development across the United States (Pierre Crosson, “The Use and Management of Rural Space,” in
Emery N. Castle The Changing American Countryside: Rural People and Places [Lawrence: University
Press of Kansas, 1995], 135-6).

In the fall of 1959, Life magazine ran a feature on the problems in agriculture in anticipation of the
1960 presidential campaign, determining these postwar developments discussed above to be “natural
forces” that would “cut down” on the farmland in production and help to solve the surplus problem. The
magazine also advocated for a new policy agenda for the land to deal with these issues. “Spreading
residential areas are eating into farm fields. Federal highways are slicing across prime farmland,” wrote
Life. But these “natural adjustments will need to be complemented immediately by new plans from U.S.
policymakers.” These “natural adjustments” were anything but in many cases, as the federal government
supported and guided them (“The Farm Problem: Part III: Men on the Margin,” Life, November 30, 1959,
109).
>3 Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission, Progress Report (Washington, DC: GPO, January
1961), iii.




The rising popularity of outdoor recreation had at its core the growth of
metropolitan America. One of the “outstanding” characteristics of American society and
its economy since World War II had been the “astounding growth of the metropolitan
area,” the January 1961 ORRRC interim report observed.” Since the end of World War
[1, the expanding urban and suburban population had more leisure time, more money to
spend, more travel facilities and more highways to travel, and had consequently been
demanding more and better opportunities to enjoy the outdoors. As a result, outdoor
recreation had taken on a new, more important role in American life: “Since the close of
World War 11, outdoor recreation has assumed a new and more significant proportion in a
changing American culture.”’

As demand increased, however, so did problems of the administration of natural
resources. Picnic grounds and campsites overflowed, boats jammed lakes and beaches
were crowded with people. The report did not see any slowing of these trends in sight,
observing that the same factors which “brought about the accelerated demand for outdoor
recreation—growth of population, income, leisure time—seemed certain to continue.”*
At the same time, other kinds of development, such as highways, airports, suburbs and
factories threatened vital outdoor resources and diminished outdoor recreation
opportunities.

The premise of the ORRRC study was that as future demand for outdoor

recreation continued to rise, the nation’s supply of natural resources would not be able

% Progress Report, 13.
>7 Ibid.
%8 Ibid, 2.
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meet the demand and a fundamental gap would form between available outdoor
recreation opportunities and those the American people would want.” Central to this
problematic gap was the increasing concentration of people in a few areas of the nation,
mainly around urban centers, and the resulting pressure on outdoor spaces near those
areas. America, in other words, suffered from an “imbalance” when it came to population
and outdoor recreation resources. The majority of people resided in the East, while the
majority of public recreation resources were in the West. Increased outdoor recreation
resources near population centers were necessary, the report concluded, particularly
opportunities for day-use. To ensure such opportunities, recreation uses needed to be
able to “compete successfully” with other uses for high-value lands near metropolitan
areas. These uses included agriculture. Indeed, what was key about farms was that many
were near population centers. Most Americans could not get to the vast open spaces of
Yellowstone but once a year, but many farms provided easy access to the outdoors on a
regular basis.

Identifying the potential for recreation resources on private lands was a major aim
of the ORRRC because it perceived private lands would meet the need for recreation
space near major population centers that public lands could not fulfill. The vast majority
of the natural resources of the nation lay in private hands and this was particularly true in
more heavily populated areas. Of the 1.9 billion acres of land in the contiguous lower 48

states, 70 percent, or 1.3 billion acres, was privately owned, and of that nearly one billion

39 Ibid.
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acres were in farms.” Farming and grazing constituted the major uses for private land in
the United States, with 465 million acres (or 24 percent of the contiguous 48 states) in
cropland, 615 million acres (32 percent) in woodland and forest, and 633 million acres
(34 percent) in grassland, pasture and grazing land. The remaining 10 percent of private
land 1n the lower 48 (191 million acres) was devoted to other uses, including roads, urban
and town areas, parks, wildlife refuges, national defense areas, marshes, dunes, and
farmsteads.®’

The commission believed that the government had an important role to play in
supporting the development of private sector outdoor recreation based around
multipurpose use. Such development on the part of private business was to be
“encouraged, stimulated, and fostered by government policies.” Where private
landowners could not carry out multipurpose uses profitably, public subsidization would
achieve the desired results: “Whether direct or indirect, governmental incentives could
result in the release of significant quantities of recreation resources, integrating the
private sectors more closely into national recreational development.” Finally, the
ORRRC recognized that outdoor recreation development could provide business
opportunities and stimulate local and regional economies. The Commission interpreted

the rise of new industries and business based on outdoor recreation as “further cause for

60 Progress Report, 15-16, 80. Twenty-six percent of land in the contiguous lower 48 states was owned by
Federal, State, county or other local governments, about 500 million acres. Of the public land, 400 million
acres, or 80 percent, were Federal lands, 16 percent, or 80 million acres, were State lands, and local
government uses accounted for four percent of the total land area (17 million acres).

: Progress Report, 16. The ORRRC took its statistics from the USDA publications, Major Uses of Land
in the United States, 1954 (Washington, DC: GPO, 1954) and the 1958 Yearbook of Agriculture, Land
(Washington DC: GPO, 1958), and from the US Department of Commerce, Statistical Abstract of United
States (Washington, DC: GPO, 1960).
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bringing the private sector more closely into outdoor recreation development
endeavors.”*

Other groups, including the longstanding conservation organization, the Izaak
Walton League, agreed that the federal government had a role in stimulating and even
managing outdoor recreation resources on private lands, including farms. William E.
Towell, the Director of the Missouri Conservation Commission emphatically argued at
the League’s 37" meeting in 1959 that public agencies ‘‘must manage outdoor recreation
resources on private lands” and that state and federal agencies could not ignore their
responsibilities on private lands. Farm programs in particular could actively increase
hunting opportunities, especially if incentives were provided to make wildlife production
profitable for farmers.”> One of the most important elements of improving hunting
opportunities on private land was improving the farmer-sportsman relationship through
public agencies’ responsibilities to “teach hunters their obligation to farmers and to
explode the farmer-myth that all city hunters are fence busters, cattle shooters and gate
leaver-openers.” It was time for public agencies to take action on these fronts. “Let’s not
sit back and allow diminished outdoor recreation be the price we pay for farm surpluses,

price supports, wetland drainage, pollution and habitat destruction,” Towell admonished.

“Outdoor recreation resources can be managed on private as well as public lands!” If

%2 ORRRC Policy Paper #6, n.d., NA RG 368, Records of the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review
Commission Central File, Box 12, Folder, “Policy Papers.”

03 Remarks by William E. Towell, Director, Missouri Conservation Commission, “Can public agencies
manage outdoor recreation resources on private lands?” 37™ Annual Convention, the Izaak Walton League
of America, 23 April 1959, NA RG 368, Records of the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review
Commission Central File, Box 13, Folder, “Presentation of Final Report.”
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public agencies did not take responsibility on this front, and organized sportsmen did not
actively back them, then all would lose out.®*

Others at the meeting reflected on the current problems and pressures facing
American natural and outdoor recreation resources. The nation had entered a paradoxical
time, commented Sigurd F. Olson, president of the National Parks Association. Where
not long before, America had “space to burn” and sought to eliminate wilderness to make
room for farms, towns and cities, now, barely a half century later, America faced the
problem “of trying to preserve the wild country we once tried desperately to destroy.”
While many conservationists embraced Aldo Leopold’s philosophy of the land ethic,
Olson observed that the nation was still far from “achieving the ethical balance between
conservation, the growing needs of our population and our burgeoning industrial
complex.” Action needed to be taken swiftly as pressures on land for commodities and
recreational use increased and the population swelled. Without such action, natural areas
would likely disappear except for those protected by the government, wildlife would find
sanctuary only in public refuges and “even the countryside itself” would lose its character
and appeal. The time had come when America could not just look to government reserves
to solve the demand for outdoor recreation space: “they are important and vital, but there
are simply not enough of these last superlatively endowed areas left to satisfy outdoor-

: : - : 265
hungry Americans and time will prove how inadequate they are.

64 . .

Ibid.
0 Remarks by Sigurd F. Olson, Wildemness Ecologist, the Izaak Walton League of America and President,
National Parks Association, “The Conservation Challenge,” 37" Annual Convention, the Izaak Walton
League of America, 25 April 1959, NA RG 368, Records of the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review
Commission Central File, Box 13, Folder, “Presentation of Final Report.” Aldo Leopold was a major
figure in American conservation history, and argued for human stewardship toward the natural world, and
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To create an agenda to meet the needs of the present and the future, conservation
needed to be interpreted in the “broadest” possible terms and encourage multiple-uses of
lands and waters. All land in America needed to be viewed for its recreational value,
including agricultural lands in Olson’s estimation: “We must look at farming country,
open ranges, fields where cattle and sheep graze and where crops of all kinds are being
raised”—places that until that moment were thought of no importance at least from the
outdoor recreation perspective. The time had come when all lands, “no matter their
classification” needed to be administered in a way that fulfilled multiple functions while
still preserving “the ideal that the highest use is the effect these lands have on the spiritual
well-being of our people.” America could no longer afford single use practices such as
mining, soil draining wetlands and stripping forests without “regard for the overall
impact on human lives” or the beauty and character of the land.

This conservation concept, which advocated for the multiple uses of private lands
and farms for recreational purposes, comprised part of the new conservation direction for
the future and would inform federal rural development and conservation agendas of the
1960s. These new conceptions of conservation arose from what conservation leaders
considered the problems of the present and the needs of the future. As with conservation
policy during the Progressive and New Deal periods, conservation after World War I1
evolved to meet pressing societal needs. Inthe post World War Il case, this evolution

included adapting to the demand for outdoor recreation and developing new uses for

especially the land. Perhaps his most famous work expressing this land ethic, 4 Sand County Almanac,
was published in 1949 (Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac and Sketches Here and There [Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1949]).
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private, agricultural lands to meet this demand as well as to meet the social and economic
problems rural America faced. Outdoor recreation became another “wise use.”

In addition, related to the demand for outdoor recreation and the desire for
suburban and urban Americans to get outside, postwar conservation as it developed in the
1950s sought to conserve and augment the beauty of the agrarian landscape for all
Americans to enjoy. This conservation concept responded to the changing relationships
between rural, suburban and urban America that Morse recognized and articulated. For
the first time, federal conservation policy began to target fulfilling the consumption
desires of urban and suburban Americans to literally use and experience rural,
agricultural lands. This calculus, in the minds of policymakers, would benefit all
Americans and conserve natural resources in the appropriate way for the future of a
modernizing, urbanizing nation. The multiple-uses of agricultural lands was critical to
this evolving conservation agenda.

Indeed, the national preoccupation with outdoor recreation by the late 1950s and
its implications for agricultural land use and rural communities were not lost on the
policymakers working on rural development issues in the USDA. In November 1959,
Morse reached out to Francis W. Sargent, the ORRRC’s Executive Director and Laurence
Rockefeller, its Chairman.®® Morse was aware that the USDA was already working
closely with Sargent and his staff on the outdoor recreation resources of the national

forests, but advised that there were other potential areas for cooperation. “As you know,”

66 True D. Morse to Laurence Rockefeller, 16 November 1959, NA RG 16, Box 3297, Folder “Farming 2,
Rural Development Program, Nov. 1 to Nov. 30 (1 of 2).”
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he wrote, “there 1s another major area in which we might be of assistance to you and the
Commission.” This area was rural and agricultural America.

At that time, many people were recreating in the rural areas where 10w-inc0me
farm families lived and the numbers were growing. Rural recreation held “considerable
promise of success toward providing supplemental cash income to rural people who are
most in need,” Morse explained, expressing his hopes that the Rural Development
Program could help the Commission to emphasize the important use and development of
recreational resources on privately-owned rural lands.®” The development of rural
recreational resources had the potential to stimulate and transform rural communities and
agriculture, Morse continued. They could form the basis for “improved scenic and

recreational areas, increased tourist business, and additional new money to these low-

67 Ibid. The Rural Development Program’s interest in farm recreation marked the first time a federal effort
had officially pushed such a land-use and conservation agenda, but the idea of farm recreation and rural
tourism was itself not new. Throughout the 1930s, the state of West Virginia, for example, promoted its
rural heritage and landscapes in promotional materials. In a report for the West Virginia Extension Service,
Nat Terry Frame saw potential in tourism for small farmers, particularly near urban centers, and the
promotion of West Virginia’s rural and agrarian life. The Extension Service, in his estimation, needed to
provide “such encouragement to tourists as will bring consumers directly to the door steps of West
Virginia’s part-time as well as full-time farmers.” Country life “jubilees,” forest festivals, music festivals
and “other efforts to bring forward the best in West Virginia country life will continue to advertise our state
and attract visitors.” These activities would be not only pleasurable and educational, but would bring
thousands of “part-time farmers their chance at direct marketing of handicrafts and home grown foodstuffs”
(129). In his suggestions, Frame anticipated postwar federal and state efforts to help out small farms,
particularly distressed low-income farms in general and those in the region of Appalachia. The idea that
these small farms could not compete in the national market, and thus tourists and consumers would need to
directly go to farms or local farmers’ markets to assist the local economy resonated not only in the 1960s
but also does so today. One of the ways to achieve rural revival in postwar rural development policy was to
have consumers directly interact with farmers and directly consume the agrarian/rural experience. (Nat
Terry Frame, “Grass Roots in West Virginia: Agriculture and Rural Life, Part Two: History of
Agricultural, Horticultural and Home Economics Extension from the Close of World War One to the
Beginning of the New Deal,” West Virginia Extension Service and USDA Bureau of Agricultural
Economics, West Virginia University, West Virginia and Regional History Collection, Papers of the West
Virginia 4-H Clubs, Call No. A&M 2286, Box 2).
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income families.”®® Sargent agreed that the development of rural areas “may be expected
to play an increasing role in outdoor recreation and certainly this aspect will be carefully
considered by the Commission.”®

Shifting agricultural land-use and resources, including to recreation, was a
defining feature of Morse’s “New Rural America.” By 1959, recreation on private lands
featured prominently as a solution to problems of both rural and urban America in a way
it had not at the conception of the Rural Development Program in 1954. Outdoor
recreation had become a “cash crop” that was being “cultivated” across rural America,
Morse explained in a speech in 1959. Forty percent of farmers’ incomes came from other
sources, including industry, tourism and recreation.” Washington County, Maine
reported $1.5 million in additional income because of Rural Development activities
targeted at sportsmen and tourists. The growing national interest in campgrounds
provided a good opportunity for farmers, Morse argued, who could maintain campsites
on lands they were not currently using for agricultural purposes throughout the winter for
added income. Tourism in general proved to be a big business with great potential for
rural areas and the growing number of tourist and retirement homes could bolster

flagging economies.”’ As with all the expressions of the New Rural America, the vision

both included and extended beyond the farm; the promise of rural renewal lay in off-farm

68 True D. Morse to Francis Sargent, 10 November 1959, NA RG 16, Box 3297, Folder “Farming 2, Rural
Development Program Nov. 1 to Nov. 30 (2 of 2).”

69 Francis Sargent to True D. Morse, 12 November 1959, NA RG 16, Box 3297, Folder “Farming 2, Rural
Development Program Nov. [ to Nov. 30 (2 of 2).”

70 True D. Morse, “The New Rural America-—of the Future,” 21 October 1959, NAL, USDA History
Collection, Series 1, Subseries 4, Section XIII, Box 1.4/110, Folder, “XIIIB2c, Rural Devel. Prog. Loans,
59-60.”

" True D. Morse, “Rural Development in Action,” 7 September 1960, NAL, USDA History Collection,
Series 1, Subseries 4, Section XIII, Box 1.4/110, Folder, “XIIIB2c, Rural Devel. Prog. Loans, 59-60.”
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opportunities as well as new uses and a reconceptualization of America’s farms through
new rural conservation measures. “All this and much more adds up to a rapidly changing
agriculture and a New Rural America, today and especially for tomorrow,” Morse
concluded in 1960."

The Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission (ORRRC) saw rural and
agricultural lands as a way to solve the recreation demand problems of the United States
and the Rural Development Program saw recreation and multiple-use approaches on
agricultural lands as a way to solve problems in agricultural America and to make its
vision of a new and sustaining rural America. Others saw the multiple uses of private
lands, including agricultural ones, as critical to a modern conservation agenda. At the
time neither initiative, the ORRRC nor the Rural Development Program, articulated
recreation on America’s farmlands to be a solution to the farm surplus problem, but under
the Kennedy Administration it would come to serve that purpose as well. On October
1959, Eisenhower issued Executive Order No. 10847 which officially established the
Committee for Rural Development Program to further and to expedite the program’s

activities.”” Later that month Morse sent Vice President Nixon a copy of the Executive

72 True D. Morse, “Agriculture of Tomorrow,” 22 June 1960, NAL, USDA History Collection, Series 1,
Subseries 4, Section X111, Box 1.4/110, Folder, “XIIIB2c, Rural Devel. Prog. Loans, 59-60.” Others
recognized these changes, or what the West Virginia Extension Service 1958 Plan of Work called the
“changing rural scene.” West Virginia communities “are quite different today from what they were a few
years ago, due to the many changes that have occurred,” observed the Plan of Work. Of the changes taking
place, “the most noticeable perhaps, is the rapid decline in numbers of farms. Many family farms of a few
years ago, are now ‘week-end’ and ‘sun-down’ farms or places of residence only” (West Virginia
University, West Virginia and Regional History Collection, Agricultural Extension Service, County
Agents’ Reports, 1955-1958, Call no. A&M 1432, p. 228).

3 Along with this Executive Order, the White House touted the progress of the program and excerpted
highlights from the fourth 4nnual Report of the Secretary of Agriculture on the Rural Development
Program (“Highlights of Fourth Rural Development Program Report,” White House Press Release, 30
October 1959, NA RG 16, Box 3299, Folder “Farming 2-2, Interagency Rural Development, Aug 1 to Nov.
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Order, explaining its significance and concluding, “a new rural economy is developing
which has tremendous implications for the future. Rural communities are being

74
remade.”

The sun was “rising’” on a “new rural America,” Morse wrote in The Washingiton
Post in 1959, and central to the development of this new community were the “rural
renewal” efforts of the past decade. In a foreshadowing of debates to come in the 1960s,
Morse asserted that the nation had “long recognized” the benefits of urban renewal, but
equal attention had not been given rural renewal, which “is having a tremendous impact
on the Nation’s economic and social well-being.” Such renewal took the form of larger,
more efficient family farms, towns with expanding industry for farm people to commute
to, long-term conservation and reforestation, new rural schools and improved roads and
markets.”

This New Rural America would be a thriving, welcome place to live and make a

home. It would boast a more balanced and diversified economy, industries and trade and

20”). The report showed for the year: hundreds of projects to improve farms and farming; improved
forests; expanded wood finishing and processing industries; thousands of new jobs because of industry
growth, and more income from other activities. The Farmers Home Administration had increased lending
in rural development counties by $3,000,000 in 1958-59. Through regular credit programs, the Small
Business Administration shared in 68 loans for $2,540,885 in 48 participating counties. A press release a
month later described how the program had expanded to include 200 counties in 30 states and Puerto Rico.
320 projects to improve farming and farming methods were underway. Processing plants and factories for
clothing, livestock feed, charcoal, boats and other products resulted in 8000 additional jobs in 52 counties
%rticipating in the program.

True D. Morse to Richard Nixon, 26 October 1959, NA RG 16, Box 3297, Folder, “Farming 2, Rural
Development Program, Sept. 20 to Oct. 30 (2 of 2).”
» True D. Morse, “Country Livin’ On a New Rural America, the Sun is Really Rising,” The Washington
Post, January 11, 1959.
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services, busy towns with fully employed people living on the farm and in the country.
Secretary Benson called the Rural Development Program “one of the most important and
beneficial programs inaugurated by the Administration.” In the next ten years, Benson
predicted, the nation would turn “increasingly to rural areas and the towns serving them
for the resources, manpower, living and working space and recreational facilities needed

76
7% Even though

to support economic growth and maintain a stable, vigorous national life.
the trend had been toward urban and suburban centers, rural America would once again,
with federal support, become the key place to live in America.

As the Eisenhower Administration neared its close, there was a lot of talk about
the Rural Development Program’s successes from Washington, but the program did not
enact widespread change. The program was criticized for its limited scope, paltry
funding and decentralized nature. Washington ended up being more of a cheerleader than
anything. The Rural Development Program did not fix rural poverty, it did not make a
dent in the major uses of American lands in the decade after World War II or stem the
tide of commercial agriculture. It did not challenge the dominant system of agriculture,
or the fundamental political culture that equated the good life with economic growth.

The goals of the program were to stem the tide of rural poverty, to diversify income and
occupations in the countryside, to move beyond the farm and to encourage different ways

to use the land and resources of rural America in light of the demands, desires and

pressures of the nation.

76 “Secretary’s Report Reviews Rural Development Program Progress,” USDA Press release, 13 October
1960, NAL, USDA History Collection, Series 1, Subseries 4, Section XI1I, Box 1.4/110, Folder, “XI1IB2c
Rural Devel. Prog. Loans, 59-60.”
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The program recognized colliding demands upon the land, and both the limits and
promise of agriculture for small farmers in postwar America. It recognized the
interconnectedness of American society and the rise of trends that would define future
problems of the nation. The program joined the ORRRC to figure out new ways to best
use America’s agricultural lands and resources to meet the needs of most people. In so
doing, it brought attention to the problems of land use in postwar society, helped to forge
new dimensions in conservation policy and aligned with a growing awareness in
American society by the late 1950s of poverty amidst prosperity, a questioning of the
Consumer’s Republic and all that it represented. The realities of American poverty and
the human and environmental consequences of American development were gaining
national recognition by the late 1950s and would only continue to grow in prominence
during the 1960s. And finally, the program and the larger discussion around rural land
use laid the foundation for a new land-use resource and conservation agenda for the
1960s.

In his assessment of the achievements and shortcomings of the rural development
program in 1961, Don Paarlberg, the head of the task force that became the basis of the
Rural Development Program, argued that the program had “brought into the open and
achieved better understanding of a group of problems that had previously been glossed
over.” These problems included the existence of rural poverty; poor utilization of human
resources and the failure of price-support programs to help the small operator. The

program addressed the “fiction” that commodity price support programs were designed to

help the small farmer; these programs in fact did almost nothing for the small farmers
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they allegedly served, and instead the farm policy focus and outflow of federal money
were “excessively concentrated on large operators for whom incomes were already well

77 Until these problems were “understood they cannot be solved, and

above average.
until they can be discussed dispassionately, they cannot be understood,” Paarlberg
remarked.

The major shortcoming of the program, in his judgment, was that the program had
been too small and had “failed to grow properly.” The program needed more
administrative heft behind it to truly enact fundamental change, and the appropriations
were not enough. The “bland administrative approach” had resulted in the failure to
identify specific funds, programs and personnel to the detriment of the program’s aims.
The Department of Agriculture had spent about 400 times as much just in carrying
surplus wheat, com, and cotton as it had spent on the Rural Development Program, he
continued, and “in my opinion, the cause of equity would be advanced by cutting
expenditures for price support, which go to better off farmers, and increasing the
resources available to the Rural Development Program, which lifts the capabilities of
those in greater need.” This transfer of resources from one sector of the economy to
another, if required, was a “Federal task.” Paarlberg felt that the federal inputs for the
Initiative consisted of “liberal quantities of inspiration and publicity, with very modest
inputs of funds and central direction.” Indeed, if one computed a ratio of word output per

dollar input, program by program, “the Rural Development Program would, I think, rank

near the top, exceeded perhaps by the activities of the Peace Corps and Caroline

7 Paarlberg, “Rural Development Achievements,” 1512.
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Kennedy.” Ultimately, Paarlberg concluded, the nearly 10 million people who lived in
the areas targeted by the Rural Development Program identified with the agricultural
agencies over other agencies, like Commerce or Health, Education and Welfare, and the
Department of Agriculture had a duty to adequately serve these constituents.”®

What Paarlberg did not mention, but which also affected the program’s ability to
execute, was congressional indifference or even outright hostility to the program. The
federal Rural Development Program lacked executive muscle and administrative
direction; it also experienced Congressional opposition. In 1957, the Extension Service
received an appropriation of $640,000 to carry out rural development duties. By 1960
that amount had increased to only $2,000,000. As Dennis Roth points out, these low
levels of funding had much to do with the opposition of Jamie Whitten (D-MS) to the
program. Whitten was the chairman of the House of Agricultural Appropriation
Subcommittee and a powerful force on Capitol Hill (he was sometimes called the
“permanent secretary of agriculture”). Whitten saw the program as a way for the
Republican administration to avoid dealing with the real issue at hand—adequate farm
income for commercial producers. In addition to Whitten, many congressional
Democrats were suspicious that “rural development” was actually a “smokescreen” for
the Republican agenda to cut price supports.79

Thus, while the first USDA postwar Rural Development Program faced long odds
and lacked support in many arenas, it still provides an important window unto the

evolution federal conservation policy and rural land use after World War 1[. @ne of the

"8 1bid, 1514-15, 1517-18.
7 Roth, “True D. Morse,” 9.
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most important legacies of the Rural Development Program was the new rural America
that it recognized—the recognition of increasingly connected rural and urban
communities and the advocacy of new uses of rural resources that targeted the needs of
these new “integrated communities.” Morse called for new, innovative strategies to
match the emerging new rural America and argued that farm programs needed to evolve
to more fully address the needs of interconnected rural and urban communities in modern
America.

In addition to changes in the agricultural industry, the Rural Development
Program recognized and took into account the rising public interest in outdoor recreation
and agriculture’s potential in that realm, helping to forge new directions for conservation
policy. While the discussion truly centered around preserving the traditional family farm
concept in the late 1940s and early 1950s, the rural development thrust of the mid to late
1950s pushed beyond (but still included) the farm to recognize trends already developing
on the land, envision other uses for agrarian lands and seek other opportunities for the
people who worked those lands. Equally important as traditional family farming was the
development of other kinds of land use and economic industries in rural America, such as
factories, tourism and recreation for suburban and urban Americans on and around
America’s farms. By pushing for multiple-uses of private lands and becoming involved
in a movement that valued the beauty of agrarian spaces in this way, the Rural
Development Program, along with other conservation leaders, capitalized on trends and

helped to push conservation policy in new directions. It added private, agricultural lands




to a natural resource agenda dominated by public lands, both in terms of federal
conservation policy at the time and in the historical literature.

The concept of multiple uses of private lands and agricultural land use adjustment
would forge a central part of the Kennedy Administration’s New Frontier agricultural
conservation and rural development agendas and become a tool for achieving President
Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society efforts to craft a wholesome, balanced and naturally
beautiful society. Federal programs to create recreational opportunities on America’s
farms that had been raised in theory by the late 1950s, comprised a key part of a 1960s
rural federal agenda and would be implemented in the hopes of solving multiple societal
problems that had grown and been identified during the 1950s: low income for small
family farmers, farm surplus, and limited outdoor recreational space and opportunities for

an increasingly urban and suburban nation. The shifts that had begun in the 1950s would

expand in the 1960s and continue to shape conservation policy in new directions.
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Chapter 2: “Selling” the Farm: New Frontier Conservation and the Farm
Recreation Programs of the 1960s
Introduction

When the Kennedy administration took office in January 1961, it built upon the
rural conservation foundation developed during the mid to late 1950s, particularly
pursuing the idea of land-use adjustment and multiple-uses for private lands.
Policymakers in the USDA, including Secretary of Agriculture Orville Freeman, saw new
private lands conservation and land-use adjustment measures as central to guiding
American development and solving multiple problems of post World War II American
society. These problems included rural poverty, low-income farms, damaging
agricultural surplus, rural to urban migration, urban congestion and blight, the
disappearance of outdoor recreation space and Americans’ dwindling connection with the
outdoors. These leaders argued that a new and innovative conservation agenda was
required to address all of these problems.

One component of this conservation agenda was the adjustment of agricultural
lands to other “wise” uses that retained the agrarian foundation of the land, connected
people to agrarian spaces but did not contribute to the overproduction of traditional
agricultural products. Farm recreation was one touted use. American conservation
leaders, influenced by the ORRRC findings, believed that outdoor recreation space was

being critically limited through other kinds of development and a new conservation

agenda was required to meet outdoor recreation demand.
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Congress authorized such a conservation agenda through the passage of the 1962
Food and Agriculture Act, which included a federal farm recreation program. The 1960s
federal farm recreation programs serve as a case study of this conservation agenda and I
examine them in this chapter. The USDA conservation agenda became part of federal
visions of reforming and improving society, creating social, economic and cultural
opportunities, facilitating rural-urban connections and shaping a balanced American
future. At the same time, the conservation agenda under Kennedy forged a new direction
for conservation ideology to meet the demands of modern America through the

implementation of multiple uses of private lands.

The 1962 White House Conference on Conservation

At the May 1962 White House Conference on Conservation, leaders discussed the
transformations in American life that required new directions in conservation policy: an
increasingly urban society and its attendant problems, a rapidly developing suburban
population, a huge and growing demand for outdoor recreation, unprecedented
agricultural abundance, an increasing reliance on scientific research and expertise, and a
new global order as a result of World War II and the Cold War. Revealing the
heightened importance of outdoor recreation in federal conservation agendas, Laurence
Rockefeller, chairman of the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission,
chaired the conference.

As the primary spokesmen and architect of the Kennedy Administration’s

conservation agenda, Interior Secretary Stewart L. Udall gave an overall picture of the
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hopes and problems facing America and its conservation needs in the 1960s. He first
paid homage to history and to the achievements of men who formed an “honor roll of
greatness” in the realm of conservation and preservation: John Muir, John Wesley
Powell and George Perkins Marsh.! Udall highlighted the major conservation efforts of
Theodore Roosevelt’s administration, under which the conservation movement
“crystallized” and the next major conservation period under Franklin Roosevelt’s New
Deal. Out of the “grave domestic crisis” of the Great Depression came action programs
like the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and
the Agricultural Adjustment Administration (AAA), which “changed the face of our
country.” Furthermore, 1962 was a timely year in the history of American land-use. It
was the 100" anniversary of the Homestead Act, the Morrill Act, which established the
land-grant universities, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

But the issues facing America in 1962 demanded more than a reflection on
history; they called for new programs and a “bold forward thrust to meet the demands of
tomorrow” Udall asserted. “The quiet conservation crisis of the 1960s,” he remarked,
“has resulted neither from folly nor ignorance, but from our very success as a nation—it
touches our total environment, affects all of our resources, and is heightened by the
demands of our burgeoning cities, thriving industry and expanding population.”

Nineteen-sixty-two was not 1908, or 1935, even if its conservation agenda built upon the

! White House Conference on Conservation, Official Proceedings (Washington, DC: GPO, May, 1962), 6.
2 Udall’s 1963 New York Times bestseller on conservation had the same title, 7he Quiet Crisis (New York:
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1963).
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pivotal foundations of the Progressive and New Deal eras.’ Indeed, if “the forester and
reclamation engineer” symbolized the national effort during Theodore Roosevelt’s time,
and the TVA planner and the CCC tree planter “typified the New Deal,” the “swift
ascendancy of technology has made the bulldozer, the rocket and the laboratory scientists
symbolize our hope—and problems—in the 1960s.” It was the conviction of the
Kennedy administration that a “new effort of Rooseveltian proportions” be enacted “if we
are to secure an adequate resource base for the future, and plan the use of our land
resources so that material progress and the creation of a life-giving environment will go
hand in hand.”

One vital part of that Rooseveltian effort was the application of the public lands
multiple use idea to private lands, argued Kennedy’s Secretary of Agriculture, Orville
Freeman. He pointed out that senators debated the Food and Agriculture Act of 1962 that
very day. This bill contained new conservation provisions proposed by the
administration and would, if passed, be part of the “bold forward thrust” of the “new
frontiers” in conservation and the demands of the time. The Agricultural Act of 1962,
Freeman argued, was a “conservation milestone,” particularly with regard to private lands
since the current “great need for conservation is on privately owned land.” Much
attention had been devoted to the multiple-use concept on public lands, such as using

national forest land simultaneously for timber, recreation, wildlife, forage and water; now

. As David B. Danbom points out in Born in the Country: A History of Rural America (Baltimore: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), “the inauguration of President Franklin D. Roosevelt and the
beginning of his New Deal program in March of 1933 signaled a dramatic shift in the relationship between
the federal government and rura] America” (206). The federal government of the 1960s both had to deal
with the consequences of that shift, and pushed that relationship in new directions, forging a new kind of
relationship with rural America and private farmlands that this project explores.

Proceedings, 7-8.
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the 1962 Act would apply the public lands multiple use idea to private lands, many of
them agricultural. The nation stood at that moment on a “new frontier in conservation, to
apply more broadly the concept of multiple use to private lands.” This new agenda was
particularly critical in the “modem setting of an urban society,” Freeman argued.
President Kennedy’s proposed agriculture program brought together “for the first time
the concept of a balanced agriculture, conservation, and urban need to use land and water
for a multiplicity ofpurposes.”6

New conservation measures would adjust agricultural land use in a new direction
that could simultaneously solve the problems of agricultural surplus and diminishing
outdoor recreation resources. “We have the unique opportunity to bring together two
problems of great concern to this Nation,” Freeman remarked. “On the one hand, an

abundance of food, on the other, a shortage of recreation. And we find that in the process

> Ibid, 12-13.

6 Ibid, 13. The farm recreation policies authorized in the 1962 Food and Agriculture Act and implemented
thence forth both forged a new direction for the land, the purpose of agriculture, rural life, conservation and
the federal government for very distinct social and economic purposes, and served to entrench long-held
agrarian stereotypes in the effort to meet suburban and urban ideals and agricultural cconomic needs.
Certain authors have argued that urban America, not rural America, has primarily held the torch for
agrarian stereotypes.

The problems of rural development, the agricultural sector, suburban expansion, urban needs and
conservation in postwar America were all intertwined by the late 1950s and early 1960s. For the first time,
federal policymakers focused on private lands as a significant way to contribute to the outdoor desires of
Americans, as well as on how the outdoor desires of Americans could contribute to fixing the economic
and land-use woes of rural America. In his revision of the origins of modern wilderness ideology, Paul
Sutter acknowledges that much more has been written about public lands management because effective
regulation of private land use in America has been difficult to achieve. He further argues that we need “a
much fuller understanding of the environmental impacts of consumption”—the ways in which our “roles
and identities as consumers have shaped how we idealize and preserve nature” (Briven Wild: How the
Fight Against Automobiles Launched the Modern Wilderness Movement [Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 2002], 244). This dissertation contributes to that “fuller understanding” by showing how
currently disparate stories of land-use were intimately intertwined and by highlighting another story of
private lands federal policy that has not yet been told during this period.
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7 The solutions of farm problems and of

of solving the one, we can solve the other.
“urban people seeking space for living and outdoor recreation can be found in
conservation principles and the multiple use of private land.” As the Outdoor Recreation
Resources Review Commission had concluded, Freeman insisted that the opportunities
for outdoor recreation on public land alone could not meet the national demand, but that
“the expansion of recreational opportunities on privately owned lands, the farms ranches
and woodlands which make up three-fourths of our land area, plus the public facilities,
can meet the demand.” Such activity was already happening across the nation, in the
form of vacation farms, picnic areas, sports centers, fishing, hunting and nature preserves
and camping. Freeman saw “increasing evidence” that finding solutions to the “problems
of overproduction and superabundance” would at the same time “work out solutions to
many economic and social problems unique in an urban society.”®

In an iteration of traditional wise-use conservation philosophy that guided these
new dimensions of conservation ideology, Freeman asserted that land not needed for
traditional agricultural purposes should not lie idle, but should be put to productive use.
“Idleness is not, and must never become a part of either conservation or agricultural
policy,” he argued. He was “sick and tired” of hearing about retired and 1dle acres.
Every extra acre of cropland could be put to productive economic use—for pasture and

range, for timber, for fish and game, for wild creatures, for water conservation and

supply, and for outdoor recreation.” Indeed, the Food and Agriculture Act of 1962

7 Proceedings, 12.
& Ibid, 17.
? Ibid, 15.
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contained the administration’s proposals for how the USDA could support such multiple
uses of America’s farmlands. These provisions included loans to farmers to get
recreation businesses off the ground, or to acquire land for that purpose, and a series of
recreational pilot projects focused on watershed multiple use on private lands.

In response to what policymakers perceived to be urban and rural needs, Freeman
introduced a set of conservation policy solutions based on agricultural land-use
adjustment. These solutions were designed to revitalize and stimulate small farms and
the communities that depended on them, while at the same time creating the essential
places for urban and suburban Americans to connect with their outdoor heritage in an
increasingly urban society. Nestled between the continuous development of ever larger
commercial farms, ever larger cities, suburbia and defense industries lay the potential of
another mixed landscape of family farms and rural outdoor spaces that were, in the minds

of key federal policymakers, essential to America’s welfare and future.

New Frontier Conservation and Land-Use Adjustment

As Freeman took office, he and his staff built on previous administration’s
policies, particularly in rural development, and took steps to distance themselves from
what had turned out to be an unpopular Benson administration. During the 1960 election
Democrats blamed Secretary Benson’s policies and free market ideology for huge farm
surpluses and low commodity prices. Kennedy campaigned to reverse this trend,

guaranteeing price supports again, a policy that would remain in place throughout the

1960s. Indeed, direct federal payments to farmers more than doubled to $1.7 billion
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dollars between 1959 and 1962."° Kennedy also promised a broader and more direct
government role in rural America.

Freeman’s particular beliefs and approaches, including his conviction that
recreation would be a promising avenue for farmlands and rural economies in the future,
proved central to the agricultural conservation agenda that took root during the 1960s.
Day-to-day Kennedy was not interested in agriculture or conservation issues and wanted
a “secretary of agriculture who would leave him free to direct his attention elsewhere.”'"
He chose Orville Freeman, who hailed from a farm state, supported the Democratic farm
platform and who had just lost his fourth bid for governor of Minnesota. Freeman
admitted he was not a farmer or a farm expert; he had worked summers on his extended
family’s farm and governed a farm state, but by training and profession he was a lawyer.
One historian suggests Kennedy liked that Freeman lacked close ties to agriculture and
thought he might “offer a fresh perspective.”'?

[t seems Kennedy was right. While Freeman had to spend much of his time on
price support and larger farm issues, his passions lay elsewhere. He took a serious and
central interest in rural development, and was vitally interested in conservation and the

ways Americans could use land more effectively for societal needs. Freeman did not

want the Secretary of Agriculture job originally and would have preferred Attorney

10 Growing a Nation: The Story of American Agriculture (North Logan, UT: Letter Press

Software, Inc.), Lesson 3, http://www.agclassroom.org/gan/classroom/index_inst.htm.

H Dennis Roth, “The Kennedy Administration Picks Up the Pace,” Federal Rural Development Policy in
the Twentieth Century (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service,
2002), 1. Kennedy infamously told the economist (and his advisor) John Kenneth Galbraith: “I don’t want
to hear about agricultural policy from anybody but you, Ken, and I don’t want to hear about it from you
either” (Richard A. Levins, Willard Cochrane and the American Family Farm (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 2000), “Foreward”).

2 Roth, “The Kennedy Administration,” 1.
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General or Interior Secretary, reflecting his interest in conservation. As an undergraduate
at the University of Minnesota, Freeman had become good friends with fellow
Minnesotan Hubert Humphrey, who rose to political prominence after World War II and
held a U.S. Senate seat at the time of Kennedy’s election. After Freeman’s fourth bid for
governor of Minnesota failed in 1960, Humphrey assured Freeman a high post in the
New Frontier, and, according to a Time magazine article, Freeman pleaded not to be
made Secretary of Agriculture. Who could blame him, the article wondered, for
“Freeman’s job is the most thankless in the U.S. Government.” Secretary Benson had
called it a “monster” and a “sordid mess.” The domain Freeman had to administer in
1963 boasted a $7 billion a year budget, more than twice the expenditures of the
Commerce, Interior, Justice, Labor and State departments combined. 3

Furthermore, the Agriculture Department in Washington was sprawling and
disorganized. It defied “tight administration” with its 4,844 rooms and eight miles of
corridors spread over two buildings, not to mention its vast fieldwork. The Department
suffered from a “sort of schizophrenia” that caused it to spend significant funds and
energy coping with overproduction all the while striving “diligently to increase farm
production through research,” the paradox at the heart of farm policy. But when

Kennedy finally telephoned to offer Freeman “that miserable Agriculture job,” Freeman

= “Cover Story,” Time, April 5, 1963. According to Edward Higbee in Farms and Farmers in and Urban
Age, although taxpayers had been buying crop surpluses to boost market prices of agricultural commodities
for more than three decades, the “net cost to the government did not get out of hand until the late 1950’s.”
While the New Deal programs caused popular outrage by plowing under crops and slaughtering little pigs,
“the total costs of these efforts seem infintesimal by today’s standards. For the twenty years, 1932-51 the
net losses to the tax-payer for subsidies to stabilize farm prices was only $6.8 billion, or $345 million a
year.” That number jumped to $22.1 billion for the decade 1952-61, an average of $2.1 billion a year. A
table published in the Congressional Record on August 25, 1962 showed that the cost for 1961 alone
reached “$5.2 billion as compared with the 1952 ‘realized cost’ of $280 million” (141).
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accepted. While the Time article revealed Freeman’s original reluctance to take the
position, it also recognized that once he had it, he gave it his all.'"* He would serve in this
capacity for the entirety of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, overseeing the
federal rural development agenda of both administrations and taking conservation policy
in new directions.

One of the Kennedy administration’s first moves was to change the name of the
Rural Development Program to the Rural Areas Development (RAD) program.'> While
the RAD program incorporated much of the Eisenhower administration Rural
Development Program, the new administration sought to politically distance itself from
its predecessor and take credit for “new” programs.'® Nineteen-sixty one “will be a year

in which rural America tums away from the dismal trends of the 1950’s and begins now

' «Cover Story,” 21, 22, 24. The article began with a description (and picture) of an intense squash match
between Defense Secretary Robert McNamara and Freeman. They played frequently and Freeman routinely
lost, walking away muttering, “Aw shucks.” Yet he kept retuming for more. Those matches displayed
“qualities useful to any U.S. Secretary of Agriculture—an all-out combativeness coupled with the ability to
lose, mutter, “Aw shucks,” and return to the fray” (21). The article also described Freeman’s work ethic,
getting up at 6:30 every moming, starting the day with “nip-ups” and at his desk by 8. When he left his
desk in the evening he brought home a suitcase of work and went down to a little office in the basement of
his suburban Maryland home where he worked until midnight. “Sunday is the only day he reserves for his
family,” the magazine reported: wife Jane, daughter Constance, 17 and son, Mike, 14. The article also
described Freeman’s combat experience in World War II, where he nearly lost his life on the South Pacific
island of Bougainville at age 25. A Marine first lieutenant, Freeman was leading 30 men through the jungle
when a bullet hit him, passing through his throat. He survived, but doctors doubted if he would ever speak
again. After prolonged speech therapy, he developed into a “strong-voiced orator.” This war time
experience no doubt contributed to Time’s description of Freeman as a “exceedingly determined man” (24).
Freeman was a young World War II veteran, like Kennedy and many others in Kennedy’s cabinet. At42,
Freeman was the youngest Secretary of Agriculture up until that time.

15 Roth, “The Kennedy Administration,” 1.

' The Washington Post recognized that the Kennedy Rural Areas Development program was not entirely
new; the current administration would be modifying and expanding upon the foundation of the previous
administration. “For some years the Department of Agriculture under Secretary Benson promoted the Rural
Development program, and some 200 projects in 40 states are now under way. The present Administration
has modified somewhat and added word ‘Areas’ to the name, but the basic idea continues to be the location
of more industry within reach of part-time farmers. Secretary Freeman would like to steer the agricultural
end of the depressed-areas program in the same direction.” The Post speculated that from these beginnings
“a new national policy may well emerge” as farms increased in size and fewer people were required to
produce food.
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to move towards the goal of economic equality with other groups in the nation,” Freeman
declared at the annual convention of the National Farmers Organization in December
1961."

The “new approach” required a reorientation and redirection of USDA agencies’
functions as well as a slew of new administration entities to coordinate and ensure “that
Department activities will be directed and oriented to make their maximum contribution
to economic development of rural areas.” These new entities included the Secretary’s
Public Advisory Committee on Rural Areas Development; the USDA Rural Areas
Development Board; the Office of Rural Areas Development; State, trade area and
country rural areas development committees, composed of private and public local
leaders and organized by the Extension Service; and state and county USDA technical
panels, chaired by the State Director of the Farmers Home Administration and composed
of field employees of the Soil Conservation Service, the Agricultural Stabilization and
Conservation Service (formerly the AAA), the Rural Electrification Service, the Forest

Service and other agencies with field employees. #

v Secretary Freeman’s remarks to the National Farmers Organization, 18 December 1961, NAL, USDA
History Collection, Series 1, Subseries 4, Section XI, Box 1.4/77, Folder “XIB2¢(2) Freeman Aug.61--Dec
61”). An internal memorandum explained that “substantively, rural areas development is one of several
new approaches inaugurated by Secretary Freeman to focus Department of Agriculture programming for
great effectiveness at less total cost.” The effort required cooperation with other Federal agencies and state
and local governments as well as private enterprises to support locally formulated area development plans,
programs and projects to: (1) “Readjust, improve and reorganize the Nation’s farm resources to encourage
development within 10 years of a permanent pattern of prosperous commercial family farm agriculture”;
(2) “Generate maximum feasible new non-farm economic opportunities in rural areas”; and (3) “Provide
realistic human assistance to: (a) farm—non-farm labor mobility and land-use shifts and (b) to rural
families living on retirement and rehabilitation-in-place units.”

'8 “Rural Areas Development—United States Department of Agriculture,” 4 December 1961. NAL, USDA
History Collection, Series 1, Subseries 4, Addenda, Files of John A. Baker, Box 1.4/A-6, Folder, “IVD1
RAD Program.” On November 15, 1961, the Secretary issued memorandum No. 1473, cstablishing an

Advisory Committee on Rural Areas Development.




90

Freeman named John A. Baker chairman of the new Rural Areas Development
Board in March of 1961, and he provided the leadership for USDA conservation and
rural development policy throughout the 1960s. In July 1962 Baker became the
Assistant Secretary for Rural Development and Conservation, tasked with overseeing the
USDA’s rural development agenda and would remain in that position until January
1969." A native of Paris, Arkansas, he graduated from the University of Arkansas and
earned his Masters degree at the University of Wisconsin. In 1937, Baker joined the U.S.
Department of Agriculture in Washington to work as an economist and in 1939 he
transferred to Arkansas to become a regional administrator with the Farm Security
Administration. After serving in the Navy in the Pacific during World War II and as the
director of the National Land Administration with the U.S. military in South Korea,
Baker returned to Washington in 1949 where he became an executive assistant to the
Undersecretary of Agriculture. In 1951 he joined the National Farmers Union where he
stayed until 1961 when he returned to the federal agriculture department as Director of
Agricultural Credit, a position that would soon be replaced by his position as Assistant
Secretary for Rural Development and Conservation.”” Baker’s work with both the Farm
Security Administration and the National Farmers Union indicated his sympathies toward
small farms and rural development.

Baker defended the relevance and proclaimed the importance of rural America in
an urban society, convictions that informed his leadership in the realm of rural

conservation. “A great surge forward is stirring throughout America,” Baker declared in

" Baker’s title, Assistant Secretary of Rural Development and Conservation, is just one indicator of how
the Freeman administration linked rural development and conservation.
John A. Baker, Obituary,” The Washington Post, March 3, 1982.

20 <
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September 1961. “Again in our time, the rural frontier is the seedbed of democracy.”
Echoing Frederick Jackson Turner’s famous frontier thesis, he asserted that historically,

rural America “was the new frontier. Today it still is.” Enduring democracy was born on

America’s farms, ranches and forests of the countryside, and in the small towns and
cities. “Again, in our time, America’s farms, ranches, forests towns and small cities offer
a challenge and an opportunity of historical significance to the whole world.”
Particularly within the context of the Cold War, rural America played a significant role as
an example to the rural areas of the rest of the world where the “glittering lure of Soviet
false promises finds fertile soil when people see no hope for escape from abject povetrty.”
To be an effective example, Baker warned, the United States had to demonstrate that
rural areas development could be promoted by democracy in its own heartland. Rural
America had to be strong, its potential supported for the sake of the nation. Rural
America, Baker proclaimed, “will preeminently provide the impetus to make the next

. Ce . 21
great advance in civilization.”

2l “The Rural Frontier at Home and Abroad: Opportunity and Challenge,” remarks by John A. Baker, Pine
Sluff, Arkansas at the annual Barbeque for Farmers of Southern Areas of Arkansas, 7 September 1961,
NAL, USDA History Collection, Series 1, Subseries 4, Section XIII, Farmers Home Administration loans,
Box 1.4/109, Folder, “XIIIB2c, Rural Devel. Program Loans, 1961.” Frontier language abounded during
this time, most famously in the Kennedy Administration calling itself the New Fronticr. Flights into space
were often contrasted with what was happening on the literal ground—two frontiers. One theme of early
1960s USDA speeches focused on the dangerous gap between technological advancements and social
advancements of the age, particularly the nuclear age. In a speech at the National Press Club on April 17,
1961, Freeman mused about the limits of science and technology, which alone could not make a securc
society and about the need for adjustment in agricultural resources. “It is the awesome responsibility of
this generation to close the gap between scientific progress and social progress sufficiently to make our
civilization secure,” he said. “The public must understand that any realistic solution to the farm problem
requires the adjustment of our agricultural abundance to current domestic and foreign needs and demands.”
NAL, USDA History Collection, Series 1, Subseries 4, Section XI, Freeman Era Staff Files, Box 1.4/77,
Folder, “XIB2c(2) O.L. Freeman April ‘62.”

In a similar vein, Assistant Secretary of Agriculture Frank J. Welch told the Socicty of
Agricultural Engineers at lowa State University on June 27, 1961, “one of the most significant
characteristics of our age is the fact that physical, scientific and technological progress is far outrunning
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Rural Areas Development and the conservation of rural America’s resources were
essential for tackling problems, both at home and abroad. The rural areas idea was not
new, but was “in a sense...as old as the Nation” Baker observed. It focused on
expanding economic opportunities, reorganizing rural America’s resources and creating
better facilities to build more prosperity and new opportunities. The goal, Baker stated,
was to build a firm foundation for permanent prosperity in rural America and to eliminate
the causes of rural poverty and economic disadvantage wherever they existed.*

An early iteration of Rural Areas Development aims included the broad goals of
increasing the incomes of rural Americans, improving institutions of health and education
and the rapid expansion of job opportunities through stimulating investments “in rural
America in all the enterprises and services that make up a modern economy—factories,

stores, recreational enterprises, crafts and services.” The first aim of the entire agenda

social, political and economic change. No recent event illustrates this fact more dramatically than the
manned space flights by our nation and Russia. But man does not yet know how to use this new power.
Govemments of men do now know how to control this new power for the benefit of mankind. They have
developed no social instruments to control the scientific instruments that now boast such incredible
precision that they can pinpoint targets on the other side of the earth. This social lag represents a dangerous
gap, a gap that must be closed if men on earth are to have any hope for security against the destructive
potential of the power they have created.” What had this to do with agriculture, he asked? Recognizing the
scientific and technological progress in agriculture, which had allowed human societies to pass out of the
age of scarcity and into the age of abundance, he also pointed out a dangerous gap in agriculture as well.
“Technical and scientific progress has far outrun social and economic change in agriculture as well as in the
conquest of space. And I truly believe the social lag represented by the gap between the abundance of food
that we can produce and the extent of hunger that exists in spite of this potential for abundance may—in the
long run—be far more significant than the gap in space” NAL, USDA History Collection, Series 1,
Subseries 4, Section XIII, Box 1.4/109.

On April 21, 1961, Freeman urged the Independent Bankers Association to take a “renewed and
intensified interest in rural area development” declaring it “one of the great remaining frontiers of our
nation in our time” (NAL, USDA History Collection, Series 1, Subseries 4, Section XI, Frecman Era Staff
Files, Box 1.4/77, Folder, “XI1B2¢(2) O.L. Freeman April ‘617). And later that year in “New Frontiers and
Wider Horizons,” Freeman declared, “the American people, indeed, the people of the entire world, face
new frontiers and new challenges today...Our last great frontier—the frontier of human relations—remains
to be conquered” (NAL, USDA History Collection, Series 1, Subseries 4, Section X1, Freeman Era Staff
Files, Box 1.4/77, Folder “XIB2¢(2) Freeman Aug.61—Dec 617).

22 Baker, “The Rural Frontier at Home and Abroad.”
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was to “preserve and improve the family farm pattern of American agriculture,” an aim
that remained a priority throughout the 1960s even as the rural development agenda
widened. Other aims reflected the shifting uses of land and resources: the focus, for
example, on the rapid and orderly development of a “wide range of outdoor recreational
opportunities to serve the needs of a growing population in the cities and towns and rural
areas’” and the related goal to “readjust land use, nationwide, to achieve balance” and
ensure that each acre and resource was being used for the purposes to which they were
best adapted and to meet national needs.”

The concepts of land-use adjustment and a balanced agriculture were central to
the conservation programs of the Kennedy administration. Willard Cochrane promoted
the 1dea of land-use adjustment and played a key role in determining the direction of
Kennedy administration farm programs overall. An agricultural economist at the
University of Minnesota, Cochrane had also served as Freeman’s principal advisor on
agricultural issues during his time as govemor. Cochrane accompanied Freeman to
Washington and there also served as his principal source of guidance and
recommendations on farm policy. As it had Baker, the New Deal also heavily influenced
Cochrane—his “interpretation of the liberal vision for society was born during the New
Deal” writes Richard A. Levins in his biography of Cochrane, and his main goal was to
save the family farm, which he believed was still alive in form but not in spirit by the

1960s.%*

3 “The Aims of RAD,” n.d. NAL, USDA History Collection, Series I, Subseries 4, Addenda: the Files of
John A. Baker, Box 1.4/A-6, Folder, “IVD Rural Areas Development.”

‘ Levins, Willard Cochrane, 2, 3. Levins writes that Cochrane carried the “standard of liberalism for
President Kennedy in the last serious fight to save the family farm.”
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Fundamentally, Cochrane viewed the food production and distribution system the
same way he saw the education and health systems in the nation. Their “products” were
not “market goods” but rather “basic human rights™ that public governance, not a private
unregulated system, had a responsibility to guarantee.* Though he ultimately came to
believe price supports needed to be abolished, during his time in Washington, Cochrane
asserted that a policy of price supports made stringent production controls unavoidable, a
conviction that formed the heart of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations’
commodity farm programs.?® Privately, Cochrane worried most about the “tide of
technology sweeping the heartland.” He saw new technology “obliterating” the
agriculture he had grown up with and believed that the most essential reform was to
control technology itself. Price and supply control would only help the family farm, he

insisted, if it was accompanied by a way to control technology—an idea that was not

25 Levins, Willard Cochrane, 78.

26 «Cover Story,” Time, 25. “We offer the farmers price supports in return for cuts in production,”
observed Cochrane in the Time feature on Secretary Freeman. “It’s a mutual thing. [f they don’t want
effective controls, that’s their prerogative. They can vote them out at any time they choose. But it’s not
fair for them to ask for prices at present levels if they are not willing to assume responsibility for cutting
production.” The Wall Street Journal columnist Paul Duke addressed the impossibility of the government
guaranteeing high prices and the freedom to produce. “For all its dallying,” he remarked, “Congress seems
inevitably headed toward accepting the challenges laid down by two successive Secretaries of Agriculture.
These challenges of Ezra Taft Benson, Republican, and Orville L. Freeman, Democrat, agreed on just one
crucial point: The Government cannot go on forever giving farmers both artificially high prices and
freedom to produce. Secretary Benson’s proposals essentially aimed at denying them the former.
Secretary Freeman’s planning basically aims at denying them the latter. Congress, unwilling to accept
either harsh prescription, has year after year voted a mishmash—headed neither t