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ABSTRACT 

 

Whither Rural? Development Policy and the Debate over Rural America’s Future, 1945-

1980 

by 

 

Douglas William Genens 

 

 This project examines the response of policymakers, rural people, and social 

scientists to the major economic and demographic changes transforming the rural United 

States after 1945. Farm land concentrated increasingly in fewer hands, competitive markets 

and low prices for farm products strained small farmers, and many farm jobs mechanized. 

Rural jobs beyond the farm, particularly in mining and timber, began to disappear as well. 

These changes were not necessarily new but were deeper and far more wrenching following 

World War II. The population loss, community decline, and unemployment they caused 

posed the more general question of rural America’s future. My project aims to understand 

not just how these changes were understood and addressed, but more importantly how 

policymakers, experts, and rural people envisioned the place of rural America in a changing 

society.  

 Examining major and in some cases pathbreaking rural development initiatives in 

California, Missouri, and Georgia, my research ranges across the broad diversity of rural 

America to analyze the emergence of three distinct approaches to solving the rural crisis. 

One, focused primarily on what was referred to as “nonfarm” development, saw the era of 

the small farm as finished, and aimed to replace disappearing farm jobs with federal loans 
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and grants that funded infrastructure projects, industrial development, and rural tourism. 

Another solution found its fullest expression in the land reform efforts of small, African 

American-led farm cooperatives, who blended calls for civil rights and economic justice in 

their attempt to build a cooperative farm economy. Finally, Mexican American farmworkers 

allied with activist lawyers to regulate California’s large farms and fight for collective 

bargaining rights. Taken together, these two efforts at farm reform suggested that rural 

America could be revived only through a dramatic reorganization of agriculture. Delving 

into the assumptions, legislative and administrative politics, and the federal and local power 

dynamics that shaped the practice of rural development, my project tells the story of a 

deepening rural crisis, and the effort to solve that crisis and in the process redefine rural 

America.  
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Introduction 

The Rural Crisis 

 Writing in 1957, rural sociologist Lowry Nelson warned his readers of a “crisis” in 

rural America. On the one hand, rural America had simply too many farmers growing too 

many things, making it hard to earn a decent living. On the other hand, a distinctly rural 

identity seemed to be disappearing in the face of a burgeoning urban and industrial society.1 

Fifteen years later, Minnesota Senator Hubert Humphrey spoke in support of a 1972 bill to 

expand the role of the United States Department of Agriculture in rural economic 

development. Small towns, Humphry argued, faced a crisis caused by a population exodus 

from the country to the cities.2 Iowa Representative John Culver agreed, asserting that the 

U.S. needed to “recognize the crisis” caused by widespread rural economic decline.3 Looking 

back from the 1980s, Charles Prejean, the leader of a farm cooperative organization, argued 

that the rural Black South had been in a “continuous crisis” for fifty years, caused by 

economic exploitation, racial discrimination, and disappearing rural black communities.4 

From multiple, distinct perspectives, rural America seemed to be facing a crisis situation. 

What explains the persistence of this talk of a rural crisis, and what did policymakers, rural 

communities, and social scientists want to do about it? Delving into the wide-ranging 

debates, legislative and administrative politics, and on-the-ground efforts to save rural 

communities, this project argues that rural America did indeed face a crisis. In response, a set 

 
 1 Lowry Nelson, “Rural Life in a Mass-Industrial Society,” Rural Sociology 22 (March 1957): 

20-30. 
2 Rural Development: Hearings before the Subcommittee on Rural Development of the 

Committee on Agriculture and Forestry, Part Two, Senate, 92nd Congress, 52, (1972) (Statement of 
Hubert Humphrey, Senator from Minnesota). 

3 Rural Development: Hearings before the Subcommittee on Rural Development of the 
Committee on Agriculture and Forestry, Part Three, Senate, 92nd Congress, 392, (1972) (Statement of 
John Culver, Representative from Iowa). 
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of clashing policies and movements emerged to solve the rural crisis and, in the process, 

revive and reimagine rural America.  

 Invocations of crisis, from Nelson to Prejean, were more than just rhetorical 

flourishes to draw attention to the problems that concerned them. These individual utterances 

pointed to deeper, structural changes in rural America that reach a crisis level in the postwar 

period. The rural crisis emerged first of all as a product of economic restructuring. In 

agriculture, farms got bigger, land increasingly concentrated in fewer hands, and small 

farmers and tenants found themselves pushed out of the farm economy altogether. Though 

farm communities received the most attention in the postwar years, other rural industries, 

particularly mining and timber, faced major reorganizations as well. With work in mining, 

timber, and agriculture drying up, many rural people left their communities in search of work 

in the cities. Dramatic population loss devasted many small towns. Those who did not 

migrate experienced intensified economic inequality, racial discrimination, and poverty. 

Substandard housing, infrastructure, and social services compounded these problems. This 

crisis did not target a specific problem region or area. Postwar rural decline affected nearly 

all types of rural areas across the country. Given this widespread poverty, economic decline, 

and population loss, the rural crisis posed the more general, existential question: what sort of 

future, if any, did rural America have? 

 In response to the poverty and decline that increasingly characterized the countryside, 

three distinct solutions appeared, each with its own understanding of the rural crisis and 

vision of rural renewal. One strand, which will be called rural development, grew out of the 

efforts of postwar policymakers, social scientists, and local rural politicians and businessmen. 

Funded by federal loans and grants, proponents of rural development wanted to replace 

 
4 “Annual Report of the Federation of Southern Cooperatives,” 1986, Folder 21, Box 83, 
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disappearing jobs with work in manufacturing and tourism and invest in new infrastructure 

and services. Another set of solutions found their fullest expression in the land reform efforts 

of small, African American led farm cooperatives. Blending calls for racial and economic 

justice, these farmers sought to build an alternative to concentrated, large-scale agriculture 

through small farm cooperation. In California, a far different set of initiatives developed. 

There, Mexican American farmworkers allied with activist lawyers to regulate California’s 

large farms, improve working conditions, and secure collective bargaining rights. What 

emerged in response to the rural crisis was less a coherent plan or set of ideas than a clashing, 

contradictory set of proposals with starkly different solutions to rural decline. In the face of 

both internal and external imitations, these projects did not succeed in stopping the rural 

crisis, but they did not wholly fail either. They kept some farmers on the land, regulated large 

farms, and created new rural jobs. 

 

Why use the concept of a “rural crisis”? Though Culver’s claim that such a crisis needed 

greater recognition might suggest that it lacked purchase among his contemporaries, the 

phrase helps to elicit the devastating decline that afflicted small towns in the postwar period. 

Though policymakers, local rural people, and social scientists interpreted rural change 

differently, their subjective understandings stemmed from an objective, dramatic decline in 

rural communities. Using the phrase ultimately helps to capture the deeply rooted and 

intertwined political, economic, and social problems facing rural America in the postwar 

period. 

 

What are the primary features of the rural crisis? First, the rural crisis must be understood as 

 
Federation of Southern Cooperatives Records, Amistad Research Center, Tulane University, New 
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a postwar phenomenon. Though many aspects of the rural crisis characterized rural America 

before the 1940s, the problems of the postwar period differed in both degree and kind. Take 

two of the most important indicators that will be discussed more fully below: changes in the 

farm economy and population statistics. While each factor was present before World War II, 

they accelerated mostly rapidly, and with greater force, after the war. While this study ends 

in the early 1980s, when the major solutions to the rural crisis no longer attracted federal or 

grassroots support, the major trends of the rural crisis continued to undermine small towns 

well into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  

 The rural crisis also encompassed more than just agriculture and more than just the 

regions typically identified with rural poverty: Appalachia and the South. Many pre-World 

War II policymakers conceptualized rural problems in terms of farming, but this framing 

would not suffice after the 1940s. Postwar policymakers, rural experts, and small towns 

needed to address a rural decline of far greater breadth than previous generations. The 

postwar rural crisis defied regional boundaries as well. Though the Roosevelt administration 

saw the rural South as the number one economic problem, postwar rural decline undermined 

small towns from coast to coast. This widespread decline culminated in questions that few 

pondered before World War II: should small towns be allowed to disappear? And if not, what 

should be done to salvage them?  

 The rural crisis had its origins in a broad, rural economic restructuring. In agriculture, 

it was driven in part by a set of ideas about what constituted the ideal farm. By the early 

twentieth century, both Congress and the USDA had embraced a set of farm policies focused 

primarily on improving farmer productivity and maximizing profit. In order to accomplish 

this goal, farmers needed to adopt the latest technologies and management techniques, 

 
Orleans. 
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specialize on fewer crops, and grow them on larger plots of land. This framework became the 

starting point for a series of policymaking decisions that would transform many rural 

communities.5  

 The greatest catalyst for the restructuring of agriculture, however, emerged from the 

Great Depression and the New Deal. For many farmers, the depression began not in 1929, 

but in the years immediately following World War I. During the war, U.S. farmers profited 

handsomely from European demand for their products. As Europe recovered in the early 

1920s, it relied less on U.S. farmers for basic commodities and many saw their incomes 

collapse. At the same time, farmers continued to follow farm policy’s best practices. 

Continuing to ratchet up productivity glutted the market and pushed incomes down even 

more.6 As these problems worsened after 1929, the Roosevelt Administration signed into law 

the 1933 Agricultural Adjustment Act. The law created a system of payments that 

encouraged farmers to take land out of production, which would result in fewer crops grown 

and a subsequent rise in farm prices. The payment system served as useful carrot to attract 

farmers to the program, evidenced by the fact that, just in the South, over a million cotton 

farmers participated by the end of 1934.7 The AAA instigated a major shift in the 

composition of agriculture and signaled that the rural crisis had begun. 

The rural crisis in agriculture can be seen in part by the changing structure of farms. 

Between 1900 and 1940, the number and size of farms barely shifted. As farmers used AAA 

payments to buy out smaller competitors and push tenants off the land, the size and number 

 
5 Deborah Fitzgerald, Every Farm a Factory: The Industrial Ideal in American Agriculture 

(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003).  
6 Sheingate, The Rise of the Agricultural Welfare State, 101; Fitzgerald, Every Farm a 

Factory; Sidney Baldwin, Poverty and Politics: The Rise and Decline of the Farm Security 
Administration (University of North Carolina Press, 1968).  

7 Gerstle, Liberty and Coercion, 203; For an old, but still useful, history of the AAA, see 
Richard Kirkendall, Social Scientists and Farm Politics in the Age of Roosevelt (University of 
Missouri Press, 1966). 
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of farms changed rather markedly. At the end of World War II, the U.S. had nearly six 

million farms in operation. Three decades later, only 2.3 million could be counted. On 

average, those remaining farms more than doubled in size from 195 acres to 440. These large 

farms also used AAA payments to grow their power in the marketplace. They purchased new 

technology that allowed them increase productivity and their operations accounted for a 

greater share of sales at the expense of smaller operations. To be sure, this shift occurred at 

different rates across the U.S. California had long been known for its large farms.8 The South 

had some of the lowest rates of land concentration before 1940. By 1970, those states would 

be some of the most unequal in terms of land ownership.9 The Midwest offers a similar story. 

By 1970 land concentration had increased, but at a slower pace and with a more equal 

distribution overall.10  

The rural crisis would have been far less expansive, or devastating, had similar 

transformations not occurred in two other primary rural industries: mining and timber. In 

regard to the latter, changes resulted less from government policy than the actions of 

rapacious firms. Timber had become an important industry in many rural communities from 

the southeast to the northwest beginning in the nineteenth century. Logging companies 

practiced little in the way of resource conservation. As a result, by the 1960s many forests 

had been stripped of their resources and jobs disappeared.11 In the mining industry, slightly 

 
8 Carey McWilliams, Factories in the Field: The Story of Migratory Farm Labor in 

California (University of California Press, 1939); Linda and Theo Majka, Farm Workers, 
Agribusiness, and the State (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1982); Stoll, The Fruits of 
Natural Advantage; Henke, Cultivating Science, Harvesting Power. 

9 The Changing Concentration of U.S. Agricultural Production During the 20th Century, 8-
10. 

10 The Changing Concentration of U.S. Agricultural Production During the 20th Century, 8-
10; Mary Neth, Preserving the Family Farm: Women, Community, and the Foundations of 
Agribusiness in the Midwest, 1900-1940 (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995).  

 11 Lawrence Lipman, Workers and the Wild: Conservation, Consumerism, and Labor in 
Oregon, 1910-1930 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2007); Bruce Schulman, From Cotton Belt 
to Sunbelt: Federal Policy, Economic Development, and the Transformation of the South, 1938-1980 
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different processes played out. Many mining jobs, for example, disappeared as a result of 

mechanization. Foreign competition also strained many domestic mines, while forcing others 

to shutter altogether. Consolidation also affected many rural miners. In the Missouri Ozarks, 

St. Joe Minerals Corporation began buying out competitors in the 1930s, which spurred 

further job loss. On top of mechanization, competition, and consolidation, many firms 

quickly stripped mines of their minerals, and left boarded up mines in their wake.12 

Combined with major changes in the economic structure of agriculture, transformations in 

mining and timber formed the core of the rural crisis and laid the groundwork for the further 

destabilization of rural communities.  

 Another key element of the rural crisis, and one intricately connected to economic 

restructuring, was population decline. When jobs disappeared, many rural people packed up 

for cities with better job prospects. Long term, aggregate statistics bear this process out. 

Though the U.S. was still a majority rural country in 1910, with over half the population in 

the country, by 1980 nearly three quarters of the population lived in metropolitan areas. This 

nationwide trend masks even more devastating declines at the local level. Between 1940 and 

1950, nearly 100,000 people left the farm country of the Missouri bootheel. In Bacon 

County, Georgia, twenty five percent of the total population, 8,500 people, left between 1950 

 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1994), 67-8, 153; Thomas Clark, “The Impact of the Timber 
Industry on the South,” Mississippi Quarterly 25, no. 2 (March 1972): 141-164; William Robins, 
“Labor in the Pacific Slope Timber Industry: A Twentieth-Century Perspective,” Journal of the West 
(1986): 8-13; Nancy Wood, “Clearcut: A Conservationist Views America’s Timber Industry,” 
American West 8, no. 6 (November 1971): 10-15; James Fickle, “‘Comfortable and Happy?’ 
Louisiana and Mississippi Lumber Workers, 1900-1950,” Louisiana History 40, no. 4 (October 
1999): 407-432.  

 12 Ronald Eller, Uneven Ground: Appalachia Since 1945 (University of Kentucky Press, 
2008); Thomas Kiffmeyer, Reformers to Radicals: The Appalachian Volunteers and the War on 
Poverty (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 2008); Milton Rafferty, Ozarks: Land and Life 
(Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2001), Ch. 9; Emily Slape, “Ozark Exodus: Population 
Decline in the Arkansas Ozarks, 1940-1960,” (Master’s Thesis, Arkansas Tech University, 2015); 
Dwight Billings and Kathleen Blee, The Road to Poverty: The Making of Wealth and Hardship in 
Appalachia (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
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and 1960.13 Like water circling the bathtub drain, this rural exodus raised the specter of a 

disappearing and empty rural America.  

 Poverty and precarity emerged as another central feature of the rural crisis. Small 

farmers struggled to compete in an economy increasingly dominated by large producers and 

their incomes dwindled. Others, forced to sell their land or break their leases, turned to daily 

farm labor, which provided little of the security that landownership or even renting provided. 

By the mid-1960s, forty-three percent of the poor lived in rural areas. If one includes 

nonmetropolitan counties, those without a town of more than 50,000 people, over sixty 

percent of the poor lived in rural areas or small towns. These national unemployment totals 

conceal the desperation many communities faced. In Calexico, California, where most of the 

population worked seasonal farm jobs, twenty percent earned less than $3,000. In Bacon 

County, three-fourths of its people, many of whom owned or rented small plots of farmland, 

lived in poverty.14 

 The rural crisis also cannot be disentangled from race. In the South, the economic 

restructuring of agriculture formed part of a much longer history of discrimination against 

Black farmers. Black landowners rarely received the support the USDA gave white farmers. 

Black sharecroppers also found it difficult to climb the tenure ladder. Their landlords cheated 

them out of their earnings and they often took on debts to begin farming each season. Their 

inability to pay back creditors forced them to migrate in search of new land. The AAA 

intensified these patterns. AAA subsidies went overwhelmingly to white landowners, who in 

 
13 James Milne and John Remmert, Bootheel Regional Profile (University of Missouri, 

Extension Division, 1972), 30; Slash Pine Area Planning and Development Commission, Area Wide 
Economic Base and Population Study (Atlanta: Georgia Department of Community Development, 
1975), 45. 

14 Rural Development Corporation, Calexico’s Economic Development: A Preliminary Report 
(Los Angeles, 1970), I-5; Alma-Bacon County Model Cities Commission, Second Year Planning 
Statement, Comprehensive Model Cities Program, Alma-Bacon County, Georgia (Alma, Georgia: 
Model Cities Commission, 1971), II-6.  
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turn used those payments to push tenants off the land. Sharecroppers organized the Southern 

Tenant Farmers Union in 1934 in part to force a more equitable distribution of AAA 

subsidies. White landowners and state governments met them with violence. As a result, 

many Black farmers left the rural South, and experienced the second great migration as 

forced migration.15 Though many Black farmers left the South, many stayed behind where 

they struggled to earn a living off the land. Forced expulsion, discrimination, loss of land, 

and poverty defined the rural crisis for black farmers.  

 A different pattern prevailed in California, where farmworkers of Mexican descent 

performed most of the labor on large farms. As in the South, New Deal farm policy enhanced 

the political and economic power of the state’s large farmers. Through the Bracero Program, 

the state helped California’s large farmers procure a flexible, low-wage labor force from 

Mexico. While farm policy strengthened large landowners, New Deal labor policy failed to 

protect farmworkers. Key labor laws, particularly the Wagner and Fair Labor Standards Acts, 

excluded farmworkers. Wages on large farms were dismally low, and workers labored for 

long hours with little in the way of workplace protections. To scrape a living together, many 

traveled a circuit of migratory labor that began in California’s Imperial Valley and extended 

north through the Central and Salinas Valleys. Workers periodically organized against this 

exploitation but were met with violence from landowners and the state.16 For workers of 

 
15 Gary Gerstle, Liberty and Coercion: The Paradox of American Government from the 

Founding to the Present (Princeton University Press, 2016); Jacqueline Jones, The Dispossessed: 
America’s Underclass from the Civil War to the Present (New York: Basic Books, 1992); Pete 
Daniel, Breaking the Land: The Transformation of Cotton, Tobacco, and Rice Cultures since 1880 
(Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1986); Pete Daniel, The Shadow of Slavery: Peonage in the 
South, 1901-1969 (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1990); Pete Daniel, Dispossession: 
Discrimination Against African American Farmers in the Age of Civil Rights (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2013); Cindy Hahamovitch, The Fruits of Their Labor: Atlantic Coast 
Farmworkers and the Making of Migrant Poverty, 1870-1945 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1997). 

 16 Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004); Ira Katznelson, Fear Itself: The New Deal and the 
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Mexican descent, class and racial exploitation intensified the poverty that defined the rural 

crisis in other areas.    

 The final element of the rural crisis was that it spurred a wide-ranging debate about 

the rural future. By the early 1960s, the notion that rural America faced a crisis achieved 

relatively wide acceptance. A unified solution, though, did not emerge. Instead, three broad 

solutions emerged: rural development, land reform and small farm cooperatives, and farm 

labor organizing. Though quite different, some of their commonalities should be stressed. 

Each located the root of rural decline in a shifting economy while downplaying explanations 

that focused on cultural or individual deficiencies. Moreover, they all saw a significant 

financial and organizational role for the federal government. And though they envisioned the 

rural future differently, they believed that rural America could not be allowed to shrink and 

disappear.  

  The New Deal also proved to be template setting for rural developers and agricultural 

reformers alike. The former carried to the postwar era the New Deal’s planning and 

development ethos, represented best by the Tennessee Valley Authority.17 Similarly, the 

AAA developed a far-reaching, albeit short-lived, land use planning program. Led by Henry 

Wallace and M.L. Wilson, this program brought together federal officials, county agents, and 

farmers to work on projects of adult education, rural research, and production planning in 

 
Origin of Our Time (New York: Liveright, 2014); Frank Bardacke, Trampling Out the Vintage: Cesar 
Chavez and the Two Souls of the United Farm Workers (New York: Verso, 2011); Mario T. Garcia, 
The Chicano Movement: Perspectives from the Twenty-First Century (New York: Routledge Press, 
2014); George Mariscal, Brown-Eyed Children of the Sun: Lessons from the Chicano Movement, 
1965-1975 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005); Matt Garcia, From the Jaws of 
Victory: The Triumph and Tragedy of Cesar Chavez and the Farm Worker Movement (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2014); Benny Andrés, Power and Control in the Imperial Valley: 
Nature, Agribusiness, and Workers on the California Borderland, 1900-1940 (College Station: Texas 
A&M University Press, 2016); Devra Weber, Dark Sweat, White Gold: California Farm Workers, 
Cotton, and the New Deal (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996). 
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farm communities.18 This model of decentralized planning would re-emerge in postwar rural 

development projects. For grassroots farm activists, the land reform and labor organizing 

projects of the New Deal prefigured important elements of their programs. The Resettlement 

Administration (RA), for example, tried to help the small farmers ignored by the AAA. It 

helped some farmers settle on cooperative farms, while aiding others in making 

improvements on their small, individually owned plots of land.19 In the manufacturing sector, 

the Wagner and Fair Labor Standards Acts provided workers with collective bargaining 

rights and workplace protections, respectively. Both the land reform and labor reform 

elements of the New Deal would reappear among agricultural activists in the postwar period.  

 How, then, did rural developers and agricultural reformers envision the rural future? 

Proponents of rural development, especially federal policymakers, local rural elites, and 

social scientists, believed that rural economic restructuring was permanent. They accepted 

the large farm, for example, as the best way to organize agriculture. Rural development 

aimed instead to use federal loans and grants, along with state, local, and private sector 

money, to create new jobs and infrastructure in small towns with the goal of creating a new 

rural economic base. Development focused in particular on creating new jobs in 

manufacturing and tourism. The goal was not to create large cities out of small towns, but to 

use the land and resources available to revive rural economies and stabilize and increase their 

populations. Rural development was embedded in the Area Redevelopment Act of 1961 as 

well as its successor, the Public Works and Economic Development Act of 1965, both of 

 
 17 Michael McDonald and John Muldowny, TVA and the Dispossessed (University of 

Tennessee Press, 1981); Sarah Phillips, This Land, This Nation: Conservation, Rural America, and 
the New Deal (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 

18 Jess Gilbert, Planning Democracy: Agrarian Intellectuals and the Intended New Deal 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016). 

19Baldwin, Poverty and Politics; Kirkendall, Social Scientists and Farm Politics in the Age of 
Roosevelt; Brian Cannon, Remaking the Agrarian Dream: The New Deal’s Rural Resettlement 
Program in the Mountain West (University of New Mexico Press, 1996). 
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which operated out of the Commerce Department. The Agriculture Department also operated 

several of its own rural development initiatives. These policies built a public-private rural 

development state aimed at reviving, not abandoning, rural communities. 

 Some rural developers envisioned it as a way to enact major changes in the 

composition and structure and U.S. industry and population. Orville Freeman, who served as 

Agriculture Secretary under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, and Hugh Denney, a scholar 

of community development at the University of Missouri, illustrate these ideas. Each man 

saw the concentration of people and jobs in megacities as detrimental to human life and the 

economy and hoped that rural development would allow for a broader decentralization of the 

U.S. Freeman sought to create “Communities of Tomorrow,” or a series of small towns 

organized around industry and services. These communities would embrace the best features 

of cities – their jobs and services – with the best features of rural life – small scales and 

community. Denney embraced a similar idea. He developed an ideal mapping of population 

and industrial placement that would space out services, infrastructure, and jobs in a network 

of small, but connected, towns. Regardless of whether or not rural developers embraced these 

more far-fetched ideas, development promised to remake the economic base of rural 

America.   

 A much different approach to the rural crisis emerged among two distinct grassroots 

agrarian movements. One, developed in California, was represented by the Mexican 

American farmworkers and activist lawyers that formed California Rural Legal Assistance 

(CRLA). The other, coming from the South, formed around the small, mostly black, farmers 

in the Federation of Southern Cooperatives (FSC). While their visions were different, each 

grappled with the question of how to respond to the large-scale farm economy. Unlike rural 

developers, who embraced the large farm, these activists believed that the rural crisis could 
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only be solved by dealing with the political and economic inequities created by U.S. 

agriculture. Each group launched a challenge against farm policy, the political and economic 

power of large farmers, and the racial exploitation and discrimination that undergirded much 

of the U.S. farm economy.   

 CRLA envisioned a highly-regulated farm economy worked by well-compensated 

and organized farmworkers. Though they accepted the proletarianization of farmworkers in 

California, they believed large-farms, and their owners, needed to come under regulation 

from the state. Using the law, CRLA wanted to win collective bargaining rights for workers 

and regulate field conditions. Unlike New Deal reforms, though, CRLA’s lawyers and 

farmworker clients saw discrimination and racism as a major feature of rural life that needed 

reform. Their legal reform program was in many ways a method for empowering Mexican 

American farmworkers. Though CRLA primarily focused on the workplace, it targeted other 

sectors as well. CRLA saw discrimination affecting not only working conditions, but the 

broader lives of farmworkers, and it launched lawsuits against longstanding patterns of 

discrimination in rural housing and education. For CRLA, rural America’s future would look 

more like that of the regulated, unionized manufacturing workforce. 

 While CRLA accepted the large farm, the FSC wanted to build an alternative to it 

through a land reform program. The FSC envisioned a farm economy populated by small 

Black farmers. The group saw an economically empowered black cooperative movement as 

the best way to secure civil, political, and economic equality for African Americans. Co-ops 

would help farmers with marketing, the sharing of tools and labor, and the purchase of seeds 

and machinery. The FSC believed that these arrangements, which had worked well for large 

farmers, could be of similar benefit to small ones. The FSC also experimented with the 

communal ownership and operation of farmland. In contrast to the monoculture taking hold 
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of large-scale farming, the FSC promoted agricultural diversification. The organization 

hoped that these policies would help black farmers stay on their land. Moreover, the group 

did not see the city as a haven for Black men and women and hoped that their agricultural 

revitalization would draw them to the countryside. The FSC ultimately envisioned the 

creation of an economically self-sufficient and racially just small farm economy.  

 Rural development and agricultural reform both achieved some, albeit limited, 

successes. Rural development resulted in the creation of new jobs in both manufacturing and 

tourism in all of the rural communities examined here. New roads, bridges, homes, and a 

variety of other public facilities and infrastructure were constructed as well. The FSC built an 

organization that came to encompass over 30,000 families organized in co-ops across the 

south, while CRLA scored major legal victories, including an extension of collective 

bargaining rights to California’s farmworkers. However, no group fully implemented their 

program. In part, the reasons were external. Rural development existed among a host of 

policies that encouraged rural outmigration and the concentration of people and jobs in cities. 

Agricultural activists faced similar countervailing trends, but they also faced a resistance that 

rural developers did not. Large farmers and their allies in the local, state, and federal 

governments put up a massive resistance to grassroots activists that made implementing their 

reform programs difficult.  

 For rural development, though, many of its limitations were internal. The public-

private development state created by federal policymakers made it difficult to achieve its 

major aims. The federal government never provided enough money to fully fund the scale of 

projects that would be needed to reverse rural decline. Instead, small towns had to compete 

for limited public financing. Moreover, federal aid went overwhelmingly to white rural 

communities. With the locus of development planning fixed in small towns, and with those 



 

 
15 

towns fighting each other over public funds, the broader goal of decentralization, which 

would require extensive federal planning, would remain elusive. Development also relied on 

the private sector to create the bulk of new jobs, but private industry also could need meet the 

demand for new rural work. Thus, many small towns were guaranteed to lose out.  

 Rural development also conceived of the rural crisis in sometimes narrow ways. First, 

by accepting the large farm, rural developers ensured they would do little to solve major 

economic and racial inequalities stemming from the farm economy, an economy that was a 

major driver of the rural crisis in all its dimensions. They also did not acknowledge the 

environmental problems beginning to plague many rural communities. Though many experts, 

policymakers, and local officials worried about traditional ways of life passing, they did not 

fret over the environmental damage large farming unleashed on rural communities and their 

land. Eventually, environmental concerns about dam construction in Georgia would be used 

to halt certain rural development projects. Indeed, as the discussion of California will show, 

the embrace of dams had disastrous consequences for a small town’s economy.  

 Perhaps the most important limitation revolved around the question of Native 

Americans, many of whom lived in communities that would be considered rural. The 

reservations on which they lived had some of the deepest levels of poverty in the U.S. What 

was striking about expert discourse and policy debates about rural crisis and development, 

though, was their silence on Native American poverty. Rural developers simply did not 

consider Native Americans in their policies. Their crisis was different from the rural crisis. 

Much like agriculture and the environment, then, rural development’s sometimes narrow 

perspective prevented it from fully addressing the rural crisis. Ultimately, the limitations and 

failures not just of rural development, but of farm labor organizing and land reform as well, 

opened the way for continued rural decline into the twenty-first century. 
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Rural America, in general, attracts relatively less attention from historians. While scholars 

have discussed some of the issues and policies affecting rural communities after World War 

II, the scale of rural decline and the various movements and policies brought to bear on it 

have not been studied in a comprehensive way. This project seeks to conceptualize more 

fully, and argue for the existence of, the postwar rural crisis and the distinct, rural-focused 

solutions put forth to solve it as a major, underexamined component of postwar U.S. history. 

Illuminating this distinct, underexamined moment in postwar U.S. offers the opportunity to 

build upon a rich variety of literatures on the urban crisis, regional studies of rural decline, 

the War on Poverty, development policy, New Deal liberalism, and rural history.  

 This dissertation draws in part from the wide-ranging literature on the urban crisis. 

Scholars of the urban crisis have shown that it resulted from the interaction of economic 

transformations, public policy, and racism. Moreover, they demonstrate that the crisis 

resulted from the convergence of long-term trends that played out over the twentieth 

century.20 This literature has also presented a complicated picture of the public policies 

designed to reverse the urban crisis. According to historian Wendell Pritchett, policymakers 

developed “innovative, but conflicting, solutions” to urban problems ranging from poverty, 

to housing deterioration and segregation, and local government reform. At the grassroots 
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level, civil rights and antipoverty activists waged local campaigns against poverty and 

unemployment, conditions in the housing market, and policy brutality.21 However, as Alice 

O’Connor has argued, these actions “swam against the tide” of contradictory policy goals, 

broader economic forces, and limitations internal to the policies.22  

 While the urban crisis has received significant attention from historians, its rural 

counterpart is under-conceptualized, and this project draws on the urban crisis literature to 

make the case that a similarly disruptive crisis swept rural America. This project seeks to 

bring that crisis into focus, and it argues that, in many ways, the main outlines of the rural 

crisis reflected those of the urban. Much like the urban crisis, the rural crisis reflected the 

convergence of long-term, and deeply intertwined, economic, political, and social problems. 

Moreover, the solutions to the rural crisis, while sometimes innovative, faced strong 

headwinds. Though affecting different regions of the U.S., the rural and urban crises shared 

important DNA.  

 An analysis of the rural crisis can also better enhance our understanding of its urban 

counterpart. Proponents of rural development and agricultural reform saw the two crises as 

linked. Policymakers and grassroots reformers alike argued that the structural changes roiling 

rural America fed the congestion and poverty of the cities. As rural people lost their jobs, 
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they moved to the city in an attempt to better their lives. What many found though, were poor 

living conditions and low-wage jobs. They believed these conditions only exacerbated urban 

racial divisions and made the possibility of future unrest all the more likely. The solution, 

then, lay in finding a way to keep people in rural communities, either through new 

manufacturing and tourism jobs or through land reform measures that helped keep people on 

the land.   

 Though historians have not necessarily used the framing of a “rural crisis” before, 

they have noticed rural poverty and decline. These historians have illuminated major features 

of rural economic and demographic decline, as well as the ways in which policymakers tried 

to reverse rural fortunes. Ronald Eller, for example, laid out the combination of public policy 

and mechanization of key job processes that fueled poverty and rural population decline in 

Appalachia. As life outside the country grew more appealing, Appalachian rural communities 

were hollowed out. Eller also analyzed the creation of the Appalachian Regional 

Commission (ARC) to address these issues. The ARC’s primary focus revolved around the 

construction of new highways and job opportunities in larger Appalachian cities. Its goal was 

not to help people stay in their communities by providing new job but make it easier for 

people to leave their failing towns. A different approach appeared in the South. There, state 

and local officials sought to industrialize their economies by luring northern manufacturers to 

small towns by using tax credits and promises of a business friendly climate.23 
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 This project builds upon this scholarship in two ways. First, it argues that in order to 

properly understand postwar rural decline, the scale must be enlarged. Rural poverty and 

decline affected a wide swath of small towns. A crisis roiled nearly all rural America, not just 

Appalachia and the South. Moreover, while this project does examine the rural crisis in a 

southern state, it brings into focus a far richer set of alternatives to rural decline. In contrast 

to the ARC, rural development, labor organizing, and land reform all saw rural America as a 

worthy site of investment or reform. In their own ways, these distinct programs assumed that 

depopulation would not solve small town troubles and put forth instead solutions that would 

bolster rural communities. Each solution examined here also differed sharply with the 

southern industrial attraction model. The latter’s primary focus revolved almost solely around 

bringing in new jobs, and state and local leaders cared little for the quality of the work and 

sought to maintain the southern class and race status quo. In contrast, land reformers and 

agricultural labor organizers directly challenged the power structure of the farm economy. 

Rural developers also put forth an alternative to the southern model. Their policies banned 

industrial poaching and tried, unsuccessfully, to do outlaw tax giveaways for industry. 

Moreover, rural developers sought a deeper investment in services and infrastructure that 

southern industrial attraction ignored. Indeed, the expansion of state capacities in this 

direction would have been anathema to many southern governors and small-town mayors 

who tried to limit the welfare state’s expansion. This project therefore shows that the rural 

crisis ignored regional boundaries and that a much wider array of solutions that focused 

specifically on reviving small towns existed.  

 This project also contributes to the ongoing reevaluation of the War on Poverty, and 

in particular the grassroots mobilizations it inspired. Historians working in this field have 
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challenged traditional interpretations of the War on Poverty that emerged in the 1970s, but 

which continue to shape popular and scholarly understandings of it today. These older views 

generally focused on the workings of federal level policymakers and the social scientists they 

turned to in order to craft the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964. The policymakers and 

social scientists who shaped this bill largely saw poverty as a reflection of individual or 

cultural problems, ensuring that its structural underpinnings would go untouched.24 While 

this scholarship revealed important elements of postwar antipoverty policy, new scholarship 

has painted a far different picture by focusing on the ideas and actions of people at the 

grassroots. There, local activists linked together the political, economic, and racial structures 

that created poverty and developed antipoverty campaigns that tried to deal with these 

structural problems. Many of these local antipoverty campaigns also produced multiracial 

coalitions that opened the possibilities for wider reform.25 
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 This project’s examination of CRLA and the FSC, both funded by the War on 

Poverty, expands upon this grassroots turn in the literature. The ideas and actions of each 

group reaffirm the arguments of the grassroots scholarship by showing that, in the hands of 

local activists, the War on Poverty could be used to attack the structural conditions that led to 

poverty. These two groups also show that the War on Poverty made important interventions 

into the agricultural economy. While much of the new grassroots scholarship is urban-

focused, a growing contingent of it has brought to light rural antipoverty struggles. However, 

these studies have not fully examined how the War on Poverty was brought to bear on 

economic, political, and racial inequality in the farm economy. The FSC and CRLA 

ultimately point to the wider range of problems that the War on Poverty addressed.  

 The rural crisis also offers an opportunity to contribute to the growing literature on 

development. Scholars have investigated development as both an idea and a set of policies 

pursued by the U.S. government and philanthropies during the twentieth century in Africa, 

the Middle East, Latin America, and Asia. Modernization theory guided many of these 

projects. This idea posited a linear path of historical change that began with primitive 

societies and ended with the capitalist, urban-industrial society exemplified by the U.S. Many 

proponents backed large scale infrastructure and industrial development programs that would 

bring supposedly backward societies into the future. Another smaller scale vision existed as 
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well.26 According to Daniel Immerwahr, U.S. policymakers, diplomats, and social scientists 

sought “development without modernization.”27 Proponents of this vision sought to maintain 

the structure of overseas rural communities while improving them with small “community 

development” projects. Whether they embraced modernization or community development, 

historians have argued that these programs flourished abroad in the years after World War II 

and made their way back to the U.S. to influence policy at home during the 1960s and 

1970s.28  

 While this project frames the postwar rural crisis and its varied solutions as part of the 

broader, global discussion of development, the solutions put forth to solve the rural crisis do 

not fit so easily into categories established by scholars of foreign development. Rural 

development, for example, sought a middle ground between the large scale modernizers and 

the community developers. Rural development did not want to turn small towns into large 

cities, but instead sought to bring modern amenities and jobs to small towns while preserving 

their small scales. Land reform and labor organizing, on the other hand, were not promoted 

by U.S. policymakers abroad in the postwar period. Instead, they often pushed the sorts of 

high-tech, high-yield farming taking over U.S. agriculture. Aside from offering alternative, 

and somewhat insulated, models of rural renewal, the U.S. rural crisis also challenges the 
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argument about the circulation of development ideas, policies, and personnel. Far from 

waiting for development to circle back around to the U.S., this project argues that state 

officials, social scientists, and grassroots reformers sought out their own solutions to rural 

decline at the same time as foreign development projects proliferated abroad.   

 This project’s analysis of the rural crisis also seeks to intervene in the ongoing 

debates about liberalism and its legacy, particularly after the New Deal. One of the key 

narratives of U.S. liberalism, articulated by Alan Brinkley, argues that it underwent a major 

transformation in the late 1930s and early 1940s that ultimately saw an “end of reform.” 

During the New Deal, liberalism tried to reform capitalism to the benefit of a broad working 

class. The ideas undergirding the New Deal, while varied, assumed that the federal 

government would need to play a larger role in bringing about economic security and 

equality. Following the strengthening of Congressional conservatives and the defeat of 

organized labor in the South in the 1940s, the horizon of liberalism diminished, and the 

period of New Deal reform ended. Going forward, liberals would turn away from deeper 

state interventions, focusing instead on the maintenance of a patchy welfare state and a fiscal 

policy focused on encouraging economic growth and managing demand by “fine-tuning” the 

balance between unemployment and inflation. While New Deal-era policymakers had seen 

poverty and unemployment as a product of economic structure, these problems were 

increasingly characterized as individual or cultural after World War II.29  

 This argument has exercised considerable influence over how historians understand 

agricultural and economic development policy. While the AAA dominated agricultural 

discourse in the 1930s, New Deal programs like the Resettlement and Farm Security 
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Administrations represented a reformist agricultural ideal. However, according to Jess 

Gilbert, the shuttering of the Farm Security Administration in 1946 symbolized the 

denouement of farm reform. In Tore Olsson’s words, “questions of productivity and 

efficiency, rather than landlessness and poverty, were the watchwords of the decades that 

followed.”30 Similarly, scholars have portrayed the Area Redevelopment Act as a poor 

successor to the New Deal. Though it carried forward some of the New Deal’s planning 

ethos, Gregory Wilson has argued that the ARA was more reflective of the limited liberalism 

of the postwar period.31  

Historians have begun to question such sharply defined periodizations. Guian 

McKee’s study of Philadelphia, for example, challenged the characterizations of liberalism 

made by the “end of reform” school. McKee argues for the existence of a “local liberalism” 

among city officials and grassroots activists after World War II who did not shy away from 

using the power of the state to revive industry, create jobs, and train workers. Others have 

argued that in order to understand twentieth century U.S. politics, historians should soften 

sharp periodizations and focus more on durable structures and ideologies. Brent Cebul and 

Mason Williams, for example, argue that “cooperative federalism” characterized liberalism 
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before and after World War II.32 In this framework, federal funds flowed to state and local 

governments and the private sector to pursue economic development projects. Their work 

compliments scholars of the U.S. state who have found that public-private arrangements and 

an adherence to federalism have long characterized public policy.33 Amy Offner’s work on 

economic development in Colombia and the U.S. makes a similar point. In each country, 

Offner argues, a decentralized, public-private apparatus for pursuing a variety of 

development goals emerged. This planning apparatus helped to build up a developmental 

state in the first few decades of the postwar period, while the argument for decentralization 

also deconstructed that state in the 1980s.34 

The case of the rural crisis suggests that a more muscular liberalism, and one defined 

by a “cooperative federalism,” characterized how policymakers, social scientists, and local 

people sought to reverse rural decline. Land reformers and labor organizers, for example, 

carried on the long tradition of agrarian critiques of concentrated political and economic 

power dating back to the populists. Their campaigns suggest that narrow questions of 

productivity and efficiency did not exhaust the horizons of postwar agricultural discourse. 
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Rural development also did not mark a major break with the New Deal past. The local 

liberalism that McKee found on display in Philadelphia manifested in many small towns in 

their pursuit of new jobs, infrastructure, housing, and social services. This “local” liberalism 

also extended to federal policymakers. While federal rural developers may have operated in a 

context less open to state interventions, they pushed against moderates and conservatives for 

a more aggressive response to the rural crisis led by the federal government. They saw rural 

decline as a structural, not individual, problem, and argued for a greater federal role in 

ensuring a more equitable distribution of economic growth and jobs. The rural development 

state they created followed the longstanding patterns of state development outlined by Cebul 

and Williams.  

If the story of the rural crisis and rural development offers an opportunity to 

reevaluate the sharp boundaries between New Deal and postwar liberalism, it opens a similar 

window onto liberalism’s putative end: the Ronald Reagan administration. Historians long 

saw the Reagan presidency as marking a sharp break with the “New Deal Order.” Recently, 

however, this periodization has been questioned. Cebul and Williams, for example, 

challenged the association of centralization with liberalism and the New Deal, and 

decentralization and the market with conservatism or neoliberalism after the 1980s. The 

transition from liberal to conservative power was instead marked by a renegotiation of the 

bounds of cooperative federalism. Offner similarly argued that decentralization and public-

private policymaking characterized each era. Still others, including Martha Derthick, Stephen 

Teles, and Robert Collins have suggested that Reagan’s administration had much less success 

in rolling back the state than early historians argued.35 What these debates about Reagan’s 
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legacy suggests is the need to pay close attention to particular policy areas in order to better 

understand political shifts in the twentieth century.  

The rural crisis offers just such an opportunity and does not paint a simple picture of 

conservatism overtaking liberalism. The varied solutions to the rural crisis approached the 

1980s on different tracks. The arrival of the Reagan administration did not mark a major 

turning point for the agrarian activism of CRLA and the FSC. By the time Reagan took 

office, federal support for each group had tapered and the most reformist elements of their 

programs had been subdued. On the other hand, rural development might, at first glance, 

offer a story of continuity. Support for rural development remained strong through the 1970s, 

and its public-private structure might suggest that the Reagan administration could be 

sympathetic to it. However, the Reagan administration’s approach to rural development 

represented a rather dramatic break from postwar policies. Though Gregory Wilson has 

argued that the ARA served as the model for the market-based development programs of the 

1980s, the Reagan administration disdained the programs created by the postwar liberals and 

offered a much different development policy.36 Reagan tried, but failed, to permanently cut 

the development programs of Commerce and Agriculture. However, his administration 

succeeded in dramatically curtailing their funding. Moreover, it deflated development and its 

broader aims as a policy goal. In place of an active federal policy of investments in 

infrastructure and job creation, the administration offered deregulation, privatization, and 

more local and state control as the strategies for achieving rural prosperity.  

The rural crisis also offers an opportunity to contribute to the fields of rural and 

agricultural history. Historians of rural America have shown it to be in a nearly constant state 
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of change. For much of the field’s history, historians sought to explain what they called the 

“agrarian transition.” Not unlike proponents of modernization theory, these historians 

embraced a largely linear conception of historical time that saw an unstoppable march of 

modernity trample over traditional rural folkways. Many of these historians lamented this 

process and romanticized rural life.37 While much of this scholarship portrayed rural America 

as experiencing a forced adaptation, since the 1980s new rural historians portrayed rural 

communities as driving capitalist development, economic growth, and social change, 

challenging assumptions that equated progress with urban and industrial society.38 

Regardless of their approach, these historians frequently equate agricultural America with 

rural America. 

This project takes up the suggestion of Anne Effland to move beyond this equation of 

rural with agriculture.39 First, it examines rural areas with economies not defined by 

agriculture, or where agriculture made up only one part of its economy. This approach was 

dictated in part by policymakers and other supporters of rural development who included 

nonfarming communities in their discussion of the rural crisis. More importantly, instead of 

taking “rural” as a static category – one whose limits are defined by population levels or a 

particular industry associated with rural communities – this project seeks to analyze the 
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shifting meaning of rurality. As discussions among rural sociologists show, the meaning of 

rurality was hardly a settled matter, and the rural crisis threw those conflicted interpretations 

into further question. Solutions to the rural crisis – either land reform, farmworker 

organizing, or rural development – envisioned rural futures quite distinct from the past. The 

postwar period ultimately saw a rural economy and conceptions of rurality in flux as small 

town leaders, grassroots activists, social scientists, and policymakers tried to solve the rural 

crisis.  

 

The breadth and depth of the rural crisis requires that this project case a wide net. It brings 

together the history of ideas – ideas about rural America, its decline, and how the crisis 

should be resolved – with the history of policymaking. The rural crisis cannot be captured, 

though, by only paying attention to experts and policymakers. How the various solutions to 

the rural crisis played out on the ground provides a better sense of what people wanted out of 

a revived rural America, while also illustrating the promises and pitfalls of the solutions 

themselves. This project therefore moves from higher level debates about the rural crisis that 

played out among experts and the creation of federal level polices to the how rural 

development and agricultural activism looked at the local level. 

 The extent of the rural crisis can also only be understood by surveying distinct rural 

regions across the United States. While the image that often gets conjured up of rural 

America includes a barn on a small farm, rural communities and the industries that support 

them range widely. This project focuses on California, Missouri, and Georgia. Each state 

examined here brings with it distinct characteristics that, when brought together, highlight the 

extent of the rural crisis. California helps illustrate the poverty and exploitation, faced most 

often by Mexican Americans, that occurred on its large farms. It also illustrates the political 
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and class power held by large agricultural elites and their consequent ability to mobilize 

against farmworker movements. There is more to rural California, though, than its large 

farms. This project also looks to its more remote, northern regions to examine the plight of 

towns once grounded in timber and mining.  

Missouri highlights a far different set of rural issues. This project focuses particularly 

on the Ozarks, long associated in the popular imagination with isolated mountain 

communities and a hearty, hardworking rural culture. The Ozarks help illuminate the 

problems faced by marginal farming and mining communities, many of which were 

populated by poor whites. Rural Georgia, populated with many small farmers as well, offers 

a similar story of impoverished white communities eagerly undertaking rural development. 

However, both states had significant rural Black populations that worked primarily as 

sharecroppers, tenants, and farm hands, though some owned farms as well. The plight of 

these communities offers insight into the rural Black experience and how Black farm 

movements tried to reimagine rural America. Thus, while this project covers a lot of ground, 

it needs to in order to show the pervasiveness of the rural crisis, but also the variety of ways 

that people tried to re-envision and revive rural America. 

This project begins by examining the response of social scientists working in rural 

sociology, community development, and agricultural economics to the unfolding rural crisis. 

In their own distinct ways, social scientists helped to shape understandings of the rural crisis 

and how it might be reversed. Rural sociologists, for example, focused considerable attention 

on the disappearance of what this project calls “rurality,” or a distinctly rural culture. Largely 

ill-defined, sociologists debated whether or not a distinct rurality existed in the postwar 

period. Agricultural economists and community developers, on the other hand, engaged in 

debates about how best rural America should be revived, or if it should be saved at all. These 
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debates proved to be of more than academic importance. Social scientists created a 

framework for understanding the rural crisis and many would go on to shape and implement 

rural development policy.  

The next three chapters examine how these debates played out in policy at the federal 

and local level. Chapter two examines the creation of a federal rural development policy in 

the 1950s. It traces in particular the passage of the Area Redevelopment Act in 1961, the 

Public Works and Economic Development Act of 1965, and the many rural development 

initiatives launched by the USDA. This chapter argues that policymakers crafted a rural 

development policy at odds with the emerging moderate Keynesian consensus, and sought to 

solve the structural problems plaguing small towns. Chapters three and four examine the 

implementation of key planks of the rural development project. The third chapter looks at the 

fate of new infrastructure projects and industrial attraction in small town Missouri, Georgia, 

and California. Chapter four looks at the implementation of rural tourism projects in those 

same states. Each set of rural development initiatives experienced some success, but overall, 

they failed to solve the rural crisis.  

Chapters five and six turn toward two grassroots agrarian movements that emerged in 

California on the one hand, and Missouri and Georgia on the other. Chapter five explores the 

attempt of California Rural Legal Assistance to bring New Deal style industrial regulations 

and collective bargaining policy to the large-scale farm economy of California. Chapter six 

examines the much different program pursued by the Federation of Southern Cooperatives 

and their attempt to build a cooperative, small farm economy for the region’s black farmers.  

This story concludes by examining the fate of rural development after 1980. While 

rural problems were not a major priority for the Reagan administration, it did lead to 

important changes, particularly in the policy of rural development. The administration’s 
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actions in the field of rural development dramatically reduced the federal role in making 

investments in small towns, while enlarging even further the role of the private sector in 

creating new rural jobs. Indicators of job growth and population suggested some aggregate 

improvements in rural America through the 1970s. However, the abandonment of rural 

development policy removed one of the only tools for small towns to solve their problems of 

demographic and economic decline and opened the way for a deepening of the rural crisis 

that has not abated in the decades since.  

This project thus tells the history of how postwar Americans tried to end the rural 

crisis and, in the process, rebuild and redefine rural America. Far from ignoring rural 

problems or encouraging outmigration, a broad swath of policymakers, rural experts, and 

local rural people tried to revive it. Confronted by a profound crisis rooted in deep, structural 

changes to the rural economy, they pursued varied, often conflicting, programs of rural 

renewal that ultimately failed to stop the flow of people and jobs out of the countryside.  
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Chapter One 

A Post-Rural America? Postwar Experts and the Rural Crisis 

 Some of the first people to begin examining the rural crisis came from the social 

sciences. Rural experts played an essential role in framing how the origins of the rural crisis 

were understood, the impacts it made on small towns, and the ways the crisis could be 

resolved. This chapter traces the ideas and debates of academic experts working in rural 

sociology, agricultural economics, and the emerging, if amorphous, field of community 

development. What came from their work was an extensive if not always coherent debate 

about the major changes remaking rural life. Though they provided sometimes different 

interpretations of the rural crisis, debate among these rural experts focused on a few core 

themes. One of their major concerns revolved around the character and origins of the changes 

reshaping rural America. Rural experts pointed overwhelmingly to the restructuring of rural 

economies as the source of the rural crisis. Another set of debates revolved around the many 

ways that relationships between rural and urban places, both domestically and abroad, shifted 

in the postwar period. The last major theme that emerged from these debates focused on 

solutions to the rural crisis and what role, if any, the state might play in reviving small towns. 

Some experts proposed letting rural communities largely whither, while others advocated for 

a rural development policy that would build infrastructure and create new jobs in struggling 

small towns. While these debates occurred largely in academic journals, many expert ideas 

would go on to inform the creation and implementation of rural development policy. Rural 

expert discourse ultimately opens a window onto the broader state of confusion and anxiety 

surrounding the future of rural America in the postwar period.  

 Working in the midst of deep structural changes in rural America, social scientists 

understood them in ways both capacious and narrow. With the exception of agricultural 
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economists, many rural experts did not see the changes sweeping small towns as solely 

impacting farm communities. While agriculture figured prominently in many of their 

debates, their studies showed that the same processes of economic restructuring, 

demographic decline, and poverty impacted a broad swath of rural communities. Moreover, 

the rural development policies that many of them came to champion re-envisioned the place 

of the small town in the U.S. Far from abandoning rural communities, academic proponents 

of rural development wanted to revive rural economies with new industries. Some of the 

more far-reaching supporters of rural development even envisioned it as a way to remake all 

of the U.S. by decentralizing industry and population in a network of small towns.  

 However, academic debates about the rural crisis also contained major blind spots. 

Many of the limits of postwar rural expertise stemmed from the overwhelmingly white, male, 

and Midwestern identity of those experts. Many grew up on small farms and their concerns 

reflect those origins. Though they highlighted the economic origins of the rural crisis, racial 

inequality and discrimination within rural communities did not figure into their analysis. 

They understood the rural crisis as a largely white rural crisis. Additionally, their 

understanding of the rural crisis did not fully address the role of public policy in spurring 

rural change, nor did they critique the political and economic power structures in rural 

America that produced many of the problems they identified. This oversight largely reflects 

the fact they worked in academic departments linked to the USDA. This is not to suggest 

some conspiracy of silence. Instead, many of these social scientists embraced the large-scale 

farm economy produced by the policies pushed by the USDA, while still seeking solutions to 

the problems it created. 

 These experts debated similar subjects and themes, but they approached them in 

different ways. Rural sociologists studied the shifting economic and social relationships 
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within rural communities, and their effect upon rural identity. While the field struggled to 

develop a coherent vision for a new rural America, many nonetheless promoted rural 

development as a solution to rural decline. Scholars working in community development 

articulated an analysis of economic restructuring not unlike rural sociologists. They too 

believed it threatened the economic and cultural foundation of small towns. What set them 

apart from rural sociologists though, was there fuller vision of rural renewal. They articulated 

a vision that revolved around community driven, but federally financed, rural development 

policy that would result in a broader demographic and economic restructuring of the U.S. 

Agricultural economists, on the other hand, studied the emergence of the “agribusiness” 

economy and the problem of the small, low-income farmer. While many agricultural 

economists supported rural development, this chapter will highlight an alternative vision 

embraced by some in the field. These economists saw changes in rural America as part of a 

rational adjustment to market forces and argued that policymakers should not intervene to 

create new jobs in rural communities. Instead, displaced farmers should find work in cities 

and suburbs. 

 This chapter focuses primarily on rural expert debate from the late 1940s to the early 

1960s. During this period, the changes remaking rural society came into focus for social 

scientists and the effects of the rural crisis became impossible to ignore. By the end of the 

1950s a rough consensus emerged that rural economic restructuring had destabilized small 

towns across the U.S. and that some sort of response would be needed. The way rural experts 

responded to questions about the origins of rural poverty and population decline helped 

create a sense that rural America was experiencing a crisis, not only among social scientists 

but, as later chapters will show, in policymaking circles as well.  
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Though their approaches to the rural crisis differed, rural sociologists, agricultural 

economists, and community developers shared similar backgrounds. Overwhelmingly, rural 

experts were white, male, from the Midwest, and had often grown up on farms. In this way, 

they were not much different from many midcentury academics. In rural sociology, a small, 

Midwestern farm background was common.40 Midwestern institutions dominated the field as 

well. Based on the number of publications in the flagship journal Rural Sociology, published 

out of the University of Missouri, scholars from Missouri, Michigan, and Wisconsin 

published most, with Cornell and Penn State rounding out the top five. Even if they ended up 

in a non-Midwest institution, most postwar rural sociologists had a Midwest background.41 A 

similar story can be told for agricultural economics. Many came from, or worked in, 

Midwestern colleges. By the 1930s, Iowa State University, the University of Minnesota, and 

the University of Wisconsin were major centers of research.42 One of the first academic 

departments for community development, and the first to offer advanced degrees, started at 

the University of Missouri and some of its early leaders had Midwest farm backgrounds.43 

While the rural background of many of these experts made them sensitive to rural issues, 

they also saw the rural crisis through a particular lens that obscured and downplayed certain 

features. They took their background as the typical rural experience and focused much, but 
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not all, of their efforts on understanding how postwar rural decline impacted the communities 

from which they came.  

 Though their shared rural background gave them considerable authority in framing 

the rural crisis, so too did the broader expansion of universities and the growing cachet of 

experts after World War II. University growth was driven in part by the G.I. Bill, funding for 

Cold War related projects, and other public investments in research and education that 

resulted in an explosion in the number of students attending post-secondary institutions. 

Alongside this growth in the university system was a rise in the stature of the expert. The 

professionalization of social science that began in the late nineteenth century deepened by the 

middle of the twentieth. Experts enjoyed greater social prestige and many of them worked in 

the public sector or had some access to political power.44 Though the rural experts examined 

here would not share the same reputation as other experts, particularly those in the harder 

sciences, they still benefited professionally from the postwar university boom.  

 Postwar rural experts also profited handsomely from the expansion of the USDA and 

its deepening ties to the university system provided rural experts with a large base of 

employment and funding for research. The 1887 Hatch Act and 1914 Smith-Lever Act 

created the experiment and extension systems in land grant colleges, respectively. These 

places became critical sites for the creation and dissemination of rural research. The 1925 

Purnell Act also expanded federal support for sociological and economic research in the 
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extension system.45 As a result, rural social scientists became increasingly prevalent in 

universities. In rural sociology, only six schools awarded PhDs in the field before World War 

II. By the end of the 1950s, 874 rural sociologists taught and researched in 610 academic 

institutions. Twenty-five states also employed rural sociologists in their extension 

programs.46 While the growth of community development in universities was largely a 

postwar phenomenon, they too benefited from these earlier policies. When universities 

created community development programs, they were often linked to their extension 

programs and received USDA funding for their research and practice. By the mid-1960s 

thirty five universities had community development programs.47 Agricultural economists 

similarly profited from the growth of the USDA and university system. The postwar period 

saw a great boom in the field, which became an established part of universities, either in 

separate agricultural economics departments or as specialties within standard economics 

departments.48 To an extent unrivaled by the other two groups, agricultural economists 

became key parts of the USDA bureaucracy at the federal level. Their research on 

commodity prices and the functioning of agricultural markets became essential components 

of the farm policy birthed during the New Deal, which required massive amounts of 

specialized data for its operations.49   
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 However, all this expansion occurred at precisely the moment that the foundations of 

rural America began to shift considerably. These shifts forced rural experts to reckon with 

the way they understood the dynamics of rural economies and communities in sometimes 

new ways. How they responded to these major rural transformations, though, depended in 

large part on the histories and assumptions that shaped the fields in which they worked. 

While many of the rural experts examined here shared similar backgrounds, taught in 

comparable institutions, and benefited from postwar university expansion, they brought with 

them distinct interests that influenced how they viewed the rural crisis, what they thought 

about its larger impact, and how to craft the best solution for addressing the problems it 

created.   

 Rural sociology’s early history was defined by a focus on practical problems and 

applied research. The field began to form in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

when traditional sociologists turned their attention toward rural institutions, particularly the 

family, school system, and church. Industrialization and urbanization seemed to threaten 

rural society, and sociologists tried to understand how those forces were reshaping small 

towns.50 This practical emphasis expanded during the Progressive Era with the publication of 

the Report of Country Life Commission in 1911. This report publicized problems related to 

farm profitability, farm population decline, farmer organization, and education for future 

farmers.51 In the wake of this report, rural sociologists dedicated a lot of their research 

toward studying these issues and advocating for better education for rural people in general 

and farmers in particular. A more radical rural sociological tradition emerged around Howard 

Odum, Rupert Vance, and Arthur Raper at the University of North Carolina. There, rural 
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sociologists studied southern political and economic structures and detailed the vast racial 

and class inequality that underpinned southern society. To a much greater extent than 

Progressive Era research, this southern strand struck at the heart of rural inequality and 

would help shape New Deal programs dealing with southern poverty and the problems of 

farm tenancy in the region.52 While rural sociologists at North Carolina and elsewhere 

performed important and pathbreaking scholarship on the south, their work remained in the 

field’s minority. Instead, the overwhelmingly Midwest and small farm heritage of the field 

focused research on different topics that, while important, were less controversial.  

 For understanding the field’s postwar response to the rural crisis, the work of Charles 

Galpin looms much larger. Galpin, a minister turned rural sociologist, published in 1915 a 

study of a rural Wisconsin town. Galpin delineated the boundaries of its neighborhood – a 

collection of farm families anchored around a church and school – and its community. The 

rural community radiated farther, and comprised the village or small town, the professionals 

and merchants who lived there, and the farmers they served.53 Galpin’s study inspired many 

rural sociologists in the USDA’s Division of Farm Life and in rural sociology departments to 

define rural neighborhoods and communities in many other places. Though rural sociologists 

gained new insights into the economic and social structures of rural life, their studies 

reflected the discipline’s larger limitations: they focused mostly on white, Midwestern 
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towns.54 Nonetheless, many rural sociologists, who themselves grew up in a “Galpin 

community,” saw it as the typical rural community. That community’s experiences with rural 

decline in the postwar structured their understanding of the rural crisis. A major focus of their 

research focused on debating the impact of economic restructuring and population decline on 

the community outlined by Galpin.  

 Scholars working in community development also expressed great concern about the 

decline of this rural community. In contrast to rural sociology, though, the disciplinary 

boundaries of community development were more amorphous. The Department of 

Community Development at the University of Missouri, founded in 1957, illustrates this 

point. Missouri’s department was recognized as one of the earliest and as having “the best 

academic program for training community development specialists.”55 The department had 

two main functions: helping small towns with development projects and training specialists 

in community development. The department’s specialists – both faculty and students – 

provided those development services. Though the department trained specialists in a PhD 

program, the education they received was more eclectic than many graduate programs. 

Students took courses in anthropology, economics, rural sociology, political science, social 

work, and geography.56 The faculty, who received PhD’s mostly from Midwestern schools, 

came from anthropology, economics, political science, education, and other fields.57 The 

purpose of this education was not to produce a focused researcher, but a practitioner. The 
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department hoped that this interdisciplinary training would provide students with a breadth of 

knowledge they could take with them in their careers as community developers.58 

  Though the education received in the Department of Community Development was 

varied, it did not totally lack unifying elements. The process of community development, a 

focus on small towns, and the training of the community development expert provided 

important structure. Though community development flowered in the postwar period, Arthur 

Dunham, a Missouri faculty member, pointed to a 1915 book by Frank Farrington entitled 

Community Development: Making the Small Town a Better Place to Live and a Better Place 

in which to do Business as a prototype for postwar efforts.59 The author called for small town 

citizens to band together through voluntary associations or local government to improve 

services and local industry. Through deliberation and participation, small towns could be 

bettered.60 This focus on the process of community participation suffused postwar books 

about community development as well as the education students received. Though 

community developers sometimes employed radical sounding phrases like “participatory 

democracy,” their vision of community involvement was generally limited to local civic and 

business groups.61 As rural conditions worsened, community developers in Missouri and 

elsewhere could not rely on the small town gumption prized by Farrington. They increasingly 

looked to the state and federal governments to help fund, organize, and plan the process of 

development. Moreover, the expansion of community development programs came with a 
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new emphasis on the specialist’s role. At the University of Missouri, students may have 

received an eclectic education, but much of it centered on studying the process of community 

development and they capped it with a “field experience” working on a local project. The 

developer would be an “expert” in the process of development and would be able to use their 

skills to help small towns plan and implement projects. Development experts understood how 

to get communities organized, what sorts of projects could be pursued, and how to navigate 

the federal bureaucracy.62 This emphasis on locally planned, but federally supported, 

development guided community development’s response to rural decline.  

 Much like rural sociology, agricultural economics flowered during the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. Agricultural economists, however, focused far more attention 

on problems of farm prices, productivity, and marketing. In line with the broader field of 

economics at the time, concepts of rationality and efficiency guided agricultural economics. 

The focused on devising the most rational, productive, and efficient farm unit. In the first half 

of the twentieth century, many agricultural economists saw the small, family operated farm 

as the exemplar of farm efficiency.63 While the field had roots in neoclassical economics, 

many of its practitioners readily embraced state intervention into agricultural markets to 

improve prices, efficiency, and productivity. Key figures in the field, including Henry C. 

Taylor, M.L. Wilson, Howard Tolley, and John D. Black, as well as Black’s student, John 

Kenneth Galbraith, became major players in the development of New Deal farm policy and 
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its program of price supports and crop reductions.64 Wilson, Tolley, and others also stretched 

New Deal planning and farm policy to its limits with the creation of a land use planning 

program. Between 1938 and 1942, this program brought together rural experts, farmers, and 

the federal government in an attempt to create a more efficient, but also democratic, 

agricultural economy and farm policy. The basic structure of crop reductions and price 

supports persisted, but this ambitious planning program ended as a result of conservative 

attacks on the New Deal.65 However, the ideas undergirding the program did not disappear. 

Rural sociologists and community developers drew inspiration from the local-federal-expert 

planning structure developed at the USDA for their ideas about rural development.  

 Though a strong support for New Deal farm policy persisted among agricultural 

economists, two mid-century developments would have a major impact on how many in the 

profession viewed the rural crisis. The first was a growing consensus that the large-scale, 

highly specialized farm represented the most efficient and rational production unit. This 

farm, created in no small part by New Deal policies, became the dominant way to organize 

agricultural production after World War II.66 The second was an embrace of human capital 

theory, outlined by agricultural economist Theodore Schultz. Schultz, reared on a South 

Dakota farm, taught at Iowa State and then the University of Chicago. Schultz did not 

outright oppose New Deal-style farm policies. Instead, he believed that the wiser course of 

action would be to invest heavily in farmer education and agricultural research, which could 
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be used to improve the farm economy.67 Large farmers with highly capitalized operations 

became the primary target for human capital investment. As we will see, this combination of 

human capital and the field’s embrace of the large farm led a number of agricultural 

economists to call for a response to the rural crisis quite at odds with rural development. The 

remainder of this chapter examines how agricultural economists, community developers, and 

rural sociologists responded to and understood the dramatic changes reshaping rural 

America.  

 

Soon after the end of World War II, rural experts began to notice that poverty and 

outmigration started undermining the fabric of small towns and they turned their attention 

toward examining the origins of these problems. Some of the earliest attempts to understand 

the forces reshaping rural America came from agricultural economists. Given their 

disciplinary focus, they concentrated most of their attention on the changes roiling farms 

across the U.S. While he did not speak for all agricultural economists, John Davis’s work 

examining the origins of the agribusiness economy critically shaped the way the postwar 

farm world was understood by experts in the field. Davis grew up on a small farm in 

Missouri before going on to study agricultural economics at Iowa State University and the 

University of Minnesota. Davis served as the assistant secretary of agriculture at the USDA 

from 1953 to 1954 under Ezra Taft Benson. Though Benson was a free market ideologue, 

Davis held slightly more tempered views regarding state intervention into the farm economy. 

Like Schultz, Davis liked the stability provided by New Deal-era farm policy but believed 
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they would need to be scaled back to let market forces determine production goals. Davis, 

along with Ray Goldberg, laid out these views as well as his interpretation of agricultural 

change in The Concept of Agribusiness, published in 1957. The book proved incredibly 

popular with agricultural researchers and policymakers, and copies were distributed to every 

experiment and extension-service director in the U.S.68 The book, then, played a key role in 

shaping the broader conversation around rural change. 

 Davis saw the rise of agribusiness as a central feature of the midcentury farm 

economy. He defined agribusiness as all the economic activities related to the production and 

distribution of farm products.69 The agribusiness economy contained several interrelated 

parts. First were large, highly capitalized farms who grew a smaller, specialized set of 

products. As farmers focused on fewer crops, they shed many processes normally performed 

on the farm. More and more, new businesses, often large corporations, emerged that 

processed agricultural products and manufactured the farm implements that made planting 

and harvesting possible. At the same time, large farmers increasingly formed marketing 

agreements and other cooperative arrangements that gave them greater market control.70 

Many of these new co-ops left out small farmers. Importantly, Davis analyzed the important 

role played by the state in creating the agribusiness economy. Public policy made it possible 

for farms to expand, and for farmers to combine in cooperative arrangements. The term 

“agribusiness” therefore came to encompass the increasing linkage between farm supply 

manufacturers, distributors, processors, marketers, the state, and farmers. Though Davis did 
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not intend the term to be synonymous with large-scale, mechanized farms, they, along with 

off-farm businesses and the state, dominated the new farm economy.71 

 Davis saw the emergence of the agribusiness economy as a rational response to the 

political and economic conditions faced by U.S. farmers and new technologies that 

encouraged integration. Davis focused in particular on the choices made by large farmers. He 

wrote that these farmers increasingly found themselves ensnared in a “cost-price squeeze.” A 

rigid cost structure imposed by use of machinery and technology, on the one hand, and an 

extremely competitive market on the other placed these farmers in a bind. While these 

pressures were old, Davis argued, they operated more extensively in the years after World 

War II and forced farmers to find new solutions to maintain profitability. In response, they 

streamlined on-farm activities by shedding less productive ventures and integrated their 

operations with off-farm businesses and with each other through cooperative arrangements. 

By subsidizing farm production, the state further enabled farmers to introduce the new 

machines and technology produced by off-farm businesses and expand their holdings through 

the purchase of new land. The economy that resulted contained far fewer farmers and would 

likely have even fewer if trends in efficiency and productivity continued. What Davis 

ultimately saw was a collection of rational actors seeking to optimize their efficiency, 

productivity, and, especially, profits. Davis’s account, influential as it was, ignored the power 

struggles and, in many cases, violence, that radically transformed the farm economy in the 

twentieth century. Davis’s account framed the arrival of agribusiness in rural America as a 

positive development that would yield a more efficient agriculture.  

 Rural sociologists also took notice of the rise of the agribusiness economy and saw 

the transformations reshaping rural America as rooted in those economic changes. In contrast 
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to Davis’s embrace of agribusiness, though, rural sociologists showed far more ambivalence. 

In 1964, Olaf Larson and Everett Rogers published a survey of rural sociological research 

that had been conducted since the end of World War II on agricultural change. Much like 

Davis, Larson and Rogers had Midwest farm pedigrees. Instead of following in their family’s 

tradition, though, the two men left agriculture to study rural sociology. Larson came from a 

family of farm owners in Wisconsin and studied at the University of Wisconsin. Following 

that, he worked as a researcher at the USDA’s Bureau of Agricultural Economics and then 

taught rural sociology at Cornell. Raised on a farm in Iowa, Rogers took his degree from 

Iowa State University and went on to teach at Ohio State, Michigan State, and then the 

University of Michigan.72   

 Synthesizing nearly two decades of research, Larson and Rogers found an agricultural 

economy undergoing a stark transformation. Their account in many ways confirmed the 

changes outlined by Davis. Larson and Rogers noted that the scope of rural change could be 

measured in rising rates of crop specialization, ever-larger farms, and productivity. Farmers 

increasingly focused their efforts on growing one or two crops using chemical inputs to 

maximize the harvest. This “enterprise specialization” accelerated at a higher rate between 

1954 and 1959 than during any previous five-year period.73 These productive and specialized 

operations required larger tracts of land and higher levels of capital investment in farm 

inputs, which had the double effect of pushing out smaller, less productive farmers and 

raising the barrier of entry to farming. Larson and Rogers showed that while 5.9 million 

farms operated in 1945, only 3.7 million did in 1959, which led to a concentration of 
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farmland in fewer hands.74 These specialized farmers fed more people than ever before. 

Between 1900 and 1950, the number of people fed per farmer increased from only seven to 

fifteen. By 1960, however, one farmer could feed twenty-five people.75 The two men noted 

that the agricultural economy was increasingly characterized by a sort of vertical integration, 

with off-farm businesses at the top, dictating production to farmers at the bottom. What 

Larson and Rogers ultimately saw was a shift away from the small, independent farm and 

toward what they called the “trend to agribusiness.”76  

 In contrast to Davis, Larson and Rogers did not celebrate this trend. The two rural 

sociologists saw the rise of agribusiness not as a product of rational decision making, but of 

shifting power relations in the farm economy. They put forth an analysis of agribusiness that 

echoed critiques of bureaucratization developed in the 1950s by sociologist C. Wright 

Mills.77 Instead of celebrating the productivity and efficiency gains, Larson and Rogers 

bemoaned the shift from “autonomous farmer” to agribusiness. The two rural sociologists 

argued that “dependence” increasingly characterized the farmer’s daily existence. Farmers 

grew reliant upon off-farm business for pesticides, machinery, and seeds. In some cases, 

these firms exercised control over what was grown and how in order to meet not only their 

needs, but those of supermarkets and their customers as well. Larson and Rogers framed this 

transition as a centralization of “both economic and political power” that took away 

“decisions once made within the rural community” and lodged them within “complex 

governmental or business organizations.”78 
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 While their analysis pointed to critical shifts in political and economic power, it was 

not without its limits. The two sociologists traded in romantic stereotypes of the independent 

farmer that perhaps reflected an idealized vision of their own Midwestern small farm 

backgrounds. While some farmers may have inhabited this role, Larson and Rogers, and the 

scholarship they synthesized, failed to point out that “dependence” and exploitation had long 

characterized many relationships within agriculture. The experience of tenants, 

sharecroppers, and farm hands, for example, did not factor into their analysis, nor did the 

racial discrimination and exploitation at the root of many of these arrangements. Moreover, 

while Davis and Goldberg acknowledged the role played by public policy in creating an 

agribusiness economy, Larson and Rogers left that topic largely unexplored. Unfortunately, 

though their synthesis left ample room for further analysis, rural sociologists largely did not 

follow up on their research into agricultural transformation.  

 While agriculture figured prominently in early postwar rural sociological studies, 

some turned their attention to the changes underway in mining-based rural communities as 

well. Much like farm regions, rural sociologists found that mining towns experienced 

dramatic population loss and poverty in the postwar period driven by the reorganization of 

the industry that began soon after World War II. While Harry Caudill’s examination of 

Appalachian poverty in Night Comes to the Cumberland captured the attention of 

policymakers and the public in the early 1960s, Herman Lantz’s 1958 book People of Coal 

Town uncovered similar economic devastation in the coalfields of southern Illinois.79 Like 

many sociological studies, Lantz focused on a single community. Lantz’s “coal town” 

experienced a dramatic growth in the coal industry beginning the late nineteenth century, and 
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an equally precipitous decline by the 1950s. While the early twentieth century saw major 

capital investments and record production and profit, the industry had collapsed by 1956. 

Lantz argued that this rapid decline stemmed from multiple factors. In part, the corporate 

firms that controlled the region’s mines quickly exhausted their resources. Additionally, 

many jobs were lost as a result of mechanization.80 As Lantz’s colleague Harold Marley 

remarked, when southern Illinois mine operators depleted the resources found deep in the 

ground, they turned to “strip” mining, which exploited ore closer to the surface. Aside from 

leaving a scarred, environmentally devasted landscape, Marley pointed out that strip mining 

required fewer workers, which compounded the region’s economic devastation. As more 

contemporary scholars have shown, this process of resource exhaustion and mechanization 

played out in many small mining towns.81 Much like the nation’s agricultural regions, the 

decline of mining communities across the U.S. was rooted in a deep, economic restructuring.  

 While less dominant than either agriculture or mining, the rural timber economy also 

experienced a major decline in the middle of the twentieth century. Rural sociological 

research found that jobs in the forest or the sawmills were often low-paid, seasonal jobs.82 

Rural sociologists found that, by the early 1940s, many firms in the major timber regions – 

the north east, upper Midwest, and northwest – began exhausting lumber resources, 

producing what they called “cut-over” regions. These cut-over regions were defined by rising 
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levels of unemployment, poverty, and population decline.83 Much like the changes sweeping 

the agricultural and mining economies of rural America, timber-dependent regions entered 

the postwar era in a state of stark decline.  

 

The economic transformations analyzed by agricultural economists and rural sociologists led 

to a major shift in the boundaries, interdependences, and relationships between rural and 

urban places. The meaning of these changes emerged as another major theme in the 

scholarship of postwar rural social scientists. In community development, many experts 

expressed great alarm over the shifting boundaries between rural and urban in the postwar 

period. Here, the writings of Hugh Denney, who shaped the curriculum of the Department of 

Community Development at the University of Missouri, are instructive. Denney was born in 

Andrew County, Missouri, a rural county in the northwest portion of the state. Denney did 

graduate work in biology at the University of Missouri before working with the Missouri 

Conservation Commission and the Forest Service in the Ozarks in the early 1940s.84 His 

travels through many impoverished rural communities must have sparked within Denney a 

desire to change career paths. By 1944, he began working with the state’s Department of 

Commerce and Industrial Development, which implemented economic development 

programs.85 Given his experience in the public sector and with economic development, the 

Department of Community Development hired Denney in 1958 as a consultant to help shape 
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the program. By the early 1960s, his role in the department expanded and he began teaching 

courses as well.86 

In publications, public lectures, and in the classroom, Denney described a rapidly 

declining rural community and a metastasizing city. Denney argued that the economic and 

social ties in rural communities frayed as people and jobs vanished. Much like Larson and 

Rogers, Denney romanticized rural life and mourned its disappearance.87 The flipside to this 

declining rural America was an ever-expanding city. Transportation improvements, better job 

prospects, and the lure of city life attracted rural migrants to urban areas.88 In their growth, 

though, Denney argued that cities had “lost their human scale.” The center of many cities, 

Denney argued, were “rotting,” while the ever-expanding network of highways that allowed 

cities and suburbs to grow only worsened air pollution. Two community developers working 

in Missouri’s program agreed, writing that cities voraciously consumed land in an attempt to 

house their burgeoning populations. Cities had failed to provide a meaningful life, though, 

and instead creating “megalopolises” where people “get up earlier, spend more time 

breathing their neighbor’s car exhaust, and return home later.”89 Community developers in 

Missouri therefore tapped into a longstanding dichotomy that pitted the virtuous countryside 

against the decadent city or, in Denney’s framing, the human countryside versus the inhuman 

city. The latter was rapidly consuming the former. While they tapped into a moralistic 
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rhetoric, their concern about a shifting rural-urban balance reflected real concerns about the 

quality of life that people had in large cities.   

 The blurring of rural-urban boundaries in the postwar period received a much fuller 

discussion and analysis by rural sociologists. By the 1950s, many in the field had begun to 

notice that sharp rural-urban borders seemed to be diminishing. In part, these borders were 

physical. A varied collection of rural commentators had long remarked that “isolation” from 

mainstream America was an essential feature of rural life. This isolation came most often in 

physical form, but the distance between rural communities and the cities produced a social 

and cultural isolation as well.90 However, in the face of major transportation projects in the 

middle of the twentieth century, rural sociologists increasingly questioned whether physical 

isolation continued to dominate rural life. Glenn Fuguitt and Nora Ann Deeley, for example, 

argued that new highways and paved country roads collapsed the spatial distances between 

the city and the country. The easy flow of people between city and country greatly 

diminished physical isolation.91  

 Rural sociologists also analyzed the blurring economic boundaries between rural and 

urban America. In particular, they catalogued the growth in what they saw as nonrural jobs 

and people in small towns. Whereas the economic bases of rural communities before had 

been defined by resource based industries, economic restructuring and the industrialization of 

the countryside shifted the employment balance away from the farm, the mine, and the forest. 
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Moreover, many people moved out to the countryside, while commuting to their urban or 

suburban jobs. By 1957, the trend had accelerated so much that Lowry Nelson worried about 

an “invasion of the open country” by nonrural people.92 Indeed, Fuguitt showed that by 1960 

seventy percent of the rural population no longer worked in traditionally rural occupations.93 

Talk of invasions in part reflected practical concerns. Walter McKain and Robert Burnight 

wrote that the encroachment of city people into the countryside was impacting land values, 

making it more expensive to live in small towns.94 

 However, worries about an invasion of nonrural people and the diminishing rural-

urban boundaries also pointed to deep anxiety about the rural future. Many postwar rural 

sociologists grew up in the types of communities outlined by Galpin, and they spent a lot of 

energy documenting its decline. In particular, they wrote about the decline of the “trade 

center,” or that part of the rural community that provided services and commerce. As more 

and more farmers left agriculture, for example, and as travel to larger cities became easier, 

rural trade centers faltered. It is important to stress, though, that as late as the early 1940s, 

many rural sociologists believed the fabric of the rural community remained strong. Studies 

by Carl Taylor, Edward Moe, Earl Bell, and Dwight Sanderson on Iowa, Kansas, and New 

York confirmed that larger trade centers increasingly captured the business of farmers, but 

that the rural community remained coherent.95 
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 From the 1950s on, though, rural sociologists called this stability into question. 

Gerald Hodge, writing about Canada and the U.S., argued that population decline, farm 

consolidation, and improvements in transportation undermined the farm trade center.96 Two 

Missouri rural sociologists placed the growth of agribusiness in the local grape industry at the 

center of their analysis of trade center decline.97 They argued that the shift from small, 

locally owned operations to large scale farms owned by outside investors devastated local 

trade networks. Trade center decline impacted rural communities based in mining and timber 

as well. As firms exhausted resources and mechanized jobs, small towns emptied of locally 

owned businesses.98 Looking at these trends across the U.S., Fuguitt argued that the rural 

trade center had “almost completely vanished from the American scene.”99 

 The disappearance of the trade center, along with the blurring physical and economic 

boundaries between rural and urban communities, produced a debate among rural 

sociologists about rural culture and identity, or rurality. If rural economic structures were 

undergoing major changes, rural sociologists debated what would happen to the culture that 

they produced. Would a similar blurring of rural and urban cultures take place as well? This 
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debate drew upon definitions of rurality created by two founders of the field, Carle 

Zimmerman and Pitirim Sorokin. Zimmerman was born on a small farm in Cass County, 

Missouri, and studied with leading rural experts of the early twentieth century, including Carl 

Taylor and John Black. Sorokin, who grew up in the Komi Territories of Russia near the 

border with Finland, studied criminology and sociology in St. Petersburg. The two met at the 

University of Minnesota in the 1920s and played foundational roles in the creation of a 

sociology department at Harvard.100 Their textbook, Principles of Rural-Urban Sociology, 

published in 1929, helped define rural sociology. Zimmerman and Sorokin argued for a stark 

rural-urban dichotomy as foundation to the field. They maintained rural people constituted a 

distinct culture with their own identity apart from the city. Among other things, they argued 

that rural people were superstitious, wise, innocent, honest, pious, familial, individualistic, 

and community-oriented.101 This study therefore provided a wide-ranging, and sometimes 

conflicting, list of traits that sowed the seeds for future debate. 

While many rural sociologists continued to see essential differences between rural 

and urban people, the major economic and demographic transformations of the early postwar 

period forced them to soften the stark dichotomy put forth by Zimmerman and Sorokin. In its 

place, many postwar rural sociologists adopted a rural-urban “continuum.” This concept was 

first outlined in 1950 by C.P. Loomis and J.A. Beagle in their textbook Rural Social 

Systems.102 They argued that a sliding scale could more accurately identify the gradations in 

rural and urban cultural patterns while still upholding critical differences between the two. 
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Their system relied upon an analysis of three categories: place of residence (namely the size 

of the town in which the person lived and its proximity to a city), occupation, and values. 

However, rural sociologists never fully agreed upon how the continuum should be used or 

what combination of variables produced an identity more rural than urban. Nonetheless, the 

continuum structured debate about the persistence of rural identity in the postwar period.  

Despite the economic restructuring and demographic decline experienced by small 

towns across the U.S., many rural sociologists continued to argue that a distinct rural identity 

persisted. Examining the residence category of the rural-urban continuum, they found that 

rural settings, particularly those farthest from cities, still produced distinct personality types. 

In one study, rural sociologists administered a test to 15,000 ninth-grade rural and urban 

Minnesotans. The rural students came from farm and nonfarm rural backgrounds. The 

authors argued they found clear evidence for personality differences. Rural students, 

regardless of gender, expressed “feelings of shyness, self-depreciation, [and] suspicion of 

others,” while urban children were “more apt to rebel against authority and are less self-

critical and less suspicious of the motives of others.”103 A study of rural and urban boys in 

Michigan came to a similar conclusion. As in Minnesota, this study did not focus solely on 

agricultural families. The authors argued that rural boys generally had fewer interactions with 

non-family members, while urban boys had a diverse array of encounters. This difference 

explained the study’s findings that rural boys had lower intelligence, lower aspirations, and 

scored high on measures of “submissiveness, depressive anxiety, withdrawn shyness, 

practical concernedness, and lack of nervous tension.” Urban boys, in contrast, scored 

highest on “independent self-sufficiency, positive evaluation of physical mobility,” and 
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desire for higher education.104 These studies were important because they showed that, 

regardless of occupation, a distinct rural culture emerged in people who lived far from urban 

and suburban areas. Rural identity could persist in a sphere autonomous from economics. 

Indeed, the increasingly tenuous existence of agricultural and other rural economies 

pushed many rural sociologists to sever the ties between economic base and culture 

altogether. A 1963 study by Peter Munch and Robert Campbell, and a follow up study in 

1971 by William Haga and Clinton Folse outlined this argument.105 Examining farm 

communities in Wisconsin and Illinois, respectively, the authors distinguished between 

functional and nonfunctional elements of community. The former comprised economic ties 

while the latter including “kinship attachments, spiritual values, career satisfactions, work 

relationships, and participation in community-oriented activities.”106 The studies asked rural 

people two questions: to which community do you belong? And where do you go for goods 

and services? The studies found that rural people identified a community, but it had no 

relationship to trade patterns like the old Galpin community. Instead, their community 

emerged increasingly in nonfunctional relationships. In other words, a distinctively “rural” 

culture rooted in community ties continued to exist. Haga and Folse similarly concluded that 

the production of a rural identity came less from economic foundations and more from 

nonfunctional ties. 

George Lowe and Charles Peek built on these studies but provided a different way to 

measure the persistence of rural identity. Examining survey polling data on a variety of 
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topics, Peek and Lowe found that a distinctive rural “lifestyle” existed. Like the studies in 

Michigan and Minnesota, Lowe and Peek did not focus solely on rural farm communities, but 

instead cast a wide net on all rural occupations. They found that residence in a rural setting, 

which they defined as a low-density, low-population area, predicted a whole host of 

responses to questions on topics ranging from divorce to 1960s public policy. When they 

added a “lifestyle” variable – the choice to consume alcohol or not – Lowe and Peek found 

that they could predict and identify a range of opinions that pointed to the existence of a 

separate rural culture.107 Along with Munch, Haga, Campbell, and Folse, Lowe and Peek 

showed that rural culture and patterns of behavior persisted long after rural economic 

structures had transformed.  

Though many studies seemed to back up the claim that rurality persisted in the 

postwar period, a wide array of rural sociologists attacked this argument. A key assumption 

of these studies was that isolation – be it physical, social, or economic – no longer 

characterized rural life. Writing early in the postwar period, Douglas Marshall argued that 

new technology and improvements in transportation would dissolve the distinctive rural 

identity that he had found in the Midwest.108 Herbert Auerbach, writing about Appalachian 

communities in 1955, argued similarly that new transportation improvements had ended 

much of the deep isolation that had characterized many mountain societies.109 Rural 

sociologists also looked to the spread of television sets in rural communities as evidence that 

rural culture was dissolving. With widespread rural electrification, a product of the New 

Deal, more and more rural homes had televisions. Sociologists argued that the spread of 
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television sets in rural as well as urban homes ensured that people, regardless of their 

location, would increasingly consume similar cultural products.110 Summarizing their 

conclusion about the inability to identify a distinctive pattern of rurality, Fern Willits and 

Robert Bealer argued that “despite the popularity, easy verbalization, and apparent 

sophistication of taking ‘rural’ to mean a composite or complex of ideas, the empirical utility 

of such a compound definition appears questionable.”111 

Other rural sociologists took on the arguments put forth Peek, Lowe, and others more 

directly by questioning whether rural residence could actually predict rural identity or values. 

One 1952 study of rural communities in Washington state wanted to test whether rural 

residence predicted political and economic conservatism. Looking at a wide array of rural 

communities in the state, the author found that no strong correlation existed between rural 

residence and conservatism: “the hypothesis that in the state of Washington conservatism is 

positively associated with rurality…is not tenable.”112 Such difficulties led Harold 

Hoffsommer to question the validity of “urban” and “rural” as analytical categories entirely. 

He argued that economic changes in rural America rendered these categories “analytically 

impotent.”113 For many rural sociologists, the changes restructuring the rural community 

nearly erased any definable rurality. 
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The seeming disappearance of rural communities led many rural sociologists to 

despair that their field might vanish as well. What would be left to study if urban and rural 

cultures blended together, and fewer and fewer people lived in small towns? Lalit Sen, who 

worked for the National Institute of Community Development in Hyderabad, told U.S. rural 

sociologists not to lose hope. He agreed that postwar rural changes rendered the term rural, at 

least in the U.S. context, meaningless. However, he told U.S.-based rural sociologists that if 

they felt “they are running out of research problems…[they] should feel comfortable working 

in one of the developing countries” where an identifiable rurality still existed.114 Carl Taylor 

mimicked Sen’s sentiments. Taylor, who spent many years studying rural life in Argentina, 

told rural sociologists that conditions in many rural communities overseas mirrored those in 

the U.S. at the turn of the century when the field was born. Thus, an opportunity opened for 

rural sociologists to help foreign leaders “understand, not only their rural problems, but also 

their rural people.”115 Many U.S. rural sociologists heeded Sen and Taylor’s call and went 

abroad. A large body of scholarship emerged by the end of the 1950s from these American 

sojourns abroad that became foundational texts on the rural areas on which they were 

based.116 This turn toward foreign communities seemed to confirm, then, that the rural no 

longer existed in the United States.  

While many rural sociologists and community developers lamented the shrinking 

rural sector and rapidly expanding cities, agricultural economists often looked upon this 

rebalancing with favor. The focus on culture and the anxiety over the rise of the big city on 
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display in community development and rural sociology gave way in agricultural economics 

to a discussion that revolved around rationality and efficiency in the economy. Economic and 

demographic changes in rural and urban America reflected a new equilibrium. This 

perspective was perhaps articulated best by Vernon Ruttan. Ruttan was born in the town of 

Alden, Michigan where he grew up on a small dairy, potato, and bean farm. Ruttan received 

his PhD in agricultural economics at the University of Chicago in 1952, where he studied 

under Theodore Schultz. After stints at the Tennessee Valley Authority, Purdue University, 

and the University of California, he worked joined the Department of Agricultural 

Economics at the University of Minnesota in 1965. Much of Ruttan’s work examined 

agricultural and rural development.117 

Writing at the end of the 1950s, Ruttan examined the changes between the rural and 

urban sectors created by a government-backed large-scale farm economy. More precisely, 

Ruttan analyzed the relationship between an increasingly fruitful farm economy with 

dwindling labor inputs and a growing urban and industrial sector. In a farm sector defined by 

highly productive, large scale enterprises, Ruttan argued that the need for a wide-base of 

small farmers disappeared. On the urban side, high demand for industrial employment in 

cities and suburbs existed, so it made sense that a shift in rural-urban population patterns 

would occur. A smaller yet productive farm sector not only freed people up to work in cities 

and suburbs, but also yielded affordable food that could be sold in domestic and overseas 

markets. Ruttan argued that nonrural consumers in the domestic marketplace quickly became 

used to these low prices and the ability to eat whatever they wanted year-round. These 

changes in productivity, the composition of the labor market, and consumer purchasing 

habits occurred during a relatively compressed period of time in the early to mid-twentieth 
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century. Despite the short time-frame, Ruttan argued they led to a remarkably stable 

rebalancing of rural-urban economic relationships and composition of the population. He 

predicted that the large, productive farm and the concentration of people and jobs in cities 

would continue into the future and would yield a more efficient economy.118 

While Ruttan’s analysis suggested that the remaking of rural-urban relationships in 

the U.S. had an overseas component, his University of Minnesota colleague G. Edward 

Schuh expanded on this shift and made it central to his understanding of agricultural 

transformations. Born on a small vegetable farm outside Indianapolis, Schuh went on to earn 

his bachelor’s degree in economics from Purdue University in 1952. He took his PhD in 

agricultural economics from the University of Chicago in 1961 where he worked with 

Schultz. Following the completion of his doctorate work, Schuh traveled to Brazil to work 

with the Ford Foundation on a project to expand the Federal University of Vicosa, at that 

time a small rural college patterned after U.S. land grant institutions. He taught at Purdue 

University for much of the 1960s and 1970s and finished his career at the University of 

Minnesota. According to his Minnesota colleague C. Ford Runge, Schuh’s scholarship led 

the way in integrating an analysis of global markets, state policy, and foreign trade into the 

study of agricultural economics.119 

When Schuh began his career in agricultural economics in the late 1950s, farmers not 

only grew more on larger plots of land for burgeoning domestic markets, but for overseas 

consumers as well. The federal government, for example, helped U.S. farmers unload 
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agricultural surpluses as part of overseas development programs. U.S. policymakers and 

farmers alike embraced exports as a solution to the rising agricultural productivity. Exports 

would ensure that domestic markets would not be glutted and, in turn, depress the prices that 

farmers received. For skeptics of New Deal farm policy, exports also had the virtue of raising 

farm prices without the use of direct subsidies.120 U.S. farmers therefore became increasingly 

intwined with, and dependent upon, foreign agricultural markets.  

Schuh saw the growing interdependence of world economies and the rising value of 

U.S. agricultural exports as a natural and rational process that produced largely positive 

results. More specifically, Schuh argued that this new arrangement reflected the comparative 

advantage of the U.S. farm economy, predicated as it was on high tech, high yield 

production. U.S. farmers could produce farm commodities far cheaper than others. For 

Schuh, the growing prominence of farm exports complimented the budding role played by 

the service sector in reshaping the U.S. economy. Schuh argued that the U.S. should embrace 

this arrangement by lowering trade barriers that would make it easier to import manufactured 

goods, which were too expensive to produce stateside. If the U.S. or other countries tried to 

“impede these forces,” either through industrial protectionism or support to small, less 

efficient farmers, global economic growth and prosperity would decline.121 Instead, Schuh 

advocated for “rational international economic policy” in the U.S. and abroad that would 

further this trade liberalization and global integration. Though Schuh’s scholarship clearly 
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reflected a bias in favor of free trade, it nonetheless helped to illustrate the deepening 

integration of U.S. agriculture into the world economy. 

Agricultural economists also saw a major shift within the rural agricultural economy 

that occurred alongside this shift in rural-urban and domestic-overseas relationships. Many in 

the field focused their attention on what, by the 1950s, was seen as a “dichotomy” in U.S. 

agriculture or, in Ruttan’s phrase, its “dual structure.”122 The new postwar farm economy was 

defined by a sharp split between productive, commercial farmers with relatively large plots 

of land and smaller farmers who struggled to earn an adequate living. Beginning in the mid-

1950s, agricultural economists focused their attention on the latter, and what they called the 

problem of the “low-income farmer.”123 During that decade, the problem had become quite 

large. One study found that over half of all farmers made less than $2,500 per year. Many of 

these farms shared similar qualities. They operated on small plots of substandard land, had 

little, if any, capital investments in machinery, poor farm management skills, and a history of 

poor financial management that prevented them from accessing new lines of credit.124 

Agricultural economists also found a correlation between geography and low-income 

farmers. The low-income farm problem stretched covered the area encompassing the 

Missouri Ozarks, Appalachia, and the South.125 While their analysis of the dual structure 
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highlighted a major cleavage in the farm economy, it left much to be desired. Of most 

importance was the question of race. Though agricultural economists identified the south as a 

problem region, their analysis did not take into account racial discrimination, nor the 

differential impact of farm policy on black farmers. While the field sometimes accounted for 

the role played by agriculture policy in stimulating economic change, it generally did not 

criticize policy for creating the low-income farm problem. 

 

Could anything be done to help these small, low-income farmers, and those who had lost 

their jobs in the mines and forests? What, if anything, could be done to reverse the economic 

and demographic decline in rural America? Much like their debates about the origins of the 

rural crisis and its impact on rural-urban relationships, rural experts put forth conflicting 

solutions to the rural crisis. In general, though, two main solutions emerged. One, advocated 

for primarily by agricultural economists, called for the further depopulation of rural 

communities. The other, pushed by rural sociologists and community developers, called for a 

rural development policy that would invest in new infrastructure and jobs and, in the process, 

reverse the economic and demographic collapse that had devastated small towns.  

One of the major assumptions held by many postwar agricultural economists was that 

agriculture going forward would need fewer farmers. In particular, agriculture would need 

fewer small, low-income farmers.126 Agricultural economists did not think that these farmers 

could make significant contributions to the modern farm economy. Davis, for example, 

argued that low-income farmers should not attempt to improve their bargaining position 

through marketing agreements or through the formation of cooperatives. While these 
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arrangements had worked well for large farmers, the benefits of scale would not translate as 

well for small farmers. Their low levels of capitalization would prevent them from taking 

advantage of new machinery and technology, which would in turn preclude their integration 

into the agribusiness economy. Human capital and other investments would be better spent 

elsewhere.127 Ruttan and Schuh argued that small farmers would not be able to provide 

affordable food to domestic and overseas markets accustomed to cheap produce.128 It also 

made little sense to invest in small farmers to teach them how to be more productive. These 

investments would not only be costly but would “create competitive pressure elsewhere.”129 

In other words, helping small farmers would only yield more farmers glutting the market and 

depressing prices. Ruttan summarized this position most bluntly: these farmers, he argued, 

“are not underdeveloped – they are redundant.”130  

Though they may have been redundant in the farm economy, an alternative existed. 

Investments could be made in new rural jobs and infrastructure that would allow displaced 

farmers to find new work in their communities. Sounding not unlike Hugh Denney, 

agricultural economist Harold Breimyer believed that rural America should in fact be 

developed as “a countermeasure to the relentless national trend to envelop everyone and 

everything into a giant, faceless, mechanistic, conglomerate-corporation urbanized 

bureaucracy.”131 His colleague J.K. McDermott argued that the federal government would 

have to play a major role in these efforts. McDermott argued that “full reliance on ‘the 
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market’” would not lead to rural revitalization, and that local efforts would scarcely make a 

dent in rural decline.132 McDermott and others believed that the trends undermining rural 

communities were simply too large and required a more thoroughgoing development 

program.133  

However, many came to the opposite conclusion and argued that investments in rural 

development would do little to reverse the rural crisis. Much like their case for the large-scale 

farm economy, the arguments of agricultural economists against investment in new sources 

of work for rural people turned on the question of rationality and efficiency. C.E. Bishop, 

who published a popular introductory agricultural economics textbook in the 1950s, spoke 

for many when he argued that investments aimed to help rural communities attract new 

manufacturing jobs would fail. Bishop stated that the type of manufacturer that rural 

communities would be able to attract would likely be low-wage, low-yield, and 

undercapitalized firms with little ability to compete. Public funds would be better spent 

elsewhere, primarily in larger metropolitan areas, where higher levels of productivity would 

be assured.134 E.J.R. Booth used more colorful language in describing his opposition to rural 

industrialization. Booth argued that, at best, rural communities would be able to attract the 

“cast offs of the industrial system” that would, by providing them a few jobs, simply 

“prolong the local agony.” Investment and people should ultimately go to larger metropolitan 
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areas because small rural towns had no “growth potential.”135 These places, called “growth 

centers,” would offer the greatest return on public and private investment and were often 

medium to large cities.136  

However, agricultural economists did not think that rural people should be left to fend 

for themselves. Instead, they called for human capital investments in education and 

relocation assistance to help rural people make the transition from country to city. Bishop 

argued against a laissez-faire approach, stating that it would be ridiculous to think that rural 

people could simply “lift themselves by their own bootstraps” and find new work. For 

Bishop, economic development was a “national problem and that it should be tackled on a 

national scale.”137 Even Theodore Schultz, whose work sometimes criticized the heavy hand 

of farm subsidies, argued that the federal government would need to help rural people 

relocate and find new jobs.138 Schuh similarly called for federal support for the relocation 

and retraining of low-income farmers.139 Ultimately, these agricultural economists believed 

that the most efficient rural community was one populated by a small number of large-scale, 

highly productive farms. Cast-offs from the farm economy would best be served by leaving 

agriculture and rural America altogether.  

A much different perspective emerged among rural sociologists and community 

developers. Scholars working in community development did the most to outline a vision of 

rural revival at odds with the ideas put forth by Schultz, Schuh, and others. At the University 
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of Missouri, where one of the earliest and most influential community development programs 

emerged, practitioners developed a vision of rural development that ultimately encompassed 

more than just the small town where development began. They saw rural development as a 

means for a greater reorganization of the U.S.  

When scholars at the University of Missouri spoke of community development, what 

exactly did they mean? Harold Kaufman, who taught in Missouri’s community development 

program, defined community as a grouping of population, institutions, and values.140 He also 

saw it more dynamically as the daily activities of people living in a given place. Community 

development was thus the concerted action of the community for improvement.141 Arthur 

Dunham, another community development instructor at Missouri, saw community 

development as the efforts of the community to improve its economic, social, and cultural 

conditions.142 The goal of community development was an expansion of new jobs and 

infrastructure, funded by both public and private investments.143 Supporters emphatically 

insisted that community involvement was essential.144 One of the reasons many in 

community development disliked the concentration of people and jobs in cities was because 

it tended to concentrate decision making power there as well. Kaufman and C.B. Ratchford, 

who oversaw extension and community development programs at Missouri, worried that this 
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concentration of authority would mean that the smaller communities might lose “the power 

to decide” many of the most important aspects of their future.145 Community development 

would therefore re-empower local communities. In practice, though, local elites and 

development experts controlled development projects.  

While the first goal was to improve the local community, Denney envisioned the 

ultimate outcome of development to be a much more decentralized industrial economy and a 

population spread out in smaller rural towns. In contrast to many agricultural economists, he 

argued that many small towns were positioned well enough – because of location or 

resources – to serve as growth centers. However, Denney explicitly argued that not all small 

towns would be saved by community development.146 To determine the most optimal 

distribution of people and jobs, Denney developed a mapping and classification system. The 

goal was to spread out employment in such a way that jobs and services would, in his words, 

“reach the maximum number of citizens at the minimum total travel distance.” The overall 

focus of development would be investment in what he termed “class seven” and “class six” 

towns. The former would contain essential services, particularly larger medical centers, as 

well as junior colleges or regional satellites of state universities. Industrial employment 

would also be concentrated there.147 People located in more remote rural areas would ideally 

be able to reach class seven towns within one hour. Class six towns, on the other hand, would 

offer a smaller range of options. They would offer ambulance and hospital services for 

remote residents, as well as basic retail shopping. While Denney did not argue that cities on 
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the scale of New York needed to disappear, he believed that the major targets of investment 

should be these smaller cities, around which new economic activity would occur.148 

This vision for rural development was not bounded by the borders of the U.S. On the 

contrary, Denney and others in the Department of Community Development believed they 

had developed universally applicable ideas that could be exported around the globe. The 

global character of the department was reflected in part by its diverse student body. By the 

end of the 1960s, students from over fifty countries had learned the principles of community 

development from Denney and the rest of the faculty.149 Students from South Korea and 

Nigeria, for example, worked on projects that applied Denney’s mapping system to rural 

development projects in their home countries.150 Moreover, faculty took leave to work on 

community development projects in foreign countries. For example, Denney and Boyd 

Faulkner, another professor in the department, travelled to Cameroon and Nigeria to consult 

on community development projects.151 Insights into rural society and development gleaned 

from working in the Midwest could therefore be brought to bear on rural problems in far-

flung locations.  

This ambitious development agenda, however, left several important questions 

unanswered that plagued not only community development, but the enterprise of rural 

development more broadly. The vision of development articulated by community developers 

would be implemented through cooperation between local communities, the private sector, 
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expert planners, and the federal government.152 However Denney left key questions about 

process and decision making, particularly those that would inevitably arise between local and 

national interests, unanswered. How, for example, would the development goals of a 

multiplicity of small towns be reconciled with the larger, national goal of decentralization? 

Community development’s emphasis upon local communities driving the planning process 

clashed with the need for more national-level guidance to achieve decentralization and 

opened the way toward political conflict. Denney did not address, for example, how exactly 

community development would adjudicate between competing community claims to be a 

class six city.  

These questions were also left unanswered by rural sociologists who, for the most 

part, embraced rural development policy. In contrast to community developers, though, rural 

sociologists did not articulate a larger vision for development. Instead, they used their field’s 

longstanding interest in community studies to evaluate rural development’s impacts on small 

towns. Though many rural sociologists would advocate for rural development and even help 

implement local programs, they were mixed on its benefits. For example, Gene Summers’ 

study of a sparsely settled rural area in Illinois found rural industrialization’s impact to be 

mostly positive.153 Summers discovered that income and employment levels increased 

overall, even if they were not distributed as evenly as one might hope. A study of rural 

industrialization in Ohio found that rural residents responded favorably to the arrival of 

industry, and many used it to supplement farm income. Contrary to the expectations of many 

proponents of rural development, the Ohio study found that small farming might not 

 
151 “Visiting Professors from the University of Missouri, Columbia, U.S. of America,” 19 

July 1974, Folder Journey to Cameroon and Nigeria, Box 2, Denney Papers. 
152 Denney, Decongesting Metropolitan America, 125. 
153 Gene Summers, Large Industry in a Rural Area: Demographic, Economic, and Social 

Impacts (Madison: University of Wisconsin Experiment Station, 1973); see also Gene Summers, 



 

 
75 

disappear with the arrival of new industry.154 Alvin Bertrand and Harold Osborne’s study of 

rural industrialization in Louisiana found similar benefits.155 The authors noted that 

industrialization did little to alter the fabric of social and community life. In other words, 

infiltration of new employment did not necessarily undermine “rural” ways of life and 

coexisted comfortably with more “traditional” aspects of rurality.  

However, the ability of rural industrialization to stem community decline appeared to 

be rather weak. Michael Nolan and William Heffernan, two Missouri based rural 

sociologists, argued against Summers and others by showing that most employment gains 

resulting from industrialization went to non-locals.156 In other words, those benefitting from 

rural industrialization did not live in the places that spent the resources to attract new 

industry. A study of industrialization in Jackson County, Ohio found that many formerly 

urban people moved to this rural county for new industrial work, and that they took over 

leadership positions in local school boards.157 Other studies showed that – contrary to 

expectations – rural industrialization had only a small “multiplier” effect on private service 

sector employment.158 These studies countered the popular claim that new industry would 
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result in more general prosperity for rural areas. Nolan and Heffernan also cited studies that 

showed rural industrialization did little to actually arrest population decline. Most 

importantly, though, they argued that even if the benefits for these small towns were 

universally positive, promoting rural development was foolhardy because far too many small 

towns existed to benefit from it. There simply would not be enough private sector 

employment to go around. Rural industrialization, then, could not halt the disappearance of 

rural America. These studies reveal that, at best, rural development’s impact would be 

limited and localized. As the next two chapters will show, the implementation of rural 

development would yield only partial, incomplete benefits.  

Nonetheless, while many rural experts embraced a prescription for the rural crisis that 

promised more than it could deliver, they played an essential role in the process of 

understanding and framing the rural crisis. Beginning in the early years of the postwar 

period, rural experts working in agricultural economics, community development, and rural 

sociology charted the major changes reshaping rural life. Despite their different 

interpretations, these experts generally agreed that economic restructuring drove a process of 

job loss and population decline that radically reshaped many small towns. Moreover, in their 

own ways, rural experts showed that these changes recalibrated relationships between urban 

and rural America, and even rural America’s place in global trade. Postwar rural scholarship 

ultimately demonstrated that the rural America of the early and mid-twentieth century was 

quickly disappearing. Many rural experts, though, were not content to let that happen. As the 

next chapter will show, rural experts advocated for the creation of rural development policy 

at the federal level, and many of their ideas about the rural crisis and possible solutions to it 

would find themselves echoed in policy debates. More importantly, rural experts, particularly 

those working in community development, would put their ideas into practice in small towns. 



 

 
77 

Chapter Two 

Prosperity Amid Poverty: The Emergence of Rural Development Policy in the 

Federal Government 

As experts analyzed the meaning of the rural crisis, policymakers in the federal 

government began creating programs to stem the tide of rural decline. Over the course of the 

1950s and 1960s, policymakers instituted a set of programs focused on combatting economic 

decline, rural outmigration, and poverty. In contrast to conservatives and many moderate 

liberals, proponents of rural development did not view the postwar economy as characterized 

by unparalleled prosperity and argued that the federal government would need to play a much 

larger role in reversing economic decline. With the passage of the Area Redevelopment Act 

in 1961 and the creation of the USDA’s Office of Rural Areas Development that same year, 

policymakers forged a job-centered rural development policy to help struggling small towns. 

These programs aimed to create new employment through infrastructure projects, 

manufacturing, and the creation of a rural tourism economy. While these policies fought an 

uphill battle against larger economic forces and public policies that encouraged rural 

outmigration, they created a durable policy framework that shaped federal efforts to reverse 

rural decline through the 1970s.  

Proponents of rural development hoped to do two things. At its most basic, rural 

development sought to replace jobs lost in traditional rural industries and, in the process, 

reverse rural outmigration through greater investments in jobs and infrastructure. 

Policymakers also hoped to realize a larger vision of development. While they wanted to 

restructure rural economies, many also hoped that the revitalization of small towns would 

decentralize industry and population. Many proponents of rural development questioned the 

concentration of the economy and population in urban areas. Moreover, they worried about 
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the poverty and poor quality of living in many cities that, by the mid-1960s, had sparked 

nationwide protests. Federal policymakers saw in rural development the opportunity to solve 

problems of urban congestion and poverty through a revitalization of the small town. New 

jobs in small towns would allow people to leave congested megacities for more livable rural 

communities. Central to this development vision, then, was a long standing rural-urban 

dichotomy that framed rural places as virtuous and central to the character of the republic, 

with cities standing in for danger and decadence. Policymakers ultimately hoped that rural 

development would create small towns with the amenities and jobs of urban areas with the 

smaller scales and scenic beauty of rural America.   

Policymakers tried to achieve this vision of rural development through a public-

private program that adhered to the federal structure of the U.S. government. Rural 

development policy pursued its goals through a system of federal loans and grants to local, 

county, and state governments, nonprofit development groups, and private businesses. These 

entities would create planning strategies to guide rural development in return for federal 

funds. While rural development aimed to improve social services and public infrastructure, 

its primary objective was to spur rural revival through private sector job growth. 

Policymakers did not want to create a top-down development program. Instead they wanted 

to leave significant room for local initiative and control. This structure reflected a firm belief 

in the importance of federalism as well as the limitations on state interventions imposed by 

Cold War anticommunism. Still, proponents of rural development pushed at the edges of this 

limit and advocated for a larger role for the federal government in solving economic 

problems. They argued that only the federal government had the power and finances to 

address nationwide rural decline. 
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Rural development emerged in a broader context of economic development 

policymaking at the federal level. By 1960, a “decade of development” had commenced that 

saw the federal government pursue a variety of overseas development projects. These 

projects built new infrastructure and industry, while also seeking to improve agricultural 

productivity in the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, and Asia. At the same time, through 

agencies like the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC), the federal government pursued 

a domestic development agenda. The ARC largely assumed that small towns in the region 

could not be saved, and it encouraged rural outmigration through highway construction and 

training programs that would prepare rural migrants for urban work. Domestic rural 

development flowered during the same period but followed a vision of development at odds 

with the large-scale industrialization characteristic of overseas ventures and with the ARC’s 

efforts to depopulate rural America. What emerged was a distinctive, domestic rural 

development project that sought to rebuild small towns with new infrastructure projects and 

create a new economic base in manufacturing and tourism. 

Through an analysis of federal policymaking and rural development, this chapter also 

seeks to reframe our understanding of the Area Redevelopment Act, one of the central 

policies pursuing rural development. Historians have generally framed the program as a 

failure and a reflection of postwar liberalism’s limits. Gregory Wilson, for example, admits 

that the ARA looked back to the New Deal for inspiration, but argues that the postwar 

period’s moderate Keynesianism proved to be the more decisive influence. In contrast, this 

chapter suggests that proponents of the ARA far more self-consciously sought an alternative 

to moderate liberalism, and that New Deal influences were far more central to the ARA, and 

rural development more specifically. Moreover, the vision of rural development contained 

within the ARA has not been fully examined. More importantly, though, the ARA’s place 
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within a broader panoply of rural development programs has not been fully appreciated. The 

ARA’s successor, the Economic Development Administration, also vigorously pursued rural 

development. The ARA was also complimented by a broad expansion of rural development 

at the USDA. This chapter will not necessarily contest the limitations of the ARA and rural 

development more broadly. Instead, it seeks to better understand postwar rural development 

policy and the ideas undergirding it. 

Indeed, while federal policymakers crafted a program that aimed to cure structural 

problems in the rural economy, it had important limitations. The system of loans and grants 

that it created forced small towns to compete for limited funds, ensuring that many ailing 

rural communities would not receive much needed federal assistance. Moreover, the private 

sector could not create enough jobs to reverse widespread rural decline. For those 

communities that did receive funds, other problems emerged. Those communities were, first 

of all, overwhelmingly white. Rural development did little to address racial discrimination 

and inequality baked into rural economies, while also providing little funding for projects in 

rural areas not controlled by whites. Though rural development wanted to spur local 

initiative, federal rural development funds went primarily to local white elites in business and 

government who presided over the establishment of development groups in charge of 

planning and implementing job creation programs. Average rural people rarely participated. 

Finally, federal rural development policy accepted the dominance of the large-scale farm 

economy. By closing off the farm economy from reform, federal policy failed to address a 

major source of the rural crisis. Instead, development hoped to sidestep those issues by 

creating new jobs for rural people. Thus, while policymakers attempted to make a rural 

development program that could revive rural America, major oversights in terms of 

economic, political, and racial inequality limited its effectiveness. 
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This chapter analyzes the emergence and growth of rural development at the federal 

level. The particular focus is upon the programs created in the Commerce and Agriculture 

Departments, and policies passed by Congress during the 1960s. It analyzes the motivations 

and reasoning of federal policymakers for passing development legislation in the postwar 

period, with a particular emphasis on their understandings of rural decline and poverty, and 

the kinds of policies they believed would be necessary to solve those problems. However, 

these policies did not emerge from a sudden burst of policymaking in the 1960s. Instead, they 

took their inspiration in part from local industrial attraction programs and overseas 

development initiatives that began in the 1940s. Moreover, rural development programs were 

forged in a series of policymaking battles that played out over the course of the 1950s that, 

while ultimately leading to the creation of several development policies, had the effect of 

limiting their size and scope.  

 

Though World War II has often been credited with bringing the U.S. out of the Great 

Depression, for many rural communities the economic collapse, which began in rural 

America in the 1920s, never really ended. Indeed, New Deal policies and wartime 

mobilization often exacerbated rural decline. Farm policy encouraged agricultural 

consolidation and pushed many off their farms. Wartime production jobs also pulled many 

people from the country to the city, leaving behind depopulated small towns. The prosperity 

of the postwar years also barely touched many rural communities. Resource exhaustion, 

mechanization, and declining demand devastated mining and timber economies while farm 

subsidy programs continued to transform the farm economy. For many small towns, 

depopulation and poverty seemed to be the only future. 
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While federal policymakers would ultimately create a nationwide framework for rural 

development policy in the early 1960s, they did little to solve the problem in the first decade 

after World War II. Instead, as policymakers pursued programs that exacerbated rural 

decline, such as federal highway construction, which made it even easier for people to do 

business outside their small towns, local and state governments stepped in. Many of the tools 

and strategies developed at the local and state level would eventually find their way into the 

rural development policies later passed by the federal government.  

 The Appalachian region emerged as an early site of postwar rural development 

activities. The region had long been home to low-income and subsistence farmers, many of 

whom began an exodus from their communities following World War II in search of better 

paying jobs in the northern industrial states. People from rural Appalachian mining and 

timber towns added to this stream of outmigration when mechanization and resource 

exhaustion threw them out of work in the late 1940s and early 1950s.159 In the mid-1950s, 

Georgia and North Carolina formed some of the first state-wide economic development 

boards that helped their mountain counties create long-term development plans and attract 

new manufacturing in an effort to create jobs and retain population.160 Kentucky built 

perhaps the most active economic development program. The Eastern Kentucky Regional 

Development Council, formed in September 1956, was emblematic of the approach taken in 

the state. Members of local Chambers of Commerce, as well as business owners and 

government officials formed the core of the Eastern Kentucky group.161 The council focused 

on pooling public and private capital in an attempt to bring new manufacturing jobs to a 
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region hit hard by a depressed mining economy. In a pattern that would play itself out at the 

local level through the rest of the 1950s, however, these local rural developers had a difficult 

time attracting enough financial support to pursue the sorts of projects that might address 

unemployment and stem outmigration. Recognizing the limitations inherent in a locally 

financed approach, many of these development groups would become key supporters of 

1960s area development legislation and would be further empowered by it. 

 As these local and state efforts got off the ground, two small federal programs 

emerged to help guide them. In 1955, the Department of Commerce launched the Office of 

Area Development (OAD), a precursor to the department’s programs in the following 

decade.162 The program followed the governing philosophy best articulated by Herbert 

Hoover, Commerce secretary of the 1920s. Hoover put forth an “associational” vision of 

state intervention into markets. Instead of directly intervening, Hoover maintained that the 

state should conduct research and provide information to businesses so that they could better 

rationalize the market.163 The OAD’s purpose was simple: to help local economic 

development groups, public or private, find new sources of employment for their 

communities. However, OAD officials created a program that encouraged local initiative 

with little federal intervention. The OAD provided development groups with “self-help tools” 

such as the “Community Industrial Development Kit.” This educational package taught 

communities how to make information packets about their town that would provide 

prospective industrialists with helpful information. The OAD also mailed a monthly bulletin 

to development groups that described the successful ventures of other communities in an 
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effort to provide examples of how to attract new industry.164 Instead of direct intervention, 

the Commerce Department’s program acted as a sort of clearinghouse for development 

information that communities could use on their own initiative. 

 The methods of the OAD’s work, as well as its limitations, can be seen in its 

cooperation with development groups in eastern Oklahoma. There, the office provided aid to 

a distressed coal-mining area part of the greater Ozarks region. In line with the OAD’s 

emphasis on local self-help, it did not initiate contact with development groups, but instead 

waited for them to seek assistance. The OAD helped the Oklahoma state Planning and 

Resources Board conduct a survey of the area in cooperation with other government 

agencies. As a result of the survey’s publication, the board reported that “several million 

dollars of road contracts” were released ahead of schedule, manufacturing firms expressed 

interest in the region, and local towns began looking into improving their recreation 

potential. Aside from the road contracts, which were already committed, little of concrete 

value resulted.165 While it served as a precursor to later federal policy, the OAD ultimately 

had more in common with Hooverian conceptions of state activity common in the 1920s than 

the more strident vision of state intervention that would characterize later development 

programs.166  

   Alongside the Commerce Department, the USDA created its own initiative known as 

the Rural Development Program (RDP) in 1956. In contrast to Commerce, the USDA put 

forth an analysis of rural decline and a vision of what a revived rural America might look 

like. The program’s founding document, drafted by the agricultural economist Don 
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Paarlberg, framed rural problems primarily in terms of agriculture.167 Paarlberg argued that 

the agricultural poverty and rural decline stemmed not from the individual or cultural 

deficiencies of farm people, but from their lack good land and machinery. While this analysis 

pointed toward a critique of capital distribution, it ignored the role of federal farm policy in 

establishing an unequal farm economy, to say nothing of the racial inequality baked into the 

structure of agriculture. In any case, Paarlberg did not call for a small farm aid program. 

Instead, like his colleagues in agricultural economics discussed in the previous chapter, 

Paarlberg’s report approved of trends that saw farm size increasing and the number of total 

farmers declining and argued they needed to be accelerated. These larger farms operated 

more efficiently and achieved higher rates of productivity than their smaller counterparts. 

Agriculture Secretary Ezra Taft Benson agreed, and argued that the program reflected a need 

to adapt to a reality populated by “fewer and larger farms.”168 However, the RDP did not 

propose to depopulate rural America. Instead, the solution to the low-income farmer existed 

largely “outside commercial agriculture,” particularly in manufacturing and service jobs in 

their hometowns.169  

 The program’s structure reflected USDA Secretary Ezra Taft Benson’s strident 

support for “free enterprise” and resembled the OAD.170 The program functioned by placing 
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USDA extension workers in low-income counties who would then “help people survey their 

resources and make plans for long-range economic development.”171 While planning would 

be an important element of the RDP, it would be a thoroughly localized process, with success 

depending on “local participation and support.”172 Between 1956 and its termination in 1961, 

the program designated about 200 counties located in the southeast, the Appalachian region, 

and the Ozarks as “pilot demonstration” counties. In these places, state agriculture officials 

along with business and civic leaders formed “Rural Development Committees” that 

performed local surveys and engaged in industrial attraction efforts, all with extra technical 

assistance from USDA officials. The program had some success. During the program’s 

tenure, county development committees started some two hundred projects, some of which 

succeeded in attracting new industries and creating jobs.173 Much like Commerce’s program, 

the USDA’s efforts had more in common with Hoover’s vision of state intervention than the 

policies that would emerge in the 1960s.  

 Just as bureaucrats in Commerce and Agriculture launched their programs, a group of 

liberal policymakers, intellectuals, planners, and labor activists emerged that attacked them 

as insufficient to the task at hand. Illinois Senator Paul Douglas, who would lead those 

efforts, no doubt spoke for many of these critics in a terse exchange with Assistant 

Commerce Secretary Frederick Mueller in 1957. Douglas remarked to Mueller that, when a 

community is in trouble, “you offer them a pamphlet.”174 In contrast to the light-touch 

approach advocated for by figures like Mueller and Benson, over the course of the 1950s 

Douglas and liberals in and out of Congress would make the case that the federal government 
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needed to play a far larger role in financing and organizing development policy and, 

ultimately, ensuring that jobs and economic growth were spread more equitably across 

distressed regions in the U.S. These forces coalesced around Douglas’s Area Redevelopment 

Act, which he introduced in Congress throughout the late 1950s. This bill aimed to create an 

independent economic development agency in the federal bureaucracy that would provide 

states, localities, and private businesses with loans and grants to spur investments in new 

infrastructure and jobs. However, President Eisenhower repeatedly vetoed Douglas’s bill. 

Eisenhower’s conservative allies attacked the ARA as an unnecessary expansion of federal 

power and pointed to the programs of Commerce and Agriculture as sufficient to the task. 

While Douglas would eventually succeed, the policies that he got were not necessarily those 

for which he had fought. 

 

The person responsible for sending economic development legislation to Eisenhower’s desk 

so many times was Illinois Senator Paul Douglas. Douglas’s concern for economically 

distressed regions perhaps came from his own upbringing in a poor family in rural central 

Maine. He watched as his and other rural families struggled to make ends meet. Equally 

important in shaping his reformist ethos was his reading of the classics of muckraking 

journalism early in his life. From these readings he learned about the ways corporations and 

capitalists exploited average working people. Douglas took to studying economics as a way 

to learn about, and reform, society’s problems. After studying at Bowdoin and then Columbia 

University, Douglas taught at the University of Illinois and Reed College before settling at 

the University of Chicago. On domestic politics, Douglas was a firm left-liberal. In 1931, he 

published a book entitled The Coming of the New Party, which argued for the intellectual 
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bankruptcy of the Democratic and Republican Parties, and supported labor organizing, 

nationalizing some major industries, and a robust public housing program. He supported 

Norman Thomas in 1932, though he never joined the Socialist Party. While teaching at 

Chicago in the 1930s, Douglas played an important role in drafting laws to regulate utilities 

and establish a system of old-age pensions in the Illinois legislature.175 Douglas carried on 

his political commitments into the U.S. Senate in 1948, where he would introduce a policy of 

federal support to distressed areas in every session of Congress from 1955 until its passage in 

1961.176 

Douglas played a key role in shepherding the bill through Congress, but he could do 

so only because of a mass of support from key policymakers, labor unions, New Deal 

planners, and local development groups. Taken together, they reveal a set of actors far more 

committed to using the state to solve social and economic problems and illustrate the 

linkages between New Deal-style policymaking and postwar development legislation. While 

Douglas sponsored the bills in the Senate, he received help in conceptualizing and writing 

them from people with roots in the labor and planning circles of the 1930s. Solomon Barkin, 

who helped Douglas draft the bill, studied with the institutional economists Wesley Mitchell 

and J.M. Clark at Columbia University before joining the National Recovery 

Administration’s Labor Advisory Board during the 1930s.177 While working for the Textile 
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Workers, Barkin promoted unionization and expansive social welfare policies. During the 

Great Depression and World War II, William Batt, who would go on to serve as the director 

of the Area Redevelopment and Economic Development Administrations, served on a 

number of planning agencies. After the war, he led industrial development projects in 

Toledo, Ohio that would shape the way Douglas and others understood the process of 

economic development. William Miernyk, who also helped conceptualize the ARA, was a 

member of the National Planning Association, which promoted New Deal-style national 

planning. He penned an NPA report on depressed areas that called for extensive federal 

involvement in reversing economic decline.178 These men were reflective of the larger 

support Douglas’s bills received from a wide swath of the labor movement and local 

economic development groups.179   

In Congress, officials from hard hit regions, particularly Appalachia, the Ozarks, and 

the South, provided Douglas with critical support. In part, this support was pragmatic: their 

populations suffered from economic decline and poverty, and they believed that development 

policy promised a solution. Others, however, saw in economic development a way to build a 

more activist liberalism. For example, Estes Kefauver, a Tennessee Senator and strident New 

Deal liberal, partnered with Douglas to introduce his bill in the 1950s. Kefauver saw the bill 

as a way to counteract unemployment and poverty that continued to plague many 
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communities even after the depression ended.180 Another major Congressional supporter was 

Senator Joseph Clark of Pennsylvania. Clark had experimented with development programs 

as mayor of Philadelphia in the 1950s and saw the ARA as a way to fortify and expand such 

efforts across the U.S.181 These liberals, with commitments far more in line with New Deal-

style policy, played a major role in pushing economic development policy through Congress.  

These groups represented an alternative to an emerging, but certainly not dominant, 

moderate strand of Keynesian economic thought. This group began to gain traction in the 

1940s with the publication of Paul Samuelson’s Foundations of Economic Analysis in 1946, 

and his widely used textbook, Economics, in 1948.182 Samuelson and others were defined in 

part by their attempt to merge Keynes’s macroeconomics with the microeconomic 

assumptions of neoclassical economists. In general, these proponents of the neoclassical 

synthesis, as it came to be called, argued that Keynes’s ideas about deficit spending could be 

used to stabilize an economy that they believed still functioned on the principles of 

neoclassical economics. This synthesis had important policy implications. These economists 

generally focused their attention on maintaining appropriate levels of aggregate demand so as 

not too encourage too much inflation or too much unemployment. They sought to “fine-tune” 

the economy with fiscal policy, while generally avoiding deeper interventions by the state. 

These prescriptions matched a largely positive view of U.S. capitalism, and an understanding 

of problems like poverty as manifestations of individual or cultural deficiencies.183 
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Those who rallied around Douglas’s development policy also stood opposed to a 

popular postwar prescription for declining small towns. Looking at the restructuring of rural 

economies and the attendant population loss and poverty, many argued that the appropriate 

response to rural decline would be to encourage further outmigration. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, many agricultural economists, for example, argued that the federal 

government should help rural people relocate to cities and educate them for urban work. This 

view was not held solely by economists either. The liberal advocacy group Americans for 

Democratic Action also supported a program that encouraged rural outmigration. This 

perspective would become a part of government development policy in the mid-1960s 

through the Appalachian Regional Commission, which targeted the region’s larger cities for 

investments and built highways that made it easier for people to leave small towns and do 

business in bigger ones.184 

In contrast, the forces that coalesced around Douglas created a development policy 

that sought to revive, not abandon, small rural towns. As a group, they held more structural 

understandings of postwar economic decline and a desire to use a more activist federal 

government to solve those problems than the moderate Keynesians. They looked back toward 

the New Deal for inspiration, particularly the role the state played in job creation and 

economic planning, and through agencies like the National Resources Planning Board. They 

argued that the scale of the problems facing small towns across the U.S. required a larger, 

federally driven effort reminiscent of the state activism of the 1930s. Federal officials and 

their supporters outside Congress suggest that the more activist “local liberalism” identified 
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by Guian McKee in Philadelphia had an important counterpart at the national level.185 While 

these more activist liberals may have held less power than they did during the 1930s, their 

role in shaping the ARA and other development policies illustrates their continued 

significance after World War II.  

 While the legacy of domestic policymaking during the New Deal inspired postwar 

policymakers, they also looked to contemporary economic development programs taking 

place overseas. Beginning in the 1930s, but ramping up in the postwar period, the U.S. 

government launched a series of rural development programs abroad. Foreign rural 

development programs were in general shaped by modernization theory. This theory posited 

a linear model of historical development that began with “primitive” communities and moved 

toward “modern” industrial societies on the order of the U.S. and Western Europe. These 

development programs sought to help “backward” peoples move farther along in the 

historical timeline, but the particular methods varied considerably. In some cases, land 

reform was sought, or the introduction of new agricultural techniques and implements, 

especially more productive seed varieties. Economic development was equally important. 

Inspired by the seeming success of the New Deal’s Tennessee Valley Authority, rural 

developers abroad sought to modernize the infrastructure of the countries in which they 

worked in order to lay the groundwork for industrial growth.186  
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 Proponents of domestic economic development pointed to these programs to make 

the case for a more ambitious effort to solve unemployment and poverty at home, particularly 

the Point IV program launched by President Harry Truman. This program was designed to 

stunt the growth of communist movements in Latin America, the Middle East, Asia, and 

Africa by providing major investments in infrastructure and industry.187 Supporters of rural 

development at home expressed indignation about the considerable federal dollars spent 

abroad while rural communities in the U.S. crumbled. Harry Boyer, president of the 

Pennsylvania AFL-CIO argued that “it is time that this great and rich nation looks to its own 

areas of distress and shapes its own Point 4 program…”188 Solomon Barkin, research director 

of the Textile Workers Union of America, similarly stated that if development is good 

enough “for our allies, it is good enough for our own people.”189 Ultimately, these references 

to overseas development operated primarily on the level of rhetoric. Supporters of domestic 

development did not look to these programs to make the case that the U.S. needed to apply 

the ideas of modernization theory to the U.S. Instead, they pointed to these efforts to 

highlight the insufficient scale of the programs operated by the Commerce and Agriculture 

Departments in the 1950s, and the need for the U.S. to develop its own version of Point IV.  

 These calls for a development program inspired by the New Deal and overseas 

development rested in part on an argument that the U.S. economy was in far worse condition 

than either the Eisenhower administration or moderate Keynesians held. A common theme 

that emerged among supporters of development policy was an emphasis on structural, as 

opposed to individual or cultural, explanations of economic decline and poverty. Barkin, for 
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example, explicitly framed postwar economic problems as “structural rather than 

superficial.”190 He argued that economic decline might result from resource exhaustion or 

from trade and tariff policies that made it difficult for domestic businesses to compete against 

foreign competitors. Frank Graham, chairman of the National Sharecroppers Fund, went 

further, providing an explanation of farm poverty that linked economics with public policy. 

Graham argued that New Deal farm policy created an agricultural economy dominated by 

fewer, larger farms, greater agricultural inequality, and rural decline.191 Kefauver, on the 

other hand, questioned whether the U.S. was actually living through “a period of unparalleled 

prosperity,” pointing to the widespread unemployment from New England to the west 

coast.192 Proponents of Douglas’s bill challenged the idea that poverty and economic decline 

was a localized, let alone individual, issue. Far from pockets of poverty existing amid plenty, 

allies of the ARA painted a much darker picture of the postwar U.S. economy.  

Though support for Douglas’s development bill often highlighted structural economic 

problems, their critiques overwhelmingly failed to incorporate race into their understanding 

of rural decline. This silence in part reflected Alabama Senator John Sparkman’s role in 

bringing rural problems into the development policy fold. Though Douglas hailed from a 

rural area, he did not originally include them in his bill. Douglas initially wanted a targeted 

economic development policy that would focus on economically distressed cities. However, 
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Sparkman’s power in the Senate, which involved the chairing of several committees, 

convinced Douglas he would need to include appropriations for rural areas if he wanted to 

secure his support. So, too, did the extent of rural poverty revealed in a series of hearings 

Sparkman led on the subject in 1955. Reports from rural experts showed, for example, that 

over 1.6 million farmers lived on less than $1,000, and that rural mining and timber 

economies faced economic devastation.193 Sparkman’s sway in the Senate combined with a 

recognition of rural poverty’s extent pushed Douglas to expand his bill. However, additional 

funds were not included, forcing the ARA to stretch its limited funds.  

In regard to race, though, Sparkman’s influence in the Senate limited the sorts of 

debates that could occur around racial inequality and the rural crisis.194 Sparkman was a 

segregationist who signed the Southern Manifesto and vocally opposed civil rights 

legislation. It is not surprising, then, that the problems of black and brown farmers did not 

receive any attention during Sparkman’s hearings. The structure of the development bill, 

which funneled federal funds to local and state governments, also comported well with the 

interests of Sparkman and other powerful southern policymakers. Midcentury southern local 

and state governments were invariably controlled by white elites with conservative racial 

politics.195 By giving them control over development funds, Douglas’s bill ensured that racial 

inequality as an aspect of the rural crisis would not receive significant attention.  
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Moreover, the political dimensions of rural decline, particularly in agriculture, 

received little attention outside of Graham’s analysis. Silence on the question of agricultural 

policy reflected a broader tendency to not only ignore its role in reshaping many farm 

communities, but a general acceptance of it. Rural developers believed that New Deal farm 

policy produced a more rational agricultural economy. This oversight reflected in part the 

types of people and groups who supported Douglas’s bill. Graham’s group, the National 

Sharecropper Fund, came out of the multiracial sharecropper organizing of the 1930s and his 

analysis reflected that radical past. However, most of the people who talked about rural 

poverty and decline came from government or from the social sciences, particularly 

agricultural economics and rural sociology. The close links between those experts in 

particular and the farm policy establishment ensured that a major critique of agriculture 

programs would not be heard. It therefore became easier to see the solution to the rural crisis 

not in a new farm policy that would support small farmers and tenants, but in a program of 

rural development.  

Despite these major holes in their analysis, calls for a rural development policy 

explicitly challenged the policy prescriptions of the neoclassical synthesis and Eisenhower 

conservatives. Rural developers particularly criticized the idea that economic growth would 

solve the rural crisis. Economic growth became almost an article of faith among postwar 

policymakers regardless of political persuasion. Prosperity depended upon it.196 Kentucky 

Senator John Cooper, though, worried that impoverished states like his would not benefit. 

Cooper believed that economic growth, largely left in the hands of the private sector, would 

bypass small towns because business had little reason to invest in them.197 H. Sonne, 
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chairman of the National Planning Association, agreed, arguing that “economic growth is 

uneven by its very nature,” that it produced the very regional inequalities that its proponents 

hoped it could solve.198 Douglas expressed similar sentiments, arguing that the private sector 

growth would do little to reverse long-term economic decline.199 This is not to suggest that 

Douglas or his allies abandoned the call for economic growth. Instead, channeling Keynes’s 

call for a “socialization of investment,” Douglas and others believed the state would need to 

do more to achieve equitable growth by targeting specific declining areas for public and 

private investment.200 Thus, Douglas and others found the emerging liberal economic 

orthodoxy wanting, and looked back toward the New Deal, when the idea of greater state 

involvement in economic activity held more credence.  

This more equitable distribution of growth would only occur with greater federal 

intervention in job creation and investment decisions. A finely tuned fiscal policy and a 

patchy welfare state alone would not work. Policymakers called for the federal government 

to channel investment to rural places that the private sector would likely ignore. Kentucky 

representative Brent Spence, for example, argued that many rural areas lacked the ability to 

deal with unemployment and decline on their own, and that only a federal agency could 

create new sources of work.201 As others pointed out, these places often did not have the 

necessary infrastructure to attract new sources of employment and generally had lower tax 

rolls that could not support expanded public services. Without federal assistance, these places 
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would disappear.202 This belief was reflected in the text of Douglas’s bill, which called for an 

independent agency to fund development. Only an agency existing outside established 

federal bureaucracies would be able to fully pursue to goal of economic development.203  

What, ultimately, did supporters of development hope to achieve? Aside from 

bringing new jobs and infrastructure to struggling, they hoped it would give teeth to the 1946 

Employment Act. Before being watered down by conservative opposition, the bill required 

the federal government to maintain full employment and framed jobs as a right guaranteed to 

all Americans. This position would have required extensive federal activity, particularly 

countercyclical public works, to make good on its commitments. Though these ideas were 

removed from the bill before passage, it still rhetorically committed the government to 

ensuring maximum employment. Douglas and Barkin explicitly framed the ARA as the 

creation of a “specific agency dedicated to the implementation of the Employment Act.”204 

William Batt argued that the ARA would “plug an important loophole” in the act by forcing 

the federal government to look beyond aggregate statistics of employment and instead take a 

“worm’s eye” view of the depressed areas across the country.205 In contrast to the macro, 
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aggregate focus of moderate Keynesians, Batt believed that economic policy would need to 

focus on targeting particular areas. In this way, development would make good on the more 

expansive promises of the New Deal.  

Second, supporters of the ARA wanted to create a different sort of rural development 

policy than the industrial attraction efforts that characterized the south. These efforts were 

largely funded by tax exemptions, secured low wage employment that was frequently 

“poached” from northern states, and did little to improve public infrastructure and social 

services.206 In contrast, the ARA contained a prohibition against the use of federal funds for 

projects that would simply relocate an industry from one region to another.207 The ARA’s 

purpose was not to move industry around but expand the overall productive capacity of the 

economy. More importantly, the ARA reflected a broader vision for rural development that 

contrasted sharply with the narrow efforts of southern states to “buy payroll.” While southern 

industrial attraction largely ignored the expansion of services, infrastructure, and public 

facilities, they made up a key element of the ARA’s attempt to develop declining areas more 

fully. Though Douglas and others did not want to create a top-down policy, development 

efforts would be funded in large part by the federal government and reflected a desire to 

expand its role in shaping the economy. This federal structure and the attempt to more fully 

develop small towns set it apart from the model of southern industrial attraction.  

Third, proponents of rural development saw it as a way to not only shore up declining 

rural communities, but further stabilize the agricultural economy as well. Though New Deal 

farm policy had done a lot to raise farm incomes, periodic slumps and recessions driven by 

overproduction and low prices still impacted U.S. agriculture. At Sparkman’s hearings as 
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well as those for Douglas’s legislation, rural experts put forth the common argument that the 

agricultural economy still had more farmers than it could support.208 Supporters of rural 

development assumed that the large farm was the most productive and efficient, but they did 

not small farmers to leave rural America. Herschel Newsom of the National Grange put forth 

the solution: investments in rural development would help small farmers find new sources of 

work within their communities and, in the process, reduce agricultural output and lessen 

competition.209  

Fourth, and most significantly, development would lay the basis for a new way to 

organize economic activity, not only in rural America, but in the country at large. While 

proponents of foreign economic development framed their work with the theoretical model of 

modernization, “decentralization” emerged as an important goal for domestic rural 

development. Within the framework of Douglas’s legislation, this vision was articulated best 

by Victor Roterus, who worked as the primary economic adviser to the Area Redevelopment 

Administration. Roterus argued that market forces, left alone, tended to centralize economic 

activity. He considered centralization to be a largely negative outcome and argued that the 

“unfettered play of the market does not in reality produce an ideal pattern of maximized 

production…”210 Economic centralization created congested cities and high levels of 

unemployment in outlying, particularly rural, areas. “The public mission,” Roterus argued, 

“is to guide the pattern of economic growth.” For Roterus, rural areas would be one of the 
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main beneficiaries of this new investment and would serve as key nodes in a decentralized 

economy.211 Roterus’s ideas crystalized many of the main features of Douglas’s bill, 

particularly its recognition that a hands-off approach to economic problems would only 

exacerbate them, and that a stronger federal hand would be required to reverse the rural 

crisis.  

 This call for a more robust federal policy, however, sparked considerable resistance 

and stalled the ARA’s passage. Opponents of Douglas’s bill disagreed with it over basic 

principles of political economy. The statements of Milton Lightner, a representative from the 

National Association of Manufacturers, exemplified many of the opposition’s arguments. 

Lightner maintained that promising ventures did not need federal financing, and that 

businessmen would probably not base their location decisions on the availability of federal 

loans. Lightner also complained that the bill empowered the federal government to relocate 

businesses, thereby simply reshuffling economic problems from one area to another.212 The 

Chamber of Commerce also registered opposition. Robert P. Lee, the organization’s finance 

secretary, argued that competition was part of a free enterprise economy, and that federal 

intervention picked sides and chose winners.213 Perry Shoemaker, another Chamber 

representative, contended that enough private funds existed to meet the needs of distressed 
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economies and that federal intervention undermined local initiative.214 Connecticut Senator 

Prescott Bush believed that an ARA administrator could not possibly understand business or 

local conditions enough to make wise investment choices. Instead, the “savers of our 

country,” i.e., industrial leaders, should take the lead in reviving distressed areas.215 While 

this opposition did not stop Congress from sending Douglas’s bill to President Eisenhower’s 

desk many times during the 1950s, the president’s basic agreement with them ensured that he 

would veto the bill at every opportunity.  

 

The victory of John F. Kennedy in the 1960 presidential election signaled a coming victory 

for the ARA. During his campaign, Kennedy championed Douglas’s redevelopment 

legislation and promised to finally sign it into law if elected. The ARA also received a boost 

from Kennedy’s declaration of the 1960s as a “decade of development.”216 Within its first 

year, the Kennedy administration created the United States Agency for International 

Development (USAID), which helped to centralize the nation’s overseas development 

programs. That same year, the administration created the Peace Corps, headed Sargent 

Shriver, which sent idealistic young people abroad to work on development projects. The 

administration also launched the Alliance for Progress, a development initiative specifically 

devoted to Latin America.217 While the ARA’s goals may not have lined up with the tenets of 

modernization theory, domestic rural development did form part of the Kennedy 

administration’s larger embrace of development policy.  
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 However, while the federal government created independent overseas development 

agencies and lavished them with billions of dollars, the ARA did not receive the same 

treatment. When Kennedy signed the Area Redevelopment Act into law in 1961, it did not 

have one key element that Douglas saw as essential: an independent economic development 

agency. Instead, the bill created the Area Redevelopment Agency within the Commerce 

Department. Though this department had a long history of experimenting with state-market 

relationships dating back to the 1920s under Herbert Hoover, the sort of federally driven 

policy envisioned by Douglas did not have a strong precedent. This compromise reflected the 

more conservative postwar mood, not only among Republicans but many moderate 

Democrats as well. While the U.S. might take on major, expensive development programs to 

fight communism abroad, fears about communism at home had a different effect. An 

independent economic development agency was far too close to the sorts of planning bodies 

created during the New Deal that, in the postwar era, seemed too reminiscent of the Soviet 

system.  

 In spite of this important setback, the ARA contained most of the provisions for 

which Douglas and others had advocated during the 1950s. The bill authorized over $450 

million (over $3.8 billion in 2020 dollars) in federally financed loans and grants that would 

be spent on infrastructure projects and investments in new businesses. The bill set aside $100 

million for loans in rural areas that financed the construction of new factory buildings, the 

rehabilitation of old buildings, and the purchase and redevelopment of land and capital assets 

like machinery. Another $100 million went to urban areas for the same purposes. Loans to 

private businesses covered 65% of project costs at 4% interest, while loans for infrastructure 

could cover the total cost of the project. The bill also set aside $75 million for grants that 
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would be used to build new infrastructure and public facilities. These grants could also cover 

the project’s total cost.218 The remainder of the bill’s appropriations were used for programs 

to retrain workers and to help local and state governments establish planning agencies that 

would create and implement projects. William Batt, who had worked with planning agencies 

during the 1930s, served as the agency’s director and represented a physical link between the 

New Deal and postwar development efforts. 

 Though couched in the Commerce Department, the ARA still functioned in much the 

same way as Douglas and others had hoped. The ARA would still use federal funds to direct 

investment and create new jobs. Batt had the power to declare towns and counties as 

“depressed” and therefore eligible for federal aid. Generally, the categorization of counties as 

depressed and the disbursement of federal aid followed a “worst first” policy, meaning the 

agency would target areas that had the highest unemployment for the longest period of time. 

However, Batt had the authority to declare any place depressed. The act also established a 

localized, but federally supported, planning apparatus. Projects originated at the local, county 

or state level, but needed to be approved by the ARA. In order to receive aid, a town needed 

to form a planning body that would survey resources and couch the specific project within a 

long range plan for economic development. In terms of infrastructure, the ARA funded roads, 

bridges, water and sewage facilities, airports, and industrial parks. For rural areas, job 

creation projects focused on manufacturing as well as the creation of a rural tourism 

economy that would take advantage of the uniqueness of rural cultures and landscapes. In 

contrast to the Community Action Agencies that would define the War on Poverty a few 

years later, these local planning bodies did not have any requirements about including the 
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poor or unemployed. As later chapters will make clear, local elites controlled development 

planning. 

 Within a year of the ARA’s passage, over 900 small towns, counties, and cities had 

been declared in need of aid by Batt. This rapid rise in the number of eligible counties 

quickly strained the agency’s budget, particularly the smaller appropriations for public 

works. In 1962, Congress passed an amendment to the Area Redevelopment Act, known as 

the Accelerated Public Works Act. The amendment added $850 million dollars (over $7.2 

billion in 2020 dollars) in direct federal spending to states and localities. The amendment 

specifically funded public works projects and was designed to push the counties and states 

that oversaw those projects to directly hire the underemployed and unemployed. By 1963, the 

amendment expanded public works investments in 1,000 ARA-designated areas.219  

 Set to expire in 1965, supporters of the ARA and rural development in Congress 

quickly set to work on passing a replacement bill known as the Public Works and Economic 

Development Act (EDA). The EDA formed an important, if underexamined, component of 

the burst of legislative activity that characterized the Great Society and War on Poverty 

during the Lyndon Johnson administration. In fact, supporters framed its emphasis on 

infrastructure projects and job creation as the best way to fight a war on poverty. William 

Miernyk lodged his support for the EDA because he saw its job creation component as the 

best way to achieve the War on Poverty’s goal of providing “equal opportunity for all.”220 

Batt, whose directorship was carried over from the ARA to the EDA, saw the War on 

Poverty’s training programs as preparation for the jobs that would be created by his agency. 

This linkage suggests that President Lyndon Johnson’s famous veto of a jobs program for the 
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War on Poverty may not have been the final word on the subject. While it did not directly 

create jobs like the Works Progress Administration, the EDA functioned as the “jobs 

program” for the War on Poverty.   

 Debate over the EDA also occurred as urban unrest and African American protests 

ramped up in many U.S. cities. These protests responded to an urban crisis characterized by 

decades of deindustrialization, neglect, and racial discrimination. In the process, the urban 

crisis became inextricably linked to race.221 In this context, the EDA was framed as a 

solution to interconnected rural and urban problems. As the last chapter made clear, many 

rural experts saw urban poverty and congestion as a product of rural decline and 

outmigration. This perspective filtered into the debates over the EDA.222 When pitching their 

support for the EDA, some argued that development programs might be a way to stem racial 

unrest and ameliorate some problems of racial inequality. Hubert Humphrey, for example, 

implied that the Watts and other uprisings of 1960s made clear that rural to urban migration 

caused significant problems in U.S. cities. In this understanding, rural development, by 

creating new jobs outside of major cities, might ease problems created by urban congestion 

while also raising black employment levels. Unfortunately, discussions of urban uprising 

provoked some of the only occasions when proponents of rural development engaged 
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problems of racial inequality. Nonetheless, many agreed that urban problems made the need 

for further rural investment even more urgent. 

 Like debates over the ARA, the Public Works and Economic Development Act also 

saw renewed argument about industrial poaching and, in particular, the use of tax incentives 

to lure industry from one region to another. These debates highlight the distinctions between 

the developmental vision put forth by supporters of the EDA and the model of industrial 

attraction used in the south. Development proponents from organized labor argued that the 

use of tax incentive-based industrial attraction had actually undermined the ARA. By using 

tax exemptions to lure new industry, non-ARA areas not only contributed to the draining of 

industry from one region to another, but made it difficult for ARA-designated areas to attract 

manufacturers.223 The AFL-CIO’s Andrew Biemiller developed a plan that would strengthen 

the EDA and the development vision behind it while simultaneously ending the model of 

southern industrial attraction. Biemiller revived a bill from 1954 that outlawed state and local 

governments from using tax-exempt bonds to construct industrial facilities. Though the bill 

passed the House it failed to make it through the Senate. Biemiller lobbied, unsuccessfully, 

for a similar provision to be included in the EDA. Had Biemiller succeeded, it would have 

reinforced federal rural development as the primary development policy. However, by 1965 

thirty-eight states used those bonds to attract industry, and the proposal failed to gain 

traction.224  

 Nonetheless, the EDA passed in August 1965, with some changes to the ARA’s 

development model. Spending levels increased in comparison to the ARA, but with an 
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enlarged focus on public works. The bill set aside $500 million (over $4.2 billion in 2020) 

per year for public works grants to states and localities, $170 million (over $1.4 billion in 

2020) per year went toward loans for industrial projects and infrastructure, $25 million per 

year could be used for technical assistance, and $65 million went toward the creation of 

multi-county development districts with loans, grants, and technical assistance. As with the 

ARA, public works grants could cover the entire cost of the project. Loans for businesses, 

though, now covered only half the cost, not 65%.225 This shift perhaps reflected the 

popularity of the public works provisions of the ARA. Importantly, the act did not distinguish 

between urban and rural redevelopment centers. In practice, a majority of the act’s funds 

went to rural areas throughout the 1960s and 1970s.226 Even more than the ARA, the EDA 

operated as primarily a rural development program.  

 The more important shift came in the EDA’s focus on “growth centers” and regional 

planning. The EDA effectively abandoned the ARA’s worst first policy in favor of one that 

supporters hoped would encourage better planned economic development. Growth centers, 

which had gained traction as a development concept in the 1960s, were those places that, 

because of pre-existing resources and location, could make the best use of federal 

investment. Though many believed that growth centers needed to be medium or large cities, 

the EDA operated from the principle that small towns could function as growth centers as 

well. The regional planning bodies created by the EDA would play an important role in 

determining which city would receive growth center status. These planning bodies would 
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sometimes be multistate, as in the case of the Ozark Regional Commission, or composed of a 

few counties. Small growth centers would become centers of industrial and service sector 

employment, as well as regional sites for social services and post-secondary education. 

Despite these changes, the primary focus of rural development remained the same: rebuild 

small towns with new infrastructure and jobs.  

 

While the Commerce Department became an important center of rural development activity 

during the 1960s, the USDA also moved in a similar direction under the leadership of former 

Minnesota governor Orville Freeman. Freeman, raised in Minneapolis and trained as a 

lawyer, was an odd choice to head up a bureaucracy with 96,000 employees working mostly 

on agricultural problems.227 For much of his career he was involved in Democratic Party 

politics. He had risen through the ranks of the Minnesota Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party. 

The DFL’s history provides important clues to Freeman’s politics. The party resulted from 

the fusion of the state’s Democratic Party and the left wing Farmer-Labor Party, formed in 

1918. While a staunch liberal, Freeman, along with Hubert Humphrey, purged the DFL of 

many of its left-wing, especially communist, members. Though Douglas, too, had a strong 

anti-communist streak, Freeman did not have the same long history of left-liberal, social 

democratic policy commitments.228 Freeman’s rise in the DFL’s ranks led him to three terms 

as the state’s governor. Though he lost his fourth bid, he believed his long dedication to 

Democratic politics would pay off with a cabinet appointment by Kennedy. Freeman initially 
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hoped that Kennedy would let him be Attorney General, but gladly accepted the position at 

the USDA when offered.229  

 Freeman’s decidedly nonrural background shaped his tenure at the USDA. Though 

Freeman was a strong supporter of farm policy as it had developed since the New Deal, he 

had broader aspirations for the USDA. He wanted to turn it into an agency focused primarily 

on farming into a much broader department of “rural affairs.”230 A major component of this 

expansion in the USDA’s mission involved an embrace of rural development policy. 

Freeman saw rural development under Eisenhower as largely insufficient and wanted a 

bigger program. While his politics differed from Douglas’s, Freeman’s tenure at the USDA 

saw the creation of a rural development policy that had largely the same structure and goals 

as the program formulated by Douglas and operated out of the Commerce Department.   

 One of Freeman’s earliest acts as Secretary of Agriculture was the creation of the 

Office of Rural Areas Development in 1961. The office replaced the meager Rural 

Development Program operated by President Eisenhower’s agriculture secretary, Ezra Taft 

Benson. Much like the ARA and EDA, Freeman wanted his new program to reverse rural 

economic and population decline by providing federal loans and grants to ailing rural 

communities with the purpose of building new infrastructure and creating new jobs in 

manufacturing and tourism.231 Aside from operating its own rural development program, the 

office was also linked to the development programs at the Commerce Department. The ARA 

and EDA both required rural development plans created at the local, county, and state level 
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to be approved by the USDA.232 The office also recommended rural communities for 

eligibility in the ARA/EDA and helped small towns understand and make use of the grants 

and loans coming from Commerce.233 This cooperation had several effects. First, it ensured 

that the USDA would continue to exercise significant oversight over rural programs and rural 

communities. At the same time, it prevented a centralized development authority from 

emerging by diffusing power over the operation of this policy area. Nonetheless, cooperation 

between Commerce and Agriculture further entrenched rural development as a policy goal. 

 New sources of funding supported the expansion of the USDA’s rural development 

policy. In 1962, Congress passed the Food and Agriculture Act, which increased the money 

available to the Office of Rural Areas Development. This act gave the office the authority to 

support “rural renewal” projects through loans, grants, and technical assistance to local 

public agencies. One of the central aims of the Food and Agriculture Act was an expansion 

of recreational and tourism opportunities in rural communities. The act gave the Farmers 

Home Administration (FmHA) the ability to give loans to farmers who sought to use some or 

all of their farmland for outdoor recreational purposes. Previously, that agency had only 

made loans to farmers making improvements on their homes or their land for the purposes of 

agriculture. Congress also increased the lending capacity of the FmHA and the Rural 

Electrification Administration, which itself had played a critical role in modernizing rural 

infrastructure since its creation in the 1930s. Increased funding for infrastructure was 

especially important for rural development projects because new manufacturing needed a 

 
232 To John Baker from Normal Clapp, 31 July 1962, Series 1.4, Box A-6, Folder: RAD 

Program, Special Collections of the National Agricultural Library.  
233 To Walter Heller from Charles Murphy, 18 November 1963, Series 1.5, Box 36, Folder: 

Poverty and Rural Development, 1963, Special Collections of the National Agricultural Library; 
“Administration of Designated Rural Areas under Public Law 87-27,” 1 June 1961, Series 1.4, Box 
A-6, Folder: History of Area Development, Special Collections of the National Agricultural Library; 
“Working Relationships between ARA and USDA on OEDPs and Project Proposals,” 10 April 1964, 



 

 
112 

reliable source of power.234 Additional financial support came in the early 1970s. The most 

important policy here was the 1972 Rural Development Act. This bill reaffirmed the 

centrality of rural development to the USDA’s mission while also providing new sources of 

funding for infrastructure projects, rural industrialization, and tourism.235 

 From the early 1960s into the 1970s, the assumptions and strategies behind the 

USDA’s Office of Rural Areas Development lined up considerably with the ideas that 

undergirded the Commerce Department’s programs. USDA programs, for example, operated 

from the assumption that rural poverty and decline stemmed from structural transformations 

in the rural economy. The increasingly productive and large scale farm economy, for 

example, pushed many farmers out of work. Assistant Secretary of Agriculture John Baker, 

who played a critical role in shaping and administering the USDA’s rural development 

programs, put this fact most bluntly: “with the advancing technology in farming…there are 

not enough jobs in this field for all our rural people.”236 Much like the proponents of the 

ARA and EDA, Baker and others presented these transformations without reference to the 
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farm policies that they operated. Though the USDA’s focus remained largely on agricultural 

problems, the agency clearly recognized that similar forces of mechanization and 

consolidation had impacted the mining and timber industries as well.237 These changes had 

resulted in widespread poverty and population decline that threatened rural America’s 

viability.238  

 The solution to these major changes in traditional rural industries could be found in 

infrastructure projects and job creation in manufacturing and tourism. In terms of agriculture, 

USDA officials in charge of rural development accepted the dominance of the large-scale 

farm. Baker explicitly ruled out a small farm program, arguing that the USDA would not be 

advocating for a “a back-to-the-farm-movement.”239 Indeed, rural developers within the 

USDA saw it as a way to reduce the number of farms by shifting marginal farmers out of 

agriculture.240 USDA officials placed particular emphasis upon supporting infrastructure. The 

rural crisis was about more than just the loss of jobs and population decline, but also about 
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the dearth of adequate services and infrastructure in rural communities.241 With a new base of 

infrastructure, the USDA hoped to encourage “rapid rural industrialization” and the 

establishment of tourism enterprises. Rural developers at the USDA saw tourism as an 

especially fruitful project. Not only would it transition marginal farmers out of agriculture, 

but it also promised to help the rugged mountainous communities in the Ozarks and 

Appalachia. There poverty was particularly deep, but the landscape made industrial 

development difficult. However, that landscape could also serve as a lucrative tourist 

attraction for affluent urbanites.242 

 Echoing the arguments of Victor Roterus and others in the ARA, Freeman and Baker 

hoped that this pursuit of new infrastructure and jobs in rural America would rebalance rural-

urban relationships and lead to a decentralization of people and industry in small towns 

across the U.S. Freeman strongly criticized those who saw the solution to rural poverty in 

rural outmigration and the further concentration of people and jobs in cities.243 The way 

Freeman and Baker spoke about urban concentration, however, differed from Douglas and 

supporters of the ARA in several ways. Both men not only utilized far more romantic 

language when describing the rural past, but also hoped that rural development might lead to 

a new stage of historical development. Moreover, their formulations drew more readily from 

the Greenbelt Towns of the New Deal as well as the Garden Cities of early twentieth century 

England. Each of these predecessors sought to mix the best elements of urban and rural 

 
 241 “Transcript of Meeting of National Advisory Committee on Rural Areas Development,” 

November 1964, Folder: National Advisory Committee on Rural Development, Series 1.4/A-5, 
Special Collections of the National Agricultural Library; “Address by Secretary of Agriculture 
Orville Freeman at Jackson’s Mill, West Virginia,” 20 July 1964, Folder: Rural Areas Development 
1964, Series 1.4/128, Special Collections of the National Agriculture Library. 

 242 Henry Nichols, “The Recreational Advisory Council,” November 1964, Folder: Rural 
Areas Development 1964, Series 1.4, Box 128, Special Collections of the National Agricultural 
Library. 



 

 
115 

communities into a new synthesis.244 In a paean to the yeoman’s republic of Thomas 

Jefferson, Baker, for example, believed that urbanization and industry threatened the “long 

held values of Western civilization.” Rural development, Baker argued, emerged at a 

moment when the industrial revolution seemed to be reaching its “successful conclusion.” 

The goal of rural development would be to lead the U.S. toward a “new, more advanced 

stage of civilization” that he called “the Rural Renaissance.” This new epoch would 

synthesize the progress of the industrial era while seeking to maintain the “basic social 

values” and small scales of rural areas. Baker never fully articulated what aspects of 

industrial or rural values would define this new society, but it is clear that he hoped that rural 

development would make it possible for industry, on a smaller scale, and people to move 

back to more spacious, harmonious rural towns.245   

 Freeman offered his own name for this new era in history that he labelled the 

“Communities of Tomorrow.” No longer would rural places simply provide food and fiber 

for bustling cities. Communities of Tomorrow would mix the best of both rural and urban 

areas by blending the economic and cultural potential of the city with the space and beauty of 

the country. These Communities of Tomorrow would be multicounty areas organized around 

either one large town or two smaller towns, with surrounding countryside used for recreation 

and farming. While Freeman’s plan sought to retain the “maximum feasible number of small 

farms,” he did not stress the need for a decentralized farm economy to accompany a 

decentralized population and manufacturing base. Indeed, a community of tomorrow could 
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comfortably abut a large-scale mechanized farm.246 Though Baker and Freeman affixed 

catchy names to their plans, the Rural Renaissance and the Communities of Tomorrow 

largely matched the visions of decentralized economic activity put forth by the ARA and 

EDA. These plans highlighted a vision of rural renewal that stood in sharp contrast to those 

who advocated for rural depopulation, as well as the modernization that the U.S. pursued 

abroad. 

 Rural development officials at the USDA believed that reaching the Rural 

Renaissance or creating Communities of Tomorrow would require extensive state 

intervention and planning. USDA’s rural development initiatives followed the Commerce 

programs in their belief that the federal government would need to play a much larger role in 

planning and funding rural development, while still allowing space for local initiative and 

control over the development and implementation of projects. Unlike Commerce, however, 

the USDA had a long tradition of planning that postwar bureaucrats could draw upon. The 

Agricultural Adjustment Administration, for example, brought together social scientists, 

farmers, and the USDA in an effort to reduce agricultural overproduction. In the late 1930s, 

some of the key formulators of New Deal farm policy, including M.L. Wilson and Henry 

Wallace, pushed this idea of planning further to encompass tenure security, soil conservation, 

and other reforms. By the early 1940s over 200,000 rural people participated in this planning 

program.247 Though it would be cut in the early 1940s, the planning model lived on in the 

USDA’s rural development program. 
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 When discussing their rural development program, USDA officials constantly 

referenced the need for planning in order to shift the economic structure of rural America 

toward manufacturing and tourism.248 Sounding not unlike Douglas, Freeman maintained that 

the federal government had the “power to direct economic growth” in such a way that rural 

decline could be reversed.249 However, following in the footsteps of Wilson and Wallace, 

Freeman did not want to establish a planning apparatus dominated by USDA officials. 

Instead, he created a planning program that, in his words, put “local initiative and leadership” 

at the center.250 Toward that end, the USDA helped local and county governments establish 

“Rural Areas Development Committees.” These committees would be responsible for 

developing local projects that would be funded by the federal government. The USDA also 

created “Technical Action Panels,” which formed layer between local committees and the 

USDA. Their purpose was to transmit USDA development goals to local committees and 

provide assistance in developing projects.  

 While this planning structure ensured that some measure of local participation would 

find its way into rural development, it also created some important problems. The structure, 
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for example, was rather complicated and created multiple sources of power. It also raised the 

question of who would get to participate in the local planning process. Much like the 

programs operated by the Commerce Department, the development committees and the 

technical panels were operated by local and state level elites. Rural development USDA-style 

would hardly be a site for grassroots, participatory democracy. Baker, probably 

unknowingly, gave voice to this tension in the localized planning apparatus. Calling rural 

development a “folk movement,” Baker argued that it must reflect the “attitudes, the 

traditions, the values, the beliefs, and, yes, the aspirations, opinions, biases, prejudices, and 

ideals of local people.”251 While some locals would have the opportunity to participate in 

planning, rural development also tended to bolster the biases and prejudices of local power 

structures.  

 These tensions within the planning structure of the USDA’s Office of Rural Areas 

Development reflected a broader blind spot that it shared with the programs operated by the 

Commerce Department. The USDA, much like Commerce, largely ignored the relationship 

between race and the rural crisis. While Freeman sometimes pitched rural development as a 

way to help impoverished black men and women living in cities find work in the countryside, 

rural development at the USDA was a largely white affair.252 This whiteness is perhaps not 

surprising given the personnel and history of discrimination at the USDA. Under Freeman, 

nearly all USDA employees were white. With the exception of the Negro Extension Service, 

almost all black employees at the USDA worked in custodial roles. Moreover, men made up 

all supervisory and leadership roles at the USDA. While Freeman had promised to end 
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discriminatory policies at the USDA, he failed. From the agency’s beginnings through the 

twentieth century, USDA programs regularly ignored black farmers, while New Deal-era 

farm policies actively dispossessed thousands of southern black farmers of their land. For 

those black farmers that did receive assistance from the USDA, local officials regularly cut 

off access to the agency if that farmer engaged in civil rights organizing.253 The rural 

development policy pursued by the USDA continued this pattern of behavior. It ignored the 

racial elements of the rural crisis and, much like the ARA and EDA, provided assistance 

primarily to white rural communities.   

 

Any proper evaluation of rural development policy must examine how it played out at the 

local level, where policymakers envisioned the most dramatic changes occurring. Local 

implementation will be the subject of later chapters. Here, though, it will be useful to provide 

a broader overview of the impact of the rural development policies pursued by the 

Agriculture and Commerce Departments. A few conclusions can be drawn from this initial 

outline. The rural development programs created in the postwar period had some measure of 

success in creating a decentralized planning apparatus that brough together federal, state, 

county, and local governments. Moreover, these localized planning units followed similar 

development paths: in rural communities across the U.S., they pursued infrastructure, 

manufacturing jobs, and rural tourism to replace jobs lost in traditional rural industries. As a 

result of the efforts of Douglas and others, a rural development policy emerged in the U.S. 

during the 1960s. However, the federal funding behind this policy could not meet the 

enormity of the postwar rural crisis. Moreover, the development programs of the Commerce 
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and Agriculture departments forced small towns to compete for limited federal funds as well 

as private sector jobs, ensuring that many small towns would simply lose out. This 

competition also undermined the larger vision undergirding rural development of a more 

decentralized economy and population.   

 By the mid-1960s, a planning network devoted to rural development had blanketed 

the nation’s rural communities. The USDA’s Rural Areas Development program, for 

example, had established 2,293 planning committees with a total membership of 105,224 

people between 1961 and 1965.254 In California, Georgia, and Missouri, the states that will be 

examined in more detail in the following chapters, the numbers are as follows: California had 

one RAD committee, Georgia had one hundred twenty-five, and Missouri had forty-three.255 

Within the first year of the ARA’s existence, over 900 communities established planning 

groups.256 The EDA also saw some success in establishing multicounty planning groups 

organized around small growth centers. By 1967, twenty-five multicounty groups had been 

established. Some comprised as little as four counties, while others contained fourteen 

counties stretching across three states.257 Some of these local planning groups undoubtedly 

formed to attract federal investment without any attachment to the broader vision of rural 

development. Not all did, however, as the following chapters will show. These groups 

embraced rural development as a way to reverse the population and economic decline that 

they faced in the process rebuild their communities.   
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 While these localized planning groups exercised significant control over their 

projects, they followed a development script laid out by the Commerce and Agriculture 

Departments. They focused their efforts on new infrastructure, in the form roads, bridges, 

airports, housing, hospitals, community colleges, industrial parks, as well as manufacturing 

plants and tourism enterprises. In 1965, local Rural Areas Development committees were 

involved in 8,300 projects in either the planning or implementation stages. The type of 

projects committees engaged in varied from the establishment of a junior college in the 

Missouri Ozarks to the construction of a hunting and fishing area in Georgia.258 Between 

1960 and 1966, the FmHA helped fund the construction of 1,500 new rural water and sewer 

systems.259 During the ARA’s existence, it provided loans to 329 private sector rural 

industrial and commercial ventures.260 One report estimated that the ARA created 117,000 

jobs during its tenure, a mixture of jobs created directly by ARA loans and grants, and jobs 

indirectly created by the stimulation of new investment.261 The average yearly salary for 

workers employed at industrial plants developed with ARA funds was $4,000.262 The 

Accelerated Public Works provision of the ARA provided grants to 4,365 infrastructure 

projects in rural communities.263 The EDA built on this record. Between 1965 and 1980, it 

funded nearly 7,000 infrastructure projects and almost 1,200 private sector industrial and 
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commercial ventures.264 The spread of these planning groups and new infrastructure and jobs 

across the U.S. suggests that the attempt by federal policymakers to establish a rural 

development project found some success.  

 These new jobs contributed, in however small a way, to a short economic and 

demographic reversal in rural communities during the late 1960s and 1970s. Research by 

USDA economist Claude Haren revealed the extent to which gains in manufacturing 

employment went to rural areas. Haren found that, between 1962 and 1969, over thirty 

percent of new manufacturing jobs were in rural places. While over sixty percent of new 

manufacturing positions were created in metro areas, many were at the urban fringe and 

easily accessible by rural people because of transportation infrastructure improvements.265 

Haren’s later research found that rural areas in the 1960s gained new manufacturing jobs at a 

rate of 4.6%, double that of metropolitan areas.266 Outmigration also reversed during this 

period. The farm population alone between 1945 and 1970 declined from 30 million to 9 

million.267 However, research performed by Calvin Beale, a USDA economist, demonstrated 

that, by the mid-1960s, rural population decline had slowed and, more importantly, had 

begun to reverse in many areas. Beale found that the most dramatic reversals occurred in the 

region from St. Louis to Dallas. This region encompassed the Ozarks, and Beale pointed in 

particular to the role played by investments in recreation and tourist development occurring 
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there.268 By the early to mid-1970s, Beale found that rural population increased at a rate of 

5.6%, compared to only 3.4% in metropolitan areas.269 

 However, the postwar rural development project was far from successful in reversing 

the rural crisis. A major reason for this failure was insufficient funding. While many postwar 

policymakers had understood the structural problems facing small town communities, 

spending limitations prevented them from being adequately addressed. The FmHA, for 

example, might spend $112 million on financing water and sewer systems in 1966, but this 

money was not only insufficient to the task, but also came primarily in the form of loans that 

did not cover the entirety of a project’s cost.270 The ARA also suffered from limited funding. 

The four-year appropriation for the agency was $451 million, but only $352 million was 

spent by 1965. ARA funding was also spread quite thin. By 1965, 1,120 areas qualified for 

ARA assistance.271 The ARA’s special public works program spent considerably more, but 

suffered from similar problems: with locally provided matching funds, and with money from 

other federal agencies, the total investment from the government came to $1.7 billion (over 

$14 billion in 2020).272 Between 1965 and 1980, the EDA spent $2.2 billion in grants and 

loans on infrastructure projects ($18 billion in 2020) and $761 million ($2.3 billion in 2020) 

on private sector industrial and commercial ventures.273 Though the sums spent by 

Commerce and Agriculture created new jobs and built much-needed infrastructure, the need 

far outstripped available resources.  
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 These policies also needed to combat internal restraints and external forces. 

Thousands of declining small towns fought over relatively meager federal funds and private 

sector jobs. This competition was built into the rural development structure created by the 

Commerce and Agriculture Departments. Similarly, the localized planning structure that their 

programs established made it virtually impossible to build the communities of tomorrow. The 

decentralization of population and industry advocated for by officials in Commerce and 

Agriculture could not be achieved when rural development planning was spread out among 

so many different groups. Perhaps even more importantly, these policies had to compete with 

many other federal ventures that contributed to rural outmigration. The USDA’s farm 

policies, for example, ensured that many people would be forced to leave farming and 

perhaps even their rural communities. The rural development programs of the USDA and 

Commerce could not provide enough jobs to keep people in their small towns. Federal 

highway policy and the boom in defense-related production jobs also drew millions of people 

to cities stretching from the southeast all the way to California. These powerful, 

countervailing forces set up major barriers to the development of rural America.   

 Nonetheless, the period of rural revival, no matter how checkered, had its origins in 

the federal policies of this period that pursued a relatively coherent vision of job creation as 

the solution to the rural crisis. A collection of federal policymakers and a wide range of 

supporters outside the government lobbied for a stronger role for government investment in 

declining rural areas. Supporters of rural development bucked the trend of the more limited 

economic policies promoted by mainstream liberals. For Douglas and others, the crisis faced 

by rural areas across the U.S. was structural and required a major commitment not just from 

the federal government, but state and local governments and the private sector as well. The 

contours of rural development policy, as well as its limitations and oversights, will be further 
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examined the following two chapters on industrial development and rural tourism projects in 

California, Missouri, and Georgia.  
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Chapter Three 

If You Build it, They Might Not Come: Rural Development through Infrastructure 

and Industrial Attraction 

 Federal policymakers and social scientists shaped how the rural crisis would be 

understood and the framework through which it would be addressed. They saw rural 

America’s decline as a product of dramatic economic restructuring, and they proposed 

federal investments to help shift the rural economic base away from farming, mining, and 

timber, and toward manufacturing and the service sector. However, policymakers created a 

rural development framework in the 1950s and 1960s that, by design, put the focal point of 

rural revival at the local level. There, town leaders would put federal funds to work along 

with state, local, and private sector money. A better understanding of the ideas undergirding 

rural development, how it functioned, and its relative impact on reversing the rural crisis can 

only be grasped by examining the ways development worked at the local level. This chapter 

examines how critical pieces of rural development, infrastructure and industrial attraction, 

played out in three distinct rural locations: the border town of Calexico, located in Imperial 

County in inland southern California; Ava, in the Missouri Ozarks; and the small southeast 

Georgia town of Alma. Though these towns had distinct populations and rural histories, their 

leaders embraced rural development as a way to solve the rural crisis.  

Examining the local implementation of rural infrastructure projects and industrial 

attraction shows first of all the centrality of federal aid in rural development. Policymakers in 

the 1950s and 1960s wanted to create a rural development apparatus that was both public-

private and decentralized, and which did not dictate the course of local development efforts. 

As projects in Missouri, California, and Georgia show, they largely succeeded in building 

that machinery. Though rural development programs set aside funds especially for rural 
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infrastructure and industrialization, local, county, and state governments, as well as 

nongovernmental groups composed of businessmen and civic leaders alike, decided what sort 

of projects would be pursued and how. Regardless of who received federal funds, private 

sector expansion served as the primary goal of rural development policy. Despite this 

decentralization and public-private structure, federal aid proved to be the decisive factor in 

ensuring project success. Small towns struggled to get projects off the ground until federal 

aid arrived, and the town that saw the greatest success, Alma, received millions more in 

federal investment than other towns like it.  

Though the federal government gave great leeway in local control of development 

projects, it did not ensure widespread community participation. An assessment of rural 

development projects on the ground reveals that, in practice, local business and civic elites 

exercised control of the planning and implementation of rural development projects. 

Sometimes local elites created new agencies within government, while in other cases local 

elites formed nongovernmental development groups. At best, ordinary rural people might 

participate in surveys that elicited their feelings on rural development subjects. Decision 

making authority remained largely outside their grasp. By laying the power of development 

in the hands of local elites, rural development bolstered their position in a time of uncertainty 

and decline, and they readily embraced the promise of federal investments in infrastructure 

and new jobs.  

Following the fate of local development projects also illustrates the transformations 

that the rural economy, as well as ideas about rural America, underwent. Federal 

policymakers and local elites did not want to urbanize rural communities, nor did they look 

backward to a pastoral past. Instead, both wanted to build a new rural economic base by 

replacing jobs lost in traditional rural sectors with work on infrastructure projects and new 
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manufacturing employment. The end goal was a broader decentralization of people and 

industry in smaller rural “growth centers.” In order to attract new private sector industry, 

though, small towns needed to make themselves attractive to prospective investors. In the 

pursuit of this goal, rural developers reaffirmed some traditional or stereotypical aspects of 

rural identity while jettisoning others. The aspects of rurality that would help achieve that 

goal would be elevated, while those that did not would be downplayed.  

The centering of development power in the hands of local elites and the need to 

attract private sector jobs point toward some of the key limitations of postwar rural 

development policy. One of its major problems revolved around race and the rural crisis. 

Rural development as conceived at the federal level and implemented at the local was 

thoroughly white. As we saw in chapter two, white federal policymakers rarely considered 

the problems specific to black and brown rural communities, nor did they see racial 

discrimination and exploitation as a feature of the rural crisis. While they proposed major 

economic restructuring of rural communities, they did not propose a similar program for rural 

racial equality. These oversights would have been less significant had the distribution of 

development funds proceeded on a more equitable basis. In practice, rural development 

money went overwhelmingly toward white rural communities or was controlled by white 

elites.   

Even in these white rural communities, development did not play out as its 

proponents imagined. On the infrastructure side, the rural communities examined here 

experienced improvement, though results did vary. New roads were built; water and sewer 

lines were constructed or modernized; schools, hospitals, community service centers, and 

industrial parks were erected; and many new homes were assembled. In terms of attracting 

manufacturing jobs, results were far more mixed. Some towns managed to attract new 
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industry, while many others did not. Many of the jobs that did arrive in small towns often 

paid less than the high-wage jobs rural towns desired. While federal policymakers envisioned 

a decentralized nation with reconstructed rural communities at its center, the policy apparatus 

they constructed could not serve those ends. Rural development policy exacerbated 

competition for industry among rural towns and, while it might help rural communities 

rebuild their infrastructure, it could not guarantee them private sector employment. In spite of 

their limits, these local efforts represented an important element of postwar social policy that 

sought to revive rural places and helped to redefine what rural America might look like in the 

face of dramatic decline. 

 

Before examining how local leaders tried to reimagine their towns through new infrastructure 

and manufacturing, it will be useful to explicate the way the rural crisis specifically impacted 

the Missouri Ozarks, Alma, and Calexico. In Calexico, a small town at California’s border 

with Mexico, the rural crisis stemmed from the particular structure of California agriculture. 

The agricultural economy of the Imperial Valley, of which Calexico is a part, had since the 

early twentieth century been dominated by large-scale farms, typically owned by whites.274 

Though farms in Calexico, and California more broadly, tended to much large than farms in 

the rest of the country, the postwar period saw a dramatic expansion of the Imperial Valley’s 

farm economy. In 1954, the average farm was 380 acres. By 1974, that number reached 666 

acres.275 Most of Calexico’s residents worked on the large farms of the Imperial Valley, as 

did a steady stream of Mexican labor from across the border. Regardless of their origins, 

farmworkers in the Imperial Valley earned low wages and enjoyed few of the workplace 
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regulations characteristic of the industrial economy. As a result, many workers lived below 

the poverty line. In 1970, twenty percent of Calexico’s residents earned less than $3,000, 

while five percent earned less than $1,000. Given the seasonal character of employment, 

many also experienced regular bouts of unemployment.276 Many of these workers also had 

few prospects for climbing the agricultural tenure ladder. Low wages coupled with the high 

costs of acquiring California farmland and the technology and machinery required to operate 

it ensured many workers would remain landless. Moreover, as farmers increasingly adopted 

labor-saving technologies, many in Calexico worried that work on the farm would be harder 

to come by, and the barrier to landownership would only grow higher.277 Agriculture in 

Calexico, stratified along lines of race and class, produced an agricultural bounty as well as 

many landless and poor farmworkers with few opportunities for advancement.   

 In the Missouri Ozarks, the rural crisis appeared quite a bit different. In contrast to the 

large farms of California, farms in the Missouri Ozarks were typically much smaller. 

Moreover, farmland was less concentrated with many more people owning, as well as 

renting, small farms. However, while farming had been a major livelihood in the Ozarks for 

much of the twentieth century, farmers in that region found it increasingly difficult to earn a 

living. Farms in the Ozarks generally remained small, low-tech affairs, while farms in other 

areas of the state grew and capitalized. With the help of federal farm policy, these farms 
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captured a larger portion of the state’s farm income. In 1959, for example, farmers in the 

Ozarks earned less than $2,500 a year.278 Further, while the average capital investment in 

farms nationally hovered around $33,000 in 1959, the figure was only $12,000 in the 

Ozarks.279 Low incomes coupled with the inability to compete in the new agricultural 

economy pushed many out of farming altogether. In Douglas County, where Ava is located, 

the inability of low-income farmers to earn a living pushed many to sell their land, and the 

county saw the number of farms dwindle throughout the period.280  

In Bacon County, Georgia, where Alma is located, a similar pattern played out. 

Between 1950 and 1968, the number of farms in the county declined from 1,128 to 590 as 

many small farmers found it difficult to compete in the large-scale farm economy.281 Those 

farmers who stayed on the land rarely earned a sufficient income from it. In the mid-1960s, 

three-fourths of Bacon County farmers lived below the poverty line.282 In contrast to the 

Missouri Ozarks, Bacon had a sizeable population of black farmers, many of whom did not 

own their own land and worked instead as sharecroppers or daily farm laborers. These 
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farmers earned even less than those who owned land in Bacon County, while also 

experiencing racial discrimination in politics and the economy.283 In the words of local rural 

developers in Alma, both Southeast Georgia and the Missouri Ozarks experienced a 

“disrupting transition” as the agricultural economy provided a sustainable livelihood to fewer 

and fewer people.284 

 While agriculture played a major role in spurring the rural crisis, other rural industries 

suffered as well. While Bacon County and Calexico relied mostly on farming, mining played 

a major role in the Ozarks economy. Mining had long been an important element of the 

Ozarks economy. The first settlement in the Eastern Missouri Ozarks, for example, was a 

French mining colony.285 Lead extraction formed the core of the Ozarks mining economy, 

with zinc and iron playing smaller, but still significant parts in the region. By mid-century, a 

mixture of declining demand and the mechanization of key production processes reduced the 

number of mining jobs in the state. Lead mining had effectively ceased by the 1950s, while 

zinc and iron made up only one to two percent of the region’s economic base by the 1960s.286  

 Bacon and Douglas Counties saw their populations drop in response to these 

economic shifts. Douglas’s decline was part of a broader Ozark depopulation stimulated by 

disappearing farm and mining jobs, especially among high school graduates and young 
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workers.287 The south central Missouri Ozark district, of which Douglas County is a part, had 

a population of 111,637 in 1940, but only 87,297 in 1960.288 In Bacon, twenty five percent of 

its roughly 8,500 people left between 1950 and 1960.289 Alma saw some population growth, 

but this mostly came from a rise in the elderly population.290 The combination of population 

declines, a shrinking pool of working age people, and a rise in poverty and unemployment 

raised significant hurdles to rural prosperity. 

 Poverty and population decline spelled trouble for the rural commercial sector as 

well. Local merchants depended on the trade generated by farmers and other rural workers. 

Not only did rural poverty undermine local businesses, so too did the improvement of 

shopping options in nearby larger towns. Many retailers in larger towns had better selections 

and prices that made the commute from the smaller rural community worth the time.291 In 

Calexico, merchants faced a more specific problem shaped by the area’s seasonal and 

migratory labor. Local leaders feared that foreign, migratory labor would create a “surplus in 

the labor market” by taking jobs that might otherwise go to domestic workers who would, in 

turn, find themselves unable to patronize local shops. Moreover, Calexico’s business leaders 

maintained that the money foreign workers earned was often not being spent in Calexico, but 

across the border.292  
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 As these farm communities struggled with poverty and a shifting agricultural 

economy, finding a way out solely through local means seemed impossible. L.W. Taylor, the 

county manager for Bacon’s energy cooperative, articulated this view best. Taylor argued 

that places like Bacon County simply did not have the public or private capital necessary to 

spur economic development. In Bacon, for example, much of the existing capital stock was 

tied up in farming.293 Bacon County farmers primarily planted corn and tobacco, products 

that Taylor argued were “poor users of capital” that paid little in returns and made new 

investment difficult.294 However, attempting to redirect existing capital investments 

threatened to undermine an already weak economic base: redirecting farm capital would 

cause farm bankruptcies, which would in turn hurt merchants and reduce bank deposits. 

Taylor quipped that Bacon was a “classic example of why it takes money to make money. 

Clearly, what is needed to reverse the painful trend of economic disintegration is a new 

source of capital for investment in businesses and industries that can grow with the economy 

of the region and the nation.”295 As we shall see, for Taylor and other local rural developers, 

only public capital from the federal government could break this cycle. Despite the generally 

depressed economic conditions of rural Missouri, California, and Georgia, proponents of 

development saw opportunities for revival.  

 

Federal lawmakers and local elites alike stressed that this rural revival would be planned. 
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Both groups warned against haphazardly pursuing new industry or infrastructure and argued 

instead for a coordinated response to rural decline. Surveys formed a major element of that 

planning process. In order to receive federal development funds, small towns were expected 

to create surveys of their existing resources and how those might be used for development. 

Much like the broader rural development state, survey making was thoroughly public-private. 

The local development groups conducting the surveys, whether located inside or outside the 

government, had members from the civic and business communities. Oftentimes, these 

development groups received planning grants from the USDA or the Economic Development 

Administration. The surveys conducted with these funds cataloged many aspects of the rural 

community, including labor market composition, available land, its history of industry, 

statistics about income levels and unemployment, and possibilities for further development. 

Survey findings not only helped local communities organize for development. They also 

served as an introduction to the community that could be easily digested by potential 

investors.  

 Surveys not only helped initiate the development process, they also acted as a site for 

the redefinition of rurality. Surveys elevated notions of rurality that favored rural 

development, while downplaying or challenging those that did not. Rural surveys, for 

example, helped cultivate a conception of rurality that emphasized cheap, docile labor as one 

of its central features. The Ozark Regional Commission, one of the five large commissions 

established by the EDA to oversee planning in especially troubled regions, funded a study 

that inquired into the possibilities for auto-parts manufacturing in the region. The 

commission contracted the study out to the St. Louis Regional Industrial Development 

Corporation, made up of business, civic, and labor leaders in the city. This survey 

 
295 First Year Action Plan, II-14.  



 

 
136 

emphasized the relatively cheap cost of labor. Not only was Ozark labor cheap, but its rural 

workers did not have a tradition of labor organizing. One chart compared the low levels of 

work stoppages in the Ozarks to places where the major auto manufacturers had their 

plants.296 This argument suggests a tension inherent in postwar rural development. While 

federal policymakers may have framed rural development as a liberal policy, its local 

implementation seemed to require the abandonment of some key liberal causes, namely labor 

organizing and high wages. The arguments made by the Ozark Regional Commission were 

replicated in many other similar surveys.297  

 Surveys also highlighted land and natural beauty as major elements of rurality that 

made rural places conducive to development. In Calexico, surveys underlined the large 

amount of industrially zoned land ready for development.298 Alma and Bacon County 

officials similarly stressed the ease with which potential industrialists could find accessible 

land on which they could locate new factories.299 In these small towns and others like it, 

surveys portrayed the rural landscape as largely empty, waiting to be cultivated by potential 

industrialists. In the Ozarks, surveys approached the region’s land from a different angle. 

While Calexico and Bacon’s landscapes were largely flat, the Ozarks contained rivers, lakes, 

forests, and hills. For decades, this variegated terrain had been seen as an impediment to 

economic growth. Rural development surveys, though, challenged this view. Now, this 
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scenic terrain could provide managers and workers at new industrial firms with a higher 

quality of life. Surveys contrasted this rural quality of life with the congested, smog-choked 

city.300 Regardless of the perspective from which surveys came, the rural landscape became 

another resource in the process of rural development.  

Rural development surveys also challenged the notion of rural isolation, one of the 

more longstanding and widely held assumptions about rural America. This idea had long 

influenced popular and social scientific thought on rural communities and was seen as a 

barrier to development. Rural places and people were characterized as physically and 

culturally “isolated” from the mainstream economy and society in ways that raised hurdles to 

development. Proponents of the isolation thesis, for example, saw small towns as too distant 

from the main engines of commerce to make them viable for development.301 For rural 

developers, the notion of physical rural isolation simply made no sense, particularly in an era 

of improved transportation infrastructure. A survey of Calexico emphasized its many 

linkages to the non-rural world, listing its several common freight carriers, warehouses, 

railroad services, the airport, and highways that connected people to San Diego, Los Angeles, 

and the rest of the U.S.302 Similarly, the Ozarks auto-parts study detailed the transportation 

networks that linked the region to major urban centers in the Midwest and South, as did an 

EDA funded study of Bacon County.303 Following many of the rural sociologists discussed in 

chapter one, rural surveys saw modern infrastructure as essentially erasing physical isolation. 
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Rural surveys also took on the cultural element of the isolation thesis. This element of 

the isolation concept in particular framed rural people as “backwards,” and saw their social 

and economic problems as stemming from that backwardness. Rural developers challenged 

this thesis from multiple perspectives. In Calexico, for example, local developers saw the 

town’s rural heritage as a draw, an argument that will be explored in greater detail in the 

following chapter. Calexico’s developers argued that the region’s Mexican farmworker 

heritage, for example, was a “great cultural asset which attracts people to the border…The 

cultural asset then becomes an economic asset.”304 In the Ozarks, rural developers also 

embraced the traits created by rural culture. While Ozarkers had long been characterized as 

backwards people insulated from the outside world, one survey flipped this argument on its 

head and argued that Ozarks culture produced a hard-working people well suited for 

industry.305 Rural culture presented different problems in southeast Georgia. There, Bacon 

County developers had to contend with what they called “tradition bound southern rural 

culture.” They defined this culture as informed by religious fundamentalism, racism, and an 

“obsession” with the outcome of the Civil War. Rural developers in Bacon claimed that this 

culture no longer permeated their county, and that the people of Bacon were ready to 

embrace, and be embraced by, modern society.306 

Perhaps the biggest challenge rural developers needed to overcome was the argument 

that rural towns were stagnant or declining. With populations declining and poverty levels 

high, did investing in rural places even make sense? This argument received no small amount 

of support in the postwar period, even among proponents of economic development. The 

Appalachian Regional Commission represented one major institutional bastion of support for 
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this argument. Much like rural development policy, the ARC came out of the mid-1960s and 

saw investment in infrastructure and jobs as solutions to rural poverty and decline. However, 

the ARC’s policy focused on helping people leave failing rural communities and find work in 

“growth centers,” or those places where investments might make an appreciable impact 

because of pre-existing economic and human resources.307  

Rural developers and the surveys they created took on the language of growth centers 

but shifted and expanded its meaning. Proponents of growth centers, rural or otherwise, never 

agreed on their optimal size. Rural developers, though, argued that strategically located small 

towns make good use of new investments. The rural qualities discussed above – affordable 

labor, plentiful land, and beautiful scenery – would be a good base for new investments. 

More significantly, rural developers framed investment in rural growth centers as a tool for 

solving not only rural issues, but urban ones as well. Surveys framed rural growth centers as 

potential nodes of employment, services, and population that could decongested crowded, 

poverty-stricken cities. Developers in Calexico, for example, framed their intervention into 

rural California as a way to stem rural to urban migration so that the rural poor “do not 

become tomorrow’s slum dwellers.” They wanted to stop the “trend toward massive 

concentration of people” in cities.308 In Bacon, rural developers similarly argued that the 

problems of cities could be “controlled only by fragmentation.” Policy should help effect a 

“redistribution of industry from metropolitan urban centers” to rural growth centers.309 The 

stakes were high: if something was not done soon, the population “will be jammed into 
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monstrous urban complexes that will be virtually unable to support life.”310 Though 

reformulating declining rural towns as potential growth centers tried to redefine conceptions 

of rural America, it also reinforced others. Talk of rural America as an antidote to 

“concentration” and “monstrous urban complexes” evoked and upheld a centuries old 

dichotomization of rural and urban that saw the former as idyllic and pure, while the latter 

contained society’s evils. Nonetheless, surveys allowed small towns to begin the planning 

process, create a blueprint for rural revival, and redefine rurality. However, many of their 

best laid plans met an unforgiving landscape that threw up significant barriers to rural 

development in California, Georgia, and Missouri. 

 

Though rural development took place all across Missouri, a major focus of postwar efforts 

revolved around the Ozarks. Located roughly in the bottom half of the state but stretching 

into Arkansas and other surrounding states as well, the Missouri Ozarks experienced some of 

the deepest poverty in the state. Small towns throughout the region tried to take advantage of 

the rural development programs of the Commerce and Agriculture Departments in an attempt 

to revive their flagging economies. Rural development activity in Ava, Douglas County, near 

the border with Arkansas, demonstrates key features of the process. Ava, the only town in 

Douglas County with more than fifty people, experienced rural decline and poverty as a 

changes in mining and agriculture yielded fewer jobs in these key rural industries311 Local 

business and civic elites followed a pattern that played out in small towns across the U.S. 

After trying to attract new industry on their own, they turned to the USDA and Commerce 

Department for financial and technical assistance. By the end of the 1960s, Ava had received 
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a string of public investments that helped shift its job base away from farming and mining 

and toward manufacturing.  

Local business and civic leaders in Ava embraced a future of manufacturing 

employment soon after the end of World War II. Ava had long served as the primary center 

for trade and business in its region of the Ozarks. As people left the Ozarks in search of 

better opportunities elsewhere, Ava began slipping into economic decline.312 Surveying these 

troubling economic and demographic problems in the summer of 1946, Ava’s mayor argued 

that his town stood at “the crossroads of progress [and] stagnation.”313 Opting for progress, 

Ava’s Chamber of Commerce followed the mayor’s lead and declared that securing industry 

for Ava would be one of its primary functions and began planning for industrial attraction. It 

adopted the slogan “Get a Factory This Year,” and partnered with the Missouri State 

Resources and Development Commission to labor market survey and contact industrialists 

about expanding into Ava. about expanding into Ava. Despite the chamber’s “Get a Factory 

This Year” slogan, it had little success in that endeavor until the mid-1950s when the federal 

public assistance became available.314  

 Ava’s fortunes began to turn around in 1955 when local business and government 

leaders partnered together to form the Ava Industrial Development Corporation (AIDC), a 

nonprofit development group.315 Ralph Kerr, the owner of a Chevrolet dealership in Ava, 

served as president of the AIDC, with chamber members and civic leaders filling out the rest 
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of the board of directors.316 The AIDC’s mandate was clear: it would serve as Ava’s central 

power for pursuing new industries. Its incorporation as a non-profit allowed it to raise funds 

for those efforts, as well as purchase land on which industrial development could take place. 

The AIDC’s first major act was to begin raising funds through donations and the selling of 

stock in the corporation. By July 1955, $15,800 in stock had been raised, while various 

individuals and businesses pledged $64,000 by December. In February of 1956, the AIDC 

purchased a thirty-five-acre tract of undeveloped land in Ava for $24,000 as a site for an 

industrial park to house new manufacturers.317 It aimed to either sell or lease plots of land to 

prospective industrialists, who would then build new factories. 

While better organizing among business and civic leaders proved to be a crucial 

component of reigniting rural development in Ava, financial and technical assistance from 

the federal government had the biggest impact in laying the groundwork for new investment. 

The first federal intervention came from the USDA’s Rural Development Program, 

established in 1955. The RDP provided financial and technical support to designated “pilot 

counties” to help them offset job loss and population decline through manufacturing. The 

program also established a state level Rural Development Committee that oversaw program 

activities in the state headed by the Dean of the School of Agriculture at the University of 

Missouri, Elmer Kiehl. Along with Kiehl, the committee was composed of forty-two people 

from business, agriculture, and government. The committee primarily reviewed and approved 

projects developed at the local and county level.318 Ava’s business community lobbied the 
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USDA to receive a designation as a pilot county, which it was granted in August 1956. Soon 

after, USDA rural development support began flowing to Douglas County.319  

 One of the RDP’s primary contribution to Ava came in the form of a development 

specialist. In Missouri, the RDP partnered with the University of Missouri’s Department of 

Community Development which, as chapter one showed, trained people in the idea and 

practice of rural development. Development agents primarily helped local officials craft rural 

development projects and navigate government bureaucracy. O.L. Claxton worked as 

Douglas County’s development specialist beginning in 1957. Many such specialists in 

Missouri had rural backgrounds, and Claxton was no different. Claxton grew up in a small 

Missouri town and cultivated an expertise in farm issues. From the 1920s to the 1950s, 

Claxton taught a variety of agriculture classes at vocational schools across Missouri. As 

Claxton traveled the state, he witnessed firsthand how economic restructuring had 

undermined many small towns, and he embraced rural development as the solution.320 When 

Claxton arrived in Ava, he began working with the AIDC to help make the most of the 

industrial land it had recently purchased.321 

One major hurdle Claxton helped the AIDC clear revolved around good roads and 

access to the planned industrial park. Around the time Douglas County joined the USDA 

development program, Rawlings, a sporting goods manufacturing company based in St. 

Louis, expressed interest in opening a new plant in Ava. Talks stalled between the AIDC and 
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Rawlings when the company maintained that the dearth of good roads would “give us a 

transportation problem.”322 In the midst of these talks, the Missouri State Highway 

Commission had been planning to build a state highway through the rural Ozarks. The initial 

plan, however, did not have the highway going through Ava or Douglas County. Claxton and 

members of the state rural development committee then lobbied the highway commission on 

the AIDC’s behalf.323 In late 1957, the commission agreed to Claxton’s proposal. With 

assurances of new roads, Rawlings finalized plans with the AIDC to open its new plant in 

Ava324 Scholars of postwar Appalachian history have rightly lamented the role highway 

development played in bypassing and undermining small communities buried in mountain 

hollows.325 In Ava, however, highway expansion helped to lay the ground for rural industrial 

attraction.  

Claxton also helped the AIDC raise funds to support the construction of a 55,000 

square foot building that Rawlings would occupy. Estimates from the AIDC and Rawlings 

suggested that the plant would employ between 250 and 300 workers making golf bags and 

football equipment. In cooperation with Claxton, the AIDC launched a fundraising campaign 

at the end of 1959.326 On October 30th, businesses in Ava closed down and members of the 

Chamber of Commerce, AIDC, and the state rural development committee went door to door 

selling AIDC stock. By December, the AIDC raised $233,000 from 1,018 people. Residents 
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of Douglas contributed most of the money, but people as far away as Washington State, 

California, and Hawaii also purchased stock. The Citizens Bank of Ava made the largest 

purchases, however, and became the AIDC’s largest shareholder.327 At the same time, Ava 

voters overwhelmingly passed a $225,000 bond to finance water and sewer expansion to the 

industrial park.328 By August 1960, the plant opened, but employment levels were 

considerably lower than expected.329 Over 400 people applied for jobs, but the company only 

hired around 160.330 

The AIDC and Rawlings turned to federal assistance to fund additional factory 

construction to make room for more employees. In 1961, the Department of Commerce, 

which housed the Area Redevelopment Administration, designated Douglas County a 

“redevelopment county,” which made it eligible for its program of loans and grants. In order 

to hire more people Rawlings wanted a 34,000 square foot expansion of their plant that it 

claimed would allow for the hiring of 170 more workers. With assistance from Claxton and 

the AIDC, Rawlings developed a business loan request in the amount of $135,000 loan from 

the ARA.331 The plan first had to be approved by the state rural development committee, 

which quickly gave its approval and sent it to the ARA. Given the great demand for its funds, 

the ARA supplied only $81,250 for the loan. Rawlings took out an additional loan with the 
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Citizens Bank of Ava and First National Bank in St. Louis to finance the rest of the costs.332 

While some employment expansion occurred as a result of the factory expansion, the 

Rawlings plant never employed more than 240 people at a time between 1961 and 1965.333  

Though Rawlings and the new highway represented important elements of Ava’s 

modest rural revival, development activities occurred throughout the 1960s and early 1970s 

that further cemented its new industrial economic base. This new development activity 

occurred in both the public and private sectors. Douglas County received several public 

facilities grants from the ARA and its successor agency, the Economic Development 

Administration. A $190,000 grant from the ARA’s Accelerated Public Works division 

funded building construction and repair on five structures, as well as a land treatment 

program.334 The EDA also awarded Douglas a $53,000 matching grant in 1967 for the 

construction of a county airport. In 1969, the EDA provided Ava with a grant of $35,000 to 

improve road access to its industrial park and upgraded water and sewer facilities within the 

park and in the community at large.335 Another water and sewer grant from the EDA arrived 

in 1971, totaling $145,000 in 1971.336 This infrastructure improvement laid the groundwork 

for new job growth. The AIDC sold a small parcel of the industrial park to a wood treatment 

firm, but the company only employed fifteen people.337 An antitrust lawsuit forced Spalding, 

the parent company of Rawlings, to sell the Rawlings division of its firm. This settlement had 

a somewhat positive impact on job growth in Ava. Instead of shutting down its operation, 
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Spalding utilized the extra factory capacity at the industrial park to take over production of 

golf bags. Rawlings stayed on in Ava as well and focused on football equipment. Each firm 

employed 150 people at the end of the decade.338 Following this division of Spalding and 

Rawlings, however, no new firms joined the park in the 1970s.  

Though the AIDC did not lease or sell as much of its industrial land as its leaders may 

have hoped, the overall set of development projects nonetheless helped to shift Ava’s 

economy away from a reliance on farming and toward manufacturing. It is difficult to know 

how many of the farmers who gave up on agriculture during this period of rural development 

did so because of Ava’s industrialization, but the presence of new factories undoubtedly 

made the decision easier. As Ava industrialized, the number of farmers declined, while 

average land size increased, suggesting ownership of farmland concentrated.339 Many 

farmers were perhaps enticed by Spalding’s weekly pay rate of just over $66, more than 

many small farmers earned. Moreover, as Ava attracted new industry, new service sector 

businesses started in town as well, which helped to bolster the struggling town center. Ava’s 

population increased also during this period, though the precise relationship between this 

growth and new industry is difficult to determine because Ava also annexed new territory.340  

 

In Calexico, California, rural development played out in ways not unlike the experience in 

Ava. Federal funds proved to be decisive in getting development projects off the ground, and 

local rural developers focused on new public infrastructure and jobs. However, the 

particularities of Calexico’s agricultural economy and population reveals distinct features of 

the development process. Luis Legaspi and Alex Campillo, two Mexican American 
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merchants, drove the rural development process in Calexico. These men responded to a farm 

economy that produced extensive poverty among Calexico’s mostly Mexican American 

population. Their goals, new housing and manufacturing jobs, sought to provide an exit from 

the migratory, low-wage farm economy. Moreover, Ava was a decidedly white rural 

community. Its local elite had little trouble attracting rural development funding. Campillo 

and Legaspi, on the other hand, struggled in those areas until white financial interests backed 

their projects. However, this financial support also shifted the focus of development in 

Calexico and the two men lost some control over their program’s direction.  

Calexico’s rural development began in October 1967, when Campillo and Legaspi 

organized the Calexico Community Action Council (CCAC). Campillo and Legaspi hoped 

that their organization could be used to build desperately needed affordable housing. 

However, they also saw it as a vehicle that might reform some elements of the local power 

structure dominated by large farmers. The two men saw this farm economy as a barrier to 

economic advancement and the attraction of new manufacturing jobs. Their early efforts 

revolved around two main goals. They first joined a growing chorus of voices within 

California’s farmworker movement and Mexican American activist groups against the use of 

Mexican labor on Imperial Valley farms. The two men argued that their use not only limited 

the ability of domestic workers to get jobs, they also maintained that the wages those migrant 

workers earned went toward businesses in Mexico, not Calexico. As a result, the small 

town’s economy suffered.341 Campillo and Legaspi also tried to reform the Imperial 

Irrigation District (IID). The IID controlled the distribution of energy in the valley, and large 

growers were overrepresented on its board. Legaspi argued that growers allocated energy in 
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such a way that favored large-scale agriculture and discouraged industries from locating in 

the valley. The two men also wanted to get more representation on the IID from non-

agricultural sources. Reform would allow people like Campillo and Legaspi “to augment our 

economy” by attracting new industries with lower rates.342 Throughout 1967, these 

campaigns failed to gather much traction. 

Campillo and Legaspi saw some of their failures to challenge grower power as a 

product of their lack of local political power. To better pursue their agenda, Campillo and 

Legaspi ran for mayor and a city council seat, respectively, in 1968. The two men used the 

CCAC to conduct a voter registration drive that focused specifically on bringing Mexican 

Americans into the political process, many for the first time. Their efforts worked, and the 

two men took office that year.343 However, they quickly found that local political power did 

not kickstart their rural development program. They continued to push for reform of the IID 

but failed to gain broader support. Even less reformist projects, particularly their housing 

program, could not attract funding or support.344  

Their fortunes changed in the spring of 1968 after partnering with the Rural 

Development Corporation (RDC), a group of lawyers, businessmen, bankers, and land 

developers based primarily in California. The two men were introduced to the RDC by Bert 

Corona, who they had worked with on their earlier reform campaigns and who had helped 

found the Mexican American Political Association, a major civil rights organization. The 

RDC’s main purpose was to help local development groups in California plan their projects 

and secure the financial resources they required. The Campillo and Legaspi welcomed the 
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RDC, its assistance shifted the two men’s focus. Rural development in Calexico turned away 

from political mobilizations and reforms of Imperial Valley farming and focused more on 

their housing and manufacturing projects. More importantly, the RDC took over as the 

primary planner of Calexico’s development.  

 The RDC’s constituent members contrasted sharply with Campillo and Legaspi’s 

small town, small business roots. The RDC incorporated as a private nonprofit corporation in 

California on December 30, 1966 and received its initial funding from the War on Poverty’s 

Office of Economic Opportunity.345 Its first executive director, Maxwell E. Greenberg, was 

senior partner at the Los Angeles law firm Greenberg, Shafton, and Bernhard, and chairman 

of the Greater Arizona Savings and Loan. Other members included Ned Eichler, a southern 

California land developer and vice president of the Crown Corporation of Chicago; Steven 

Farrand and Alan Schwartz, both developers and attorneys; and George Lefcoe, a law 

professor at the University of Southern California and expert on land law and construction 

financing. Also represented were two architects and a member of the AFL-CIO’s carpenters 

union. Though the OEO required the “maximum feasible participation” of the poor, only one 

man, Hector de la Rosa, came from the “poverty community.”346 Even more so than in Ava, 

private sector elites took control of rural development in Calexico  

 In line with the broader rural development agenda established at the federal level, the 

RDC put forth a set of development objectives for Calexico focused on industry, 

infrastructure, and housing. With funds from the Economic Development Administration, the 

RDC drafted a study of Calexico’s potential for development. The survey stressed that 

Calexico’s renewal depended on attracting new manufacturing jobs that would be enticed by 

the town’s cheap land and labor. The survey also proposed tapping into nearby underground 
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steam deposits that would not only power industry but create new jobs in extraction and 

processing. Finally, new housing would address Calexico’s poor housing stock while 

simultaneously employing people in construction. The focus in particular would be on 

modular or prefabricated homes, and the RDC hoped that Calexico might become a regional 

producer of such homes.347 Absent from the RDC’s agenda was the critique of Imperial 

Valley agriculture made by Campillo and Legaspi. The report nonetheless presented Calexico 

with a wide-ranging plan for rural revival. However, the RDC’s agenda ultimately faltered 

when set against regional, national, and international political and economic forces.   

In contrast to the more domestic and localized plans for industrial renewal in Ava, the 

RDC shaped Calexico’s industrial development program around the increasingly 

interconnected North American economy, particularly between the U.S. and Mexico. 

Specifically, the RDC wanted to position Calexico to benefit from the 1966 “Twin Plants 

Program.” This program, a joint U.S.-Mexico policy, involved support for U.S. firms 

relocating parts of their operations to Mexico, while keeping other portions stateside. Under 

the plan, initial manufacturing would occur in Mexico, while the assembly, warehousing, and 

distribution would happen in the U.S.348 Sitting across the border from Mexicali, a 

burgeoning industrial city, Calexico seemed primed to take advantage of the program.349 

While historians have shown how plant relocation across the border has been disastrous for 

many local economies, Some postwar rural developers looked for ways to make an 

international economy work in their favor. Moreover, the plan reveals just how much the 

RDC had shifted the priorities first laid out by Campillo and Legaspi. While the two men 
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embraced a protectionist argument against Mexican labor, the RDC pushed Calexico to 

embrace cross-border flows of people and capital. 

 While the RDC touted Calexico as a place with abundant land for industrial 

development, cheap, but motivated laborers, and a variety of transportation and 

communication networks to facilitate industrial development, not a single firm decided to 

base any of its twin plant operations across the border from Mexicali. By 1971, forty-two 

U.S. firms had relocated to Mexicali under the auspices of the Twin Plants Program.350 

Instead of small towns like Calexico, the joint facilities mostly relocated to the burgeoning 

the cities of Los Angeles, Denver and Phoenix.351 In its analysis of why Calexico failed to 

attract twin plants, the RDC was forced to admit that Los Angeles and other major cities 

benefited from the program because they had better resources and connections than the small 

town.352 Calexico’s failure also underscores how the competitive character of rural 

development and its focus on the private sector hindered a widespread rural revival. Rural 

development policy saw private sector growth as the key to rural renewal. However, 

Calexico had to compete not only with other small towns for new employment, but cities 

with far more resources as well. Calexico was far from the only town, in rural California or 

otherwise, attempting to attract manufacturers.  

 The RDC’s industrial ambitions did not hinge solely on the Twin Plants program. 

Even more ambitious, but perhaps more far flung, was the RDC’s interest in geothermal 

energy as a source of cheap and abundant power. The RDC framed the exploitation of this 

energy source as a way to fuel manufacturing expansion but create new industrial jobs in 

extraction and processing as well. According to geological surveys, vast underground steam 
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deposits permeated a patch of land just five miles north of Calexico.353 According to Robert 

Rex, a geology professor at the University of California, Riverside who surveyed the 

deposits, they had the potential to “restructure the economy” of the southwest.354 Rex 

estimated that these steam deposits could produce 20,000 megawatts of electrical energy 

(fifteen times more than the Hoover Dam) and five to seven million acre-feet of water, 

roughly half of what the Colorado River provided the valley each year.355 It is unsurprising, 

then, that the RDC thought Calexico should give “every kind of support and assistance” to 

steam extraction.356 These deposits offered a way to assist both agriculture and industry, and 

turn Calexico into a center of energy production for the region. 

 Much like the Twin Plants Program, the RDC’s energy revolution failed to 

materialize. Environmental concerns raised a number of initial barriers. While touted as a 

“clean” source of energy, research revealed that use of geothermal steam created a highly 

saline and mineralized water byproduct. No safe storage spaces for that byproduct existed. 

Some proposed pumping it underground, but a geothermal plant constructed in northern 

California in the 1950s showed that this method released high levels of boron and ammonia 

that killed off wildlife.357 Issues of land control also blocked geothermal development. Union 

and Standard Oil Companies, Southern Pacific Land Company, and Magma Energy owned 

roughly seventy percent of the land thought to contain the richest deposits of geothermal 

 
353 Ken Overaker, “City Users Assail Electric Rated in Imperial District,” Los Angeles Times, 

19 May 1968; RDC, Calexico’s Economic Development, II-2; Joe Brooks, “State Aid Seen on ‘Hot 
Ocean’ Power Project,” San Diego Union, 6 August 1970; Staff Reporter, “Seven New Geothermal 
Fields Discovered in California; High Power Potential Seen,” Wall Street Journal, 6 August 1970.  

354 Brooks, “State Aid Seen on ‘Hot Ocean’ Power Project.”   
355 Staff Reporter, “Seven New Geothermal Fields Discovered in California; High Power 

Potential Seen,” Wall Street Journal, 6 August 1970.     
356 RDC, Calexico’s Economic Development, IV-19. 
357 Philip Fradkin, “Ecologists Look to Geothermal Energy, May be Disappointed,” Los 

Angeles Times, 30 November 1970.  



 

 
154 

steam in the valley.358 Union’s geothermal division manager believed steam had potential, 

but his company refused to develop it because the company did not have the resources to 

make exploitation feasible.359 Charles Baldwin, a consultant to the Senate Committee on 

Governmental Organization, painted a more nefarious picture, and argued that the oil 

companies conspired to halt the development of alternative energy.360 Probably the simplest 

explanation for the failure of steam energy to develop can be found in the structure of rural 

development policy. A project of such magnitude required institutions and funding beyond 

the scope of the policies established in Congress and the USDA. Though exploitation of 

geothermal energy may have helped industrialize Calexico, the resources to realize such a 

project did not exist within the framework of localized rural development. 

 Though new jobs in manufacturing and geothermal energy failed to materialize, the 

RDC eventually found success in its housing projects. The group’s efforts resulted in the 

early 1970s in the construction of a new housing project with nearly 300 modular homes 

known as Kennedy Gardens. For Calexico’s developers, new homes appeared as a way to not 

only address the town’s substantial substandard housing problems, but to also stimulate job 

creation in housing construction. The group, however, presented conflicting views about how 

effective housing development could be in shifting Calexico’s fortunes. At times, it put forth 

housing as the catalyst for Calexico’s renewal: “As a local industry, construction and house 

building creates new jobs and markets.”361 Elsewhere, the RDC suggested that the economic 

benefits of home construction would provide stimulus only during the construction phase and 
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would not remedy “fundamental deficiencies in the local economy.”362 Rural renewal 

depended upon the performance of a number of variables, and housing alone would not 

suffice. The outcome ultimately reflected the latter assessment. Kennedy Gardens became the 

sole legacy of rural development in Calexico.  

 Launching a housing development on the scale of Kennedy Gardens required 

overcoming major financial and physical barriers. Acquiring funds sufficient to purchase 

land and plan a housing development eluded Campillo and Legaspi. The personal 

connections the RDC had with people in the banking and finance worlds facilitated private 

sector investment, and the group called on its “friends in the Los Angeles area” for help. 

These friends worked at First Western Bank, which loaned the RDC $5.4 million to cover 

initial construction costs. Early funding also came from the OEO, which granted the RDC 

$570,000, the largest housing grant in OEO history.363 Staffing costs used some of this 

money, but most went toward the purchase of a plot of land just north of Calexico’s primary 

settlement. This land, however, stood on the other side of the All-American Canal. Built in 

1934, the canal brought water from the Colorado River to the Imperial Valley, but it also 

blocked Calexico’s water and sewage lines from reaching the new homes. Connecting the 

homes promised to be expensive. To defray the costs, the Department of Housing and Urban 

Development granted the RDC $112,000, which it used to contract with the Salton City firm 

Desert Pipeline to bring water and sewage pipes to the homes.364  

 State and federal housing policy also cleared the way for a modular home project. 

The RDC planned to use prefabricated units as a way to construct homes quickly and 

affordably. However, many localities around the state had restricted their use. In 1970, 
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though, the state government passed the California Uniform Housing Act. This law overrode 

local objections to modular homes and allowed them to be built anywhere in the state, as 

long as they met certain standards set by the new law.365 The financing of these modular 

homes received assistance from new federal housing law. Most important in this regard was 

section 235 of the 1968 Housing Act. This added loan and mortgage support for low-income 

families to the Federal Housing Administration, which since the 1930s had provided such 

assistance to the nation’s middle and upper income families.366 Section 235 financed almost 

all of the 299 homes in Kennedy Gardens. The federal government also funded the hiring of 

workers to build the homes. The JOBS 70 program, instituted in 1968, subsidized the costs of 

labor by transferring federal funds to private businesses. The law was intended to encourage 

the private sector to employ what it called the “hardcore unemployed” by covering expenses 

involved in hiring, training, and offering supportive services.367 

 The RDC contracted with American Home Industries, a modular housing firm in 

Bakersfield, California to design the homes, oversee construction, and hire workers. In 1970, 

the firm took over an abandoned cotton gin factory on the outskirts of Calexico to begin 

building homes. American Home Industries developed an assembly line production method 

for the homes. Each home would be constructed on a track. At each end of the track, workers 

poured two concrete slabs, one for each half of the house. Workers rolled the concrete slabs 

from one end of the track to the other, and in the process assembled the homes. When the two 

slabs met in the middle, workers bolted the house together.368 With one important exception, 
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this system worked well. When a crane lifted the first house for transportation, the fasteners 

connecting the halves gave way and the house crumbled. From then on, the houses were built 

on top of seven inches of poured concrete.369 At its height, Calexico’s housing factory 

employed one hundred fifty-five people at an average hourly wage of $2.68 per hour.370 Most 

were Mexican American workers from Calexico. Of that number, JOBS 70 paid for the 

wages and training of twenty. By the middle of 1971, though, as home construction wound 

down, the factory laid off almost half the workers.371  

 While the homes were constructed with low-income people in mind, the pricing 

excluded many of Calexico’s poorest residents. To be sure, the finished product was cheaper 

than the average home in California in 1970, which sold for $23,100.372 A standard two-

bedroom in Kennedy Gardens cost $14,500 dollars, while a four-bedroom cost $18,500.373 

Excluded from this price, however, were air conditioning, carports, and carpeting, all of 

which raised the price. Because the FHA subsidized all but one percent of the monthly 

interest payments on the mortgage, the average monthly mortgage payment for each family 

totaled between sixty and eighty-five dollars.374 Even with the lower price point and 

subsidies, these homes were out of reach for those families hovering around the poverty line 

of $3,000. The average income for a family in Calexico at this time was $2,300, but the FHA 

required an income of $3,800 to receive assistance from section 235.375 The tenants who 
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would eventually occupy Kennedy Gardens had an average family income of $5,700.376 Over 

six hundred families applied for only 299 units. The RDC received help in the review and 

selection of tenants from a private mortgage company. The company studied each applicants’ 

employment record, history with welfare agencies, marriage status, and credit information. 

Most applicants were rejected because they lacked sufficient income or bad credit scores.377 

The large number of applicants allowed the RDC to pick those that appeared most capable of 

paying back the FHA loan, which excluded families with spotty employment records and 

those who had used welfare programs. Though market rules were exclusionary, by the end of 

1973 most of the homes in Kennedy Gardens had owners.  

 If the homes quickly filled with families, the project failed to act as a stimulant for 

further economic development. In spite of the RDC’s hopes, Calexico did not become a 

center of prefabricated home construction. American Home Industries ran into financial 

trouble soon after it completed its Calexico project and the RDC failed to attract other similar 

manufacturers to Calexico.378 The RDC also set aside 3.8 acres in Kennedy Gardens for the 

development of a retail center with shops that could serve the needs of residents and, 

hopefully, be owned by them.379 A barber shop, shoe repair shop, grocery store, and coin 

operated laundry were all proposed as potential businesses.380 Calexico’s residents, however, 

never got the chance to become business owners. Funding appears to be the main culprit. 

Developing this land for retail purposes required further loans. The RDC reached out to the 

Small Business Administration loan department for this purpose, and the SBA interviewed 

potential retail tenants to see if they satisfied “SBA standards.” The SBA deemed the 
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interviewees a “risky” investment and decided not to extend loans to them.381 Thus, the 

efforts of Campillo, Legaspi, and the other members of the RDC resulted primarily in the 

construction of housing for moderate income families. A full revitalization grounded in 

industrial development ultimately eluded Calexico. 

 

Rural development found its fullest and most successful expression in the small southeast 

Georgia town of Alma. Federal officials agreed. In 1972, Robert Nipp of the USDA’s 

Farmers Home Administration called the changes in Alma’s infrastructure, industrial 

capacity, and housing a “model for rural America.”382 Hubert Humphrey called Alma’s 

development projects a “revelation…that needs to be known throughout the entire nation.”383 

In many ways, though, Alma followed the same script as the Ozarks and Calexico: federally 

financed, but locally controlled, investments in infrastructure and jobs. What distinguished 

Alma from the pack was the extent of federal funding and public sector expansion. Rural 

development still unfolded along public-private lines, but Alma benefited from large sums of 

grants and loans not just from the EDA and the USDA, but from HUD’s Model Cities 

program as well. Alma’s relative success also came in no small part from the public sector. 

While proponents of development saw private sector job growth as critical to rural revival, 

Alma’s growth relied on an expansion of publicly run social services, including a hospital 

and public housing. This public sector expansion provided Alma with a more durable rural 

development outcome. 

 Efforts to revive Alma began in the mid-1950s when the city council created the 
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Alma Planning Commission. Alma had tried its hand at industrial attraction in the past, but 

the new planning commission hoped to be more successful by developing and following 

through on long-range economic development plans.384 The mayor and council members 

formed the core of the commission, but local experts played a role as well. Malcom Little, a 

professor of city planning at the Georgia Institute of Technology, and Pattathamoger 

Bhagwandas Rai, a graduate student in planning from India at the same school, both aided 

the commission. Alongside the commission, Bacon County businessmen formed the Bacon 

County Industrial Development Association to help finance economic development.385 As 

with Ava and Calexico, however, the planning commission struggled to leverage meager 

local finances into a meaningful development program. Soon after, the commission fell to the 

wayside.  

 The year 1966 proved to be a turning point for Alma and Bacon County. In the winter 

of that year, the EDA designated Bacon County as eligible for federal economic development 

aid.386 Alma also received the first of what would be many grants over the course of the next 

ten years from HUD’s urban renewal program, which it would use to clear substandard 

homes and build public housing.387 Even more important for the development of Alma, 

HUD’s Model Cities program revised its rules to permit its funds to be expended on places 

with a population lower than 100,000. Over the next decade, Model Cities would become the 

primary funder of Alma’s rural development. Alma’s civic and business leaders immediately 

organized the Alma-Bacon County Model Cities Commission to take advantage of funds 
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from HUD and EDA.388 L.W. Taylor, the manager of the county’s electric cooperative, 

developed the group’s application to Model Cities and led the commission.389 The 

commission’s proposal focused on the attraction of high-wage industrial jobs, improved 

social services and public infrastructure, and new housing. Model Cities approved Alma’s 

application in 1968.390 Henry Bishop, Alma’s mayor and owner of a local insurance 

company, framed Model Cities’ involvement in Alma as its “last chance of becoming a 

growth area.” Without new jobs, Alma would be “dead in ten years.”391  

 To ensure the survival of its community, the commission placed new manufacturing 

jobs and expanded social services at the center of its efforts. Like development in other rural 

communities, the commission saw manufacturing, not farming, as the future of Alma. An 

industrial park formed the centerpiece of its industrial attraction efforts. The commission also 

planned to build a new social services center that would bring all the county’s social 

programs under one roof. Services in Alma and Bacon were decentralized and uncoordinated, 

and the commission hoped that by centralizing them, residents would be able to make use of 

programs they never utilized.392 Smaller, satellite service centers would also be built in 

Bacon’s outlying communities.393 Finally, the commission wanted to improve upon the local 

hospital. Medicare and Medicaid allowed many to get hospital care that never had before, but 

the existing hospital’s capacity was inadequate.394 The emergency room could assist only one 

person at a time, and the hospital frequently admitted more people than its twenty-eight-bed 
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capacity could hold.395 The commission’s focus, then, centered on expanding the hospital 

size and quality.396 

 Housing development formed the other major plank of the commission’s planned 

rural revival. Taylor argued that poor housing conditions had handicapped its development 

efforts in the past.397 The housing situation deterred new investors, and discouraged skilled 

workers from seeing Alma as a desirable place to live.398 To remedy these deficiencies, the 

commission aimed to build public housing, with the goal that such housing made up twenty 

five percent of Alma’s housing stock.399 The commission hoped that some of this housing 

would remedy the poor living conditions and housing discrimination faced by the town’s 

black residents. It never provided hard numbers, but the commission aimed to set aside some 

of this new public housing for Alma’s black residents.400 The commission looked to the 

expansion of private sector housing as well. Taylor and the commission hoped to leverage 

their town’s new social services and jobs to attract housing developers. Like Calexico, Taylor 

saw section 235 loans, as well as loans from the FmHA, as potential funding sources.401 As 

with the rest of its plan, then, housing problems would be solved on a thoroughly public-

private basis.  

Taylor positioned this proposal for rural development against the kinds of industrial 

attraction efforts that had long characterized the south: the wooing of low-wage, low-skill 

industries without a focus on broader community investments. Having attracted such 
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industries in the past, Alma’s leaders knew their limitations firsthand.402 While factories 

meant paychecks for families, Taylor lamented the effects they had on the town and county’s 

coffers. Taylor critiqued them as “unplanned” and too reliant on tax exemptions that 

undermined the ability of Alma and Bacon to provide social services.403 In contrast to the 

southern model, Alma’s leaders put forth a vision far more in line with the New Deal and 

FDR’s Four Freedoms: “everyone has a job…that [pays] enough for the work that you do so 

you have a nice home, food to eat, clothes to wear, and extra spending money.”404 The 

commission repudiated the basic model that had characterized southern industrial 

development for decades and instead sought permanent, high-wage jobs, as well as 

investments in housing, infrastructure, and social services.  

 Taylor hoped that better employers would not only fill Alma’s coffers but solve what 

he saw as a family and gender crisis as well. Taylor wanted rural development to bolster the 

male breadwinning model that the rural crisis seemed to be undermining. In general, male 

labor force participation in the area declined through the 1950s and 1960s as the farm 

economy experienced major transformations.405 Low-wage employers exacerbated this 

problem because they mostly hired women, who they believed did not need to be paid as 

much as men, in an attempt to lower payrolls. In Bacon, the three garment manufacturers 

employed mostly women.406 Taylor believed such disparities had consequences: without a 

sufficient expansion of “jobs for males,” Alma and Bacon County faced “family problems 

and even…family breakdown.”407 Rural development, then, would not only have to go 
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beyond merely buying payroll in Bacon, but solve a gender and family crisis as well.  

 Taylor and the Model Cities Commission thus laid out one of the most thoroughgoing 

plans for rural development. The commission was careful, however, to propose a plan that 

erased Alma’s rural identity. The Model Cities Commission did not want to urbanize Alma, 

but it did want to distance the town from some features of its rural past. For example, in the 

fall of 1968 the commission led a local tour of its development efforts. The tour guides 

pointed at that the “thousands of chickens” that populated Alma would be replaced by 

“symmetrical streets with curbs, gutters, and sidewalks.” Certain agricultural, rural modes of 

living would thus be replaced by a more orderly pattern.408 A similar rural-urban contrast 

appeared in a survey conducted by the commission and Georgia Department of Health. The 

survey functioned almost as promotional material for the commission’s development agenda. 

The report included photographs of many of Alma’s more substandard structures. One 

picture showed what the report called a “typical rural individual solid waste storage and 

disposal practice.”409 In other words, an open-air pit privy. The report also contained images 

of dilapidated homes, unsecured water supplies, and front yards collecting trash and old cars. 

The report concluded with images of newly constructed public housing, touted as clean and 

modern.  

However, the commission did not seek to abandon all or even most things typically 

associated with rurality. Its public housing plans, for example, sharply diverged from those 

found in cities. While major urban areas across the U.S. constructed large, densely populated 

public housing towers, Alma stayed closer to the ground. Though Alma’s planned public 

housing may not have outdoor privies, it would maintain a sense of space far more in line 

with small town and country housing. The commission’s plans called for the construction of 
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dispersed, single family units settled on relatively spacious lots. Alma’s commission 

members sought to transform the town’s traditional rurality, while maintaining some aspects 

of it. 

 The first target for transformation was Alma’s lackluster community social services. 

The commission planned to construct a new 18,000 square foot service center in east Alma 

that would consolidate under one roof the following agencies: the Divisions of Manpower 

and Economic Development, the Early Childhood Development Program, the Department of 

Family and Children’s Services, the Social Security Administration, the Veterans 

Administration, and the Employment Service.410 To coordinate the services, a new county-

level Division of Community Services was created. The new division provided a 

transportation service to and from the center and managed an “emergency assistance fund” 

that provided aid to people who needed immediate assistance.411 Work on the new service 

center began in 1970. HUD supplied all the funding for the project, including for the smaller 

satellite projects in remote Bacon communities. HUD’s Neighborhood Facilities Program 

supplied Alma with a $346,406 grant, while the Model Cities Program provided a $451,000 

grant.412 Construction got off to a late start when the commission realized its original plans 

for the building would not be big enough to house all the service agencies, but by 1972 

construction on the project ended.413 The smaller satellite centers in the Louisville 

Community in east Bacon County and the Taylor Community of Northwest Bacon also 
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opened that year.414 

 The community service centers provided a source of both temporary and permanent 

jobs. Construction on the community service centers provided a boost, however temporary, 

to local employment.415 Construction on the larger centralized community service center 

required over sixty workers, the majority of whom were local residents.416 The satellite 

centers were constructed by a local construction firm and employed thirty-one people.417 

Though the construction jobs disappeared once the projects ended, the service centers 

provided new sources of local, public sector employment. For example, the new Division of 

Community Services hired only Bacon County residents to staff its various offices.418 While 

private sector job creation may have been the primary goal of rural development, an 

expansion of the public sector also built an important foundation for new rural employment.  

 The construction of a new hospital occurred alongside that of the community center. 

Like the latter, the hospital relied upon funds from Model Cities and temporarily boosted 

local construction employment. Alma officials initially asked for $390,000 from HUD’s 

program to fund hospital construction.419 HUD ultimately provided Alma with $300,000, 

with the rest of the funds to be made up by the selling of revenue bonds by the Alma Hospital 

Authority.420 An additional $94,992 grant from Model Cities was used to purchase new 
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hospital equipment and medical supplies.421 The contract for construction went to Barnard 

and Sewell, a construction firm in Waycross County, located just south of Bacon.422 

Construction, which ended in 1975, increased the number of beds from twenty eight to fifty, 

built a new operating room, new storage and holding rooms, and an expanded emergency 

room.423 Given the scarcity of rural health care during this period, the work of the 

commission in securing new hospital care for Bacon residents represented a major 

achievement. 

 While social services and a new hospital figured prominently in the commission’s 

plans to remake Alma, housing occupied an even more central position. Over the course a 

decade, Alma and Bacon County launched several new housing projects. The first major 

housing venture began in East Alma, one of the poorest parts of town. East Alma also had the 

largest concentration of black families in the county. Roughly three hundred families lived in 

that section of town, and nearly two hundred were black.424 The Alma Housing Authority 

received a $370,000 grant in March 1966 to begin demolishing east Alma’s large 

concentration of substandard homes and replace them with new public housing.425 Shortly 

after the housing authority received the grant, it began work on a fifty-two-unit housing 

project for the elderly in east Alma with additional assistance from HUD.426 While funded by 

the federal government, the Alma Housing Authority owned and operated the project, which 
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consisted of two different types of units. Twelve units were standard one- or two-bedroom 

homes. The other forty, however, offered “congregate” style housing, which provided elderly 

residents with meals in addition to a one- or two-bedroom unit. The housing authority rented 

the apartments only to relatively low-income elderly people: the income cap for an individual 

was $4,250, and $4,875 for a couple.427  

The housing authority’s primary focus, however, centered on the construction of 

single-family public housing units in east Alma. The project, known as Sun City Terrace, 

began in 1969 with a $471,893 loan from HUD to the Alma Housing Authority for thirty-one 

units of low-cost public housing.428 HUD funds flowed through the housing authority to 

Vidalia Builders, Inc., a housing construction firm located just north of Alma in Vidalia. 

Within a year Vidalia had finished the project. Following Sun City’s completion, east Alma 

saw nearly constant public housing construction for the next decade. By the end of the 1970s, 

east Alma contained two hundred eleven public housing units. With additional grants and 

loans from HUD, as well as an over $1 million grant from the Environmental Protection 

Agency, the housing authority outfitted east Alma’s housing projects with a new waste-water 

treatment plant, trunk sewer lines, lift stations, force mains, and water lines.429 On top of this 

public housing construction, new private sector units went up between 1972 and 1978. By the 
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end of the decade, nearly one hundred new private homes had been built.430 These new units, 

public and private, stood in stark contrast to the substandard shacks that dotted east Alma 

before 1970. 

Like similar projects in the nation’s cities, black residents bore the brunt of renewal 

efforts in Alma. In total, contractors took down one hundred forty-seven structures, primarily 

homes, but six businesses and six churches as well. Forty-seven black families and eleven 

black individuals were displaced, but only twenty-eight white families and ten white 

individuals were affected. During the duration of construction, the housing authority 

provided families and individuals with temporary homes.431 It seems, however, that the 

clearance of land and homes in east Alma did not permanently displace black residents. In 

1970, black residents made up thirteen percent of Alma’s population. In 1980, after the end 

of the urban renewal and Model Cities projects, African Americans comprised twenty two 

percent of the population.432  

 While an expanded public sector formed a key component of Alma’s rural renewal, 

local leaders also looked to new private sector jobs to bolster the small southern town. Over 

the course of the late 1960s and 1970s, Alma’s business and civic leaders developed an 

industrial park they hoped to fill with twenty manufacturers employing over 1,200 people.433 

The Model Cities Commission planned industrial attraction for Alma and funded the 

purchase of industrial land, but the Bacon Industrial Building Authority, a county agency, 

owned and operated the land.434 In reality, virtually the same people populated both agencies. 
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Valene Bennet, Albert Pitts, mayor Henry Bishop, Wesley Johnson, and Leroy Teston served 

on the building authority, and all but Teston served on the Model Cities Commission.435  

Like all projects in Alma, the industrial park relied on extensive support from the 

federal government. Indeed, such support was especially critical because of the poor 

condition of the land sought by the commission, and because it was not connected to the 

town by adequate roads or through its water and sewer lines. A study of the land by the 

USDA’s Soil Conservation Service in 1967 found it to be unsuitable for industrial 

development without the land first being drained, and then equipped with surface and 

subsurface drainage facilities to prevent future flooding.436 The commission received a 

$343,200 grant from the EDA, and a supplemental grant of $120,000 from Model Cities in 

November 1971.437 These initial grants helped to clear the land, construct a 350,000 gallon 

water tank, and begin construction on roads and water and sewer lines.438 An $80,000 grant 

from the FmHA covered some road paving costs, with an additional $26,000 coming from a 

Community Development Block Grant to cover the rest.439 The park itself was not fully 

completed until 1977, but manufacturers arrived before that date. 

The first major industrial activity occurred midway through the construction process 

in July 1973. The building authority sold thirty acres of industrial park land to Patillo 

Construction Company, which The Alma Times described as “one of the state’s major 
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industrial promoters and developers.” The firm planned to build two 32,000 square foot 

“speculative buildings,” a type of structure not designed specifically for any one type of 

industry, but one that could be easily retooled to fit any industry.440 While the paper believed 

the construction of a speculative building reflected Patillo Construction’s faith in Alma’s 

future, the easily refashioned buildings could also have reflected the transient character of 

many industries operating in the south.   

While Patillo Construction built easily adaptable factories, the industrial park did not 

experience a sudden rush of new manufacturing tenants. TDM Industries, Inc., the first major 

tenant, bought a parcel of land and began manufacturing outerwear in August 1975. TDM 

was a subsidiary of a pre-existing garment manufacturer in Alma, and the new shop planned 

to hire thirty people initially, and potentially expand to ninety. The following month Oak 

Park Manufacturing leased space to employ seventy people in the making of outerwear as 

well. The firm had two other plants in South Georgia. In September 1978, G.F. York 

Industries bought TDM’s land and building and began manufacturing shirts for men and 

boys.441 TDM’s workers were transferred to G.F. York, and the company hired additional 

people for its finishing and shipping departments. November 1978 saw the final growth of 

industrial activity during the period under examination here. In that month, construction 

began on a 1,400 square foot building for Aire-o-Lite, a manufacturer of lenses for eye 

glasses; a 30,000 square foot building for an egg processing plant scheduled to employ fifty 

people; and a food processing firm, Richmond Baking Company, began operations that 
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month as well.442  

 

Infrastructure and industrial attraction left a largely mixed legacy in rural communities across 

the U.S. To some degree, federal rural development policy produced some positive 

outcomes. In Calexico, residents of Kennedy Gardens felt a special attachment to their 

homes. One resident, Joe Garcia, said that his new home allowed him to live “agusto,” at 

ease and with comfort. Garcia stated that “Just by being a homeowner you have roots, a 

feeling like you’re contributing to the community.”443 In Ava, hundreds of new jobs were 

created that played a decisive role in remaking the economic base of that small rural town. 

Rural development proved most impressive in Alma and Bacon County. By the end of the 

1970s, the federal government spent twenty-two million dollars in this small town. This 

money paid for the redevelopment of east Alma, a new hospital and social service center, and 

an industrial park that, however tardy, became an important center of industry.444 Moreover, 

both Alma and Ava saw population increases throughout the 1970s. In Bacon County, 

population levels actually grew throughout the decade, and in Ava the population nearly 

doubled to 3,000 people by 1975.445 

Alma and Bacon County’s success, however, also points to some of rural 

development’s larger, structural limitations. Federal support proved to be absolutely critical 

for that small town’s development success, but policymakers, forced into compromises with 

opponents of economic development policy, failed to provide ailing small towns with enough 
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federal funds to support a more widespread rural revival. Not all problems, though, could be 

placed at the feet of development’s opponents. The structure of rural development policy 

created at the federal level relied too heavily on competition for both limited federal funds 

and private sector employment. Some deserving small towns no doubt lost out in the struggle 

to get limited federal aid. Small towns also needed to compete for scarce private sector 

industries, who could hardly be counted on to open plants in every ailing small town. Even 

for those places that managed to build new infrastructure and attract new employers, the new 

situation hardly lived up to development’s ideals. Despite Alma’s desire to move beyond 

garments and food processing, by the end of the 1970s the town had largely only been able to 

attract those kinds of industries. Alma’s Model Cities Commission also created far fewer jobs 

than hoped. Further, while unemployment remained low in Alma throughout the tough 

economic times of the 1970s, it was not wholly immune to larger economic shifts: By 

February 1981, in the midst of a deep economic recession, Alma’s unemployment level, like 

that of many small rural communities throughout the U.S., hit eleven percent, the highest in 

the state.446  
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Chapter Four 

 From Farm to Tourist Trap: Tourism as Rural Development 

In order to reverse the job loss, poverty, and population decline that plagued rural 

communities in the postwar period, proponents of rural development sought to remake the 

economic base of rural America. Small towns and federal lawmakers alike turned to 

manufacturing jobs and new rural infrastructure as essential pieces of a development policy 

focused on restoring rural towns. Policymakers at the federal level also encouraged another 

form of rural development, one that made more direct use of the resources many small towns 

already had at hand: their scenic environments, cultural practices, and history. Alongside the 

establishment of a rural manufacturing sector, postwar rural development also encouraged 

the creation of a rural service sector rooted in tourism. As jobs in timber, agriculture, and 

mining disappeared, rural development policy pushed small towns to reevaluate the resources 

in front of them to take advantage of a burgeoning tourism market. This chapter continues the 

story of federal rural development by examining the creation of a rural tourism economy in 

Georgia, Missouri, and California. Much like rural infrastructure and manufacturing projects, 

rural tourism highlights the centrality of federal aid to the development process, its 

thoroughly public-private character, the control exercised by local elites over rural 

development, and its focus on creating a new economic structure in rural America. 

Though rural tourism projects reflect the broader structure of postwar rural 

development policy, rural tourism relied upon, and helped perpetuate, idyllic visions of the 

rural past and rural identity in a way unseen in projects revolving around manufacturing and 

infrastructure. While local businessmen and civic leaders boasted about the features of their 

small towns and their suitability for industrial expansion, tourism encouraged a different sort 

of engagement with rurality. Tourism projects often put a romanticized picture of rural life at 
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their center. In essence, tourism as rural development asked rural Americans to sell a “rural 

lifestyle” to nonrural people. Communities that no longer had prosperous farm economies, 

for example, might offer a “rural” experience to urban and suburban travelers looking for a 

taste of farm life. In a moment when many worried about a disappearing “rural” America, 

tourism bolstered a sense of rural identity, but often in a highly idealized way. This 

sanitization was particularly clear in regard to race. As projects in rural Missouri suggest, 

tourism as rural development encouraged a whitewashing of rural and agricultural history. In 

general, tourism projects reflected a distinct image of rural progress rooted in sanitized 

visions of the past. Tourism commodified rural history, lifestyles, and landscapes as a rural 

development strategy and, when they succeeded, turned towns into tourist attractions. 

Though it promised development, tourism tethered rural towns to the past. 

More so than manufacturing and infrastructure, rural tourism opens a window onto 

tensions between the environment and rural development. These tensions highlight in part the 

manufactured-ness of the vision of rurality mobilized by developers. Rural developers hoped 

that rural landscapes and environmental features would be a major boon to the development 

of a small town tourist economy. The environment developers sought to mobilize was often 

more idealized or imagined than real. For example, proponents of rural tourism would come 

to see dams, especially their ability to create lakes for outdoor recreation, as major elements 

of tourism development. While rural boosters hoped to mobilize the supposed healing 

properties of traditional rural environments to create a tourism economy, these dams and 

their lakes represented a manufactured rural environment. Tourism also highlights the lack of 

attention developers gave to environmental health. Not only did they express little concern 

for the environmental impact of the large scale farming practices they embraced, their 

embrace a set dams would prove to be detrimental to the rural places they sought to help. As 
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we will see in Georgia, some opponents of rural development mobilized the growing 

environmental movement to halt dam construction. These people developed methods that 

later environmental activists would use to halt dam construction and other seemingly 

detrimental projects in other towns throughout the U.S.  

 These environmental concerns point to broader limitations with tourism as a rural 

development strategy. In many cases tourism projects did not succeed, and when they did the 

gap between promise and reality was rather large. Rural tourism projects suffered in part 

from both opposition and ambivalence. Many rural Americans did not support tourism 

projects and fought against the vision of rural development contained within them. These 

people should not be seen as backward-looking, anti-modern Americans clinging to an old 

way of life. Instead, they questioned the efficacy of grounding their economies in tourism. In 

many ways, their concerns proved to be well-founded. As critics pointed out, tourism 

provided relatively few employment opportunities, particularly when compared to factories 

that might offer hundreds of jobs at a single plant. While creating jobs served as 

development’s primary purpose, the tourism projects that did succeed often fell short. Many 

proved difficult to implement and functioned in a significantly reduced capacity. Moreover, 

tourism projects had to contend with the whims of nature and, as this chapter will show, the 

environment could devastate tourism-based economies.  

 

Bureaucrats in the Department of Agriculture, particularly Secretary Orville Freeman and 

Assistant Secretary John Baker, played an essential role in defining the function of tourism as 

a rural development strategy. To Freeman and Baker, tourism appeared as a way to help 

solve both urban and rural problems. Focusing primarily on farm communities, Baker and 

Freeman framed the rural crisis as in part a problem of too many farmers. New machinery 
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and highly productive farms rendered many farmers unnecessary.447 Freeman, for example, 

wrote that “American cropland is producing more food and fiber than we can consume, 

export…or use effectively in the Food for Peace program.”448 This glut of farmers and farm 

products depressed prices and made it harder for farmers to eke out a living. At least in 

regard to rural tourism development, the two men framed urban problems much more 

narrowly. They saw the nonrural middle class as stifled by their jobs and homes. They had 

few outlets for leisure or the sorts of experiences that rural environs could provide.449 Instead 

of depopulating rural communities, Freeman and Baker argued that “surplus” farmers might 

be turn their farms into tourism experiences for nonrural people. Baker believed these 

experiences should cater to the “needs and desires” of the nonrural middle class and provide 

“a congenial natural environment” in which “mind, body, and spirit” could be rejuvenated.450 

For Baker, serving the needs of nonrural could turn rural tourism into “one of our best cash 

crops.”451 Rural tourist development would not shift resources away from rural America but 

make better use of them in order to wrench the most productivity from rural land.  

 By envisioning rural tourism as a solution to urban ills, Baker and Freeman tapped 

into, and helped buttress, the rural-urban dichotomy. As we saw in chapter one, rural 

sociologists conceptualized rural and urban communities as unique spheres that produced 

distinctive cultures. In the midst of major demographic and population change, however, they 
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wondered whether such a sharp distinction still held explanatory value. While many 

sociologist argued that they did not, others believed rural-urban differenced existed on a 

continuum. Rural tourism as conceptualized at the USDA weighed in on this question. 

Freeman and Baker made use of a longstanding set of ideas in U.S. history that positioned 

decadent cities against the revitalizing rural environment. In their formulation, urban 

workers, who found themselves cooped up in factories or offices all day, needed a respite 

only rural towns could provide. When many social scientists worried about the disappearance 

of a distinctively rural sphere, development policy ensured that at least some aspects of rural 

identity, however mythologized, lived on.  

 When the USDA tried to spread its ideas about rural tourism development to farmers, 

it turned to the same methods used to spread information about the latest techniques in 

agricultural production: research bulletins. While agricultural bulletins might tell farmers 

about the benefits that might accrue by utilizing the latest fertilizer, the USDA’s information 

on tourism revealed a burgeoning marketplace for rural tourism of which entrepreneurial 

farmers could take advantage. In Rural Recreation Enterprises for Profit, for example, the 

USDA cited statistics from the Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission, created 

by Congress to study trends in recreation and tourism. The commission projected an upswing 

in outdoor tourism. Its report stated that over 130 million people took part in seventeen 

different outdoor activities and spent close to ten billion dollars in the summer of 1960. By 

the year 2,000, the commission projected that Americans would spend over forty-five billion 

dollars.452 To the hard-pressed low-income farmers reading this bulletin, these numbers 

might have been particularly enticing.  
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 Moreover, while farm bulletins advised farmers on cultivating the perfect crop, 

USDA tourism pamphlets instructed them in nurturing an effective tourism experience. To 

capitalize on seemingly lucrative tourism trends, farmers and others needed to appeal above 

all to urbanites and suburbanites alienated from fresh, open rural space. Rural tourism sites 

should be designed to allow them to escape from “the pressures of crowded city life” and to 

“relive in some small way” the rural past.453 Farmers, for example, might turn portions of 

their farm into a bed and breakfast that would provide visitors with “simple country living,” 

an opportunity to partake in outdoor activities characteristic of rural life like hunting and 

fishing, or even be given the chance to harvest crops.454 They should further work as hard as 

possible to “keep the natural beauty and character of the rural landscape.”455 If their land did 

not meet these standards, the USDA encouraged farmers to refashion their landscapes to 

meet that expectation. These ideas for rural tourist development reflected less the reality of 

rural life, which could be just as physically and psychologically taxing as urban life, than in a 

romanticized version of it. In the process, the USDA’s advice to farmers helped maintained a 

sharp rural-urban dichotomy. 

 The Area Redevelopment and Economic Development Administrations, housed in the 

Department of Commerce, also framed tourism development as “an alternative for depressed 

areas.”456 The Area Redevelopment Administration (ARA), for example, encouraged rural 

areas to reimagine their resources in a new light. In the Ozarks, this re-envisioning focused 

on the region’s remarkable landscape. In the past, that landscape, known for its “isolation, 

mountainous terrain, river gorges, and variegated flora and fauna,” had been a barrier to 

economic development. Now, the ARA maintained, it should be seen instead as a stimulant 
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for rural tourism development.457 The unique Ozark environment would be a draw to urban 

and suburban tourists looking for a rural vacation.  

 The ARA’s successor agency, the Economic Development Administration (EDA), 

built on the ARA’s emphasis on tourism and the transformation of rurality into a commodity 

in its promotion of rural handicrafts. An EDA-funded study by Charles Counts, the craft 

consultant for the Smithsonian National Collection of Fine Arts, articulated the reasons why 

the EDA should support handicrafts. Counts defined a handicraft product as an “authentic 

expression” of a “rich cultural heritage” that reflected the “time, the place, the man, and the 

method by which it was made.” Rural communities had a long history of handicraft 

production, but it had yet to be fully integrated into the wider consumer marketplace. He 

argued that middle class tourists, who wanted to purchase items unique to the places they 

visited, could fuel a growing marketplace for handicrafts. Counts believed handicrafts could 

be particularly marketable because, in a mass production and consumption society, they 

allowed the affluent consumer to “express his own individuality.”458 Moreover, Counts 

argued that handicrafts could be adapted to a variety of “different circumstances and 

economic settings.”459 Handicrafts offered a flexible, but lucrative way, to revive rural 

economies by commodifying rural culture.   

 The Commerce and Agriculture Departments ultimately framed tourism projects as 

one tool that rural communities might use to recover from the rural crisis. By encouraging 

small towns to view their surroundings and skills in a new way, tourism projects positioned 

the future economic progress of rural towns in relation to the consumer tastes of the 

burgeoning tourist marketplace. Desperate to improve their economies, many local business 
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and civic officials in Georgia, California, and Missouri embraced tourism projects. Their 

experiences suggest, however, that those projects rarely played out as federal program 

administrators or local rural developers hoped.  

 

The Ozarks had long been a destination for travelers and tourists, but tourist interest in the 

region expanded significantly after the 1940s. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, people visited the Ozarks’ natural springs, both for their beauty and supposed 

health benefits.460 When major dam construction got underway in the 1930s, new 

possibilities appeared for Ozark tourism. New dams yielded several large, man-made lakes in 

the region, and a major element of postwar rural development policy in Missouri revolved 

around helping rural people take advantage of the possibilities those lakes created. In 1931, 

the Union Electric and Power Company constructed the Bagnell Dam on the Osage River for 

the generation of hydroelectric power. The dam, the biggest in the Ozarks, yielded one of the 

largest man-made lakes in the U.S., known as the Lake of the Ozarks. In 1951, the Army 

Corps of Engineers also constructed the Bull Shoals Dam, which created Bull Shoals Lake, 

and seven years later it finished the Table Rock Dam, which yielded Lake Taneycomo.461 

Taken together, these dam projects laid the groundwork for the Ozark’s transformation into 

the site of major tourist activity it would become by the end of the century and, more 

broadly, signaled a deep transformation in rural Missouri.  
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Table Rock provides a clear example of what the dams meant for the future of rural 

life in the Ozarks. The dam, constructed near the border between Missouri and Arkansas, 

created a 43,000-acre reservoir designed to help the surrounding area with flood control and 

power generation.462 Many farmers who owned rich agricultural land needed by the Corps to 

construct the dam sold their farms immediately. Others, however, resisted what seemed to 

them the end of their way of life and fought the Corps in court.463 Proponents of the dam 

formed the Table Rock Booster’s Association and framed their support in terms of 

development. They chastised farmers who refused to sell their land as clinging to an old way 

of life in opposition to progress. For them, the dam benefited the common good, reflected the 

“changing times,” and served as a “death rattle of a passing age.” They especially wanted the 

dam because it would bolster recreation prospects for the area.464 Dam supporters were 

ultimately on the winning side of history. When completed, the dam contributed to the 

declining prominence of traditional rural industries, particularly agriculture, in the Ozarks. It 

was within this context of a rapidly changing economic landscape that tourism projects took 

shape in the southern Missouri Ozarks.  

Community development agents from the University of Missouri played a major role 

in helping distressed Ozark communities create rural tourism projects. The work of Don 

Thacker and Wayne Thomas, both born in small Missouri towns, illustrate the role these 

experts played. Thacker received his Bachelor of Science degree in agriculture from the 

University of Missouri in 1943 and worked for an automotive parts distributor after 

graduation. In 1956 he joined the USDA’s newly created Rural Development Program 

(RDP), as Taney County’s community development agent helping local officials implement 
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development projects to offset declines in farm employment.465 Thomas also graduated from 

the University of Missouri with a degree in agriculture. Upon graduation, he worked on his 

family’s farm and then joined the RDP in 1956.466 As part of their jobs as community 

development agents, Thacker and Thomas served as intermediaries between local elites and 

the broader rural community. In a limited way, the two men tried to integrate the opinions of 

ordinary Ozarkers into the development process. Toward that end, Thacker and Thomas 

conducted a series of surveys throughout the Ozarks in 1962 designed to elicit community 

feelings on a variety of rural development issues.  

On this topic, the men found some support for tourism development in the region. 

One resort owner in Reed Springs, a town near Table Rock Dam, believed his hometown 

should “concentrate on becoming a resort town with plenty of tourist attractions… This is 

Reeds Spring’s chance to grow…or forever stay behind.”467 While this business owner 

wanted to leave the past behind, others saw Ozark history as key to Reed Spring’s tourism 

development. One resident believed the town could do more to meet tourist expectations and 

capitalize on “its only asset,” its image as an Ozark town. This resident told the agents that 

the tourist hopes to meet a “sure ‘nuf hillbilly” but often left disappointed because “all the 

town folks duded-up, hoping they’ll be taken for tourists, rather than natives.”468 This 

Ozarker’s call to embrace their hillbilly heritage reflected the same sort of idealized 

engagement with the rural past found in pamphlets created by the USDA or the EDA. The 

cultivation of rural stereotypes as a tool for tourism development could be found at both the 

federal and local level.   

 
465 “Associate Agent to Taney County,” Springfield News-Leader, 18 November 1956. 
466 “Thomas Named to Extension Post,” The Clinton Eye, 6 December 1956. 
467 “Reeds Spring Survey, 1962,” Folder 14, Box 6, Papers of the University of Missouri 

Department of Community Development. 
468 “Reeds Spring Survey, 1962.” 



 

 
184 

Yet the residents of Reeds Spring who “duded-up” suggested that many resisted the 

notion of becoming a tourist commodity. Indeed, residents of the Missouri Ozarks gave a 

variety of reasons for opposing tourism. Thacker and Thomas, for example, asked Reed 

Spring’s residents whether or not they supported remodeling their downtowns to make it look 

as it did in 1880. Such remodeling efforts might attract urban and suburban visitors looking 

to experience small-town life from a different era. Only thirty percent supported the idea. 

One resident stated that the town has to cater to more than just tourists: “We still have the 

local people to think about – it is not the tourist trade entirely that keeps Reed Spring going.” 

Another resident agreed, telling Thacker and Thomas that “we need more industry and 

attractive buildings…we don’t need 1880, we need 1962.”469 These residents clearly disliked 

the idea of shaping their community to serve the needs of tourists, particularly if that 

involved turning to the past in order to commodify rural stereotypes. Though the USDA and 

Commerce Departments framed tourism as a development strategy, these Ozarkers saw it 

more as a development straight jacket, forever confining them to the past.  

Ozark residents rejected tourist development for economic reasons as well. Many 

Branson residents surveyed supported “industry or more employment at a living wage” and 

believed tourism would provide neither.470 According to one resident, “industrial 

development would provide steady year-round income…[the] tourist trade is seasonal [and] 

fluctuates according to the national prosperity.”471 Another resident also expressed dismay 

with the seasonality of tourism and its low wages. At the same time, however, this person did 

not want to turn the clock back toward the era when small, low-income and marginal farmers 

populated the region. Instead, this person wanted jobs for Ozarkers that could “increase their 

purchasing power…[and] give the ambitious younger people a chance to stay here and obtain 
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the standard of living which they can earn in a larger city.”472 Though Ozarkers had a popular 

reputation as backward looking rural people, their opposition to tourism suggests something 

subtler. These Ozarkers had an economic vision of steady, high wage jobs that allowed them 

to stay in their communities. They believed their towns could be both rural and modern. 

Ultimately, though many Ozarkers may have felt uneasy about tourism’s potential for 

reviving rural America, those projects became established features of the region’s rural 

development.   

One early Ozark rural development project anticipated the USDA’s suggestion that 

farmers could use their land to supply rural experiences for tourists. In 1959, Thacker and 

Richard Prewitt, also a rural development agent, developed a deer hunting program for 

farmers in Taney County that would help them turn farmland into a hunting ground.473 In 

their plan, farmers would rent their land to individuals or hunting clubs, and potentially 

provide camping grounds or other lodgings. Thacker and Prewitt hoped the program would 

help farmers boost their yearly income by turning marginal farmland into more productive 

hunting land. They argued it would also complement the resort economy at nearby Table 

Rock Lake. Deer hunting season fell in the fall and winter months when Missourians would 

not be looking for water-based recreation. Thacker and Prewitt believed the program would 

stimulate offseason tourism by bringing hunters to Taney, while also helping farmers who 

might not otherwise benefit from tourism.474 

The program, however, proved to be less than effective at boosting the incomes of 

farmers. During the late 1950s and early 1960s, the program transformed between 13,000 and 
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30,000 acres of land, depending on the year. At its height, it turned a space just over twice 

the size of Manhattan into a deer hunting zone in the Ozarks.475 Farmers typically charged 

ten to twelve dollars per person, and most farmers participating in the program leased land to 

anywhere between eight to twenty hunters per season.476 In 1961, the program expanded to 

include an experiment in attracting more deer to Taney County. Farmer Clell Smithson 

offered two, two-acre plots of land as the “demonstration” plot. In cooperation with the local 

agricultural experiment station and the rural development agents, Smithson plowed, seeded, 

and fenced his land to attract more deer and in turn more hunters.477 The experiment and the 

larger program fizzled out the following year, however, likely because they offered farmers 

little in return for their troubles. Nonetheless, the program reflects the way postwar rural 

development envisioned a new rural economy and could transform, even if only temporarily, 

farmland into tourist land. 

Thacker found more success in organizing an Ozark handicraft league in 1959. 

Known as the League of Ozark Mountain Arts and Crafts (LOMAC), the group had its 

origins in the work of Leonard Shelton, who moved to Reeds Spring from Iowa in the 1930s. 

Shelton enjoyed the Ozark tradition of “whittling,” or turning soft pinewood into a variety of 

objects. One day, as Shelton told it, he whittled a small, cup-shaped depression into a block 

of pine and sold it to a tourist for fifty cents. Realizing he could make money, especially 

when “the tourists got thick,” Shelton turned the age-old local practice into a money maker. 

Shelton inspired others in the Missouri Ozarks to begin selling their handicrafts to tourists 
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and they soon found “excessive demand” for their goods. Thacker helped Shelton and others 

organize what would become an annual arts and craft show in 1957 for local artisans to sell 

their work. The shows were relatively successful so, two years later, they created LOMAC to 

solidify and build upon their labors.478 

LOMAC’s organizers framed part of their group’s purpose as the protection of Ozark 

history and heritage. They saw the “old-time native arts and crafts” as vessels for that 

history.479 In particular, the group sought to protect an idealized vision of the whole family 

and gender economy of the rural Ozarks. In the words of one LOMAC member, in the 

Ozarks, women still “possess the talent and the time for quilting,” and men, “disdaining 

machines,” still made tables and chairs by hand.480 An important element, then, of Ozark 

handicraft organizing revolved around the preservation of a gender system in which women 

worked in the home and skilled labor grounded a man’s masculinity. In spite of this gender 

traditionalism, women dominated LOMAC’s board of directors. By 1962, Ozark women 

occupied all its staff positions as well as the presidency.481 

While LOMAC sought to safeguard old traditions, it nonetheless commodified them 

for private gain. LOMAC walked the same fine line as promoters of Appalachian culture 

who sought to preserve, study, and profit from that region’s mountain traditions.482 LOMAC 

hoped to “widen the market for artists and craftsmen” and help them turn “artistic hobbies 

into a profitable way to make a living.”483 In other words, LOMAC wanted to integrate 

people into the marketplace by having them sell things they never before sold. Ozark artisans 
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found this opportunity appealing, and within a year of the group’s founding it grew from 17 

to 123 members who paid dues to the group by giving it a percentage of their sales.484 

LOMAC’s leaders created a market for its burgeoning membership through local handicraft 

festivals that attracted both tourists and Ozark natives. In April 1960, for example, LOMAC 

set up a handicrafts bazaar at “plumb nelly week” in Branson, a festival that celebrated 

traditional rural culture. Attendees experienced an “old-fashioned” street auction, contests for 

hog calling and “biggest bare feet,” and a beauty contest.485 LOMAC also established 

travelling handicraft shows that allowed members to sell their goods to rural and urban 

markets throughout the state.486 These bazaars and markets allowed tourists to memorialize 

their experiences through the purchase of “authentic” Ozark handicrafts. Though the 

economic foundations that had given birth to hog calling and handicrafts slipped in the 

postwar era, LOMAC helped ensure that rural culture, however idealized, would not slip 

away as well. 

Despite its efforts to broaden the reach of Ozark’s handicraft producer’s, LOMAC 

struggled to help the region’s artisans sell their goods.487 This is not to suggest, however, that 

LOMAC operated without impact. LOMAC presaged a major trend in consumer purchasing 

habits that would only grow through the twentieth century. Handicrafts can still be found at 

Ozark festivals and in small town stores, and other Ozark handicraft groups appeared 
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throughout the rest of the century.488 The ultimate significance of both the deer hunting 

program and LOMAC is their reflection of a broader tendency to turn traditionally rural 

experiences and culture into a rural development strategy.  

Perhaps the most ambitious tourist-based rural development scheme in Missouri 

occurred at the eastern edge of the Ozarks in a small farming and mining town on the 

Mississippi River known as Ste. Genevieve. Philip Francois Renault, a wealthy Parisian 

banker who also directed the mining operations of the Royal Company of the Indies, in the 

early eighteenth century. Renault settled in the area because of its extensive mines, 

particularly rich in lead, and became a mining magnate. Renault, of course, did not work the 

mines alone, and he brought with him twenty white miners and around five hundred 

Caribbean slaves. Nor did Renault find an empty landscape. A variety of Native American 

tribes, primarily the Peoria and Kickapoo, but also the Missouri, Osage, Kaskaskia, Shawnee, 

and Ottawa, populated the region and became important trading partners for the settlers.489 

Ste. Genevieve experienced a relatively brief time as an important producer before 

falling into a much longer period of stagnation. Mining continued to be an important 

component of Ste. Genevieve’s economy into the twentieth century, but agriculture surpassed 

it as the town’s leading industry in the early nineteenth century. Its position on the 

Mississippi River and trade with Native Americans also cemented its status as a bustling 

colonial trade outpost. However, by the mid-nineteenth century, the growth of St. Louis 

increasingly relegated Ste. Genevieve to a minor trade role and ensured it would remain a 
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small river town.490 By the early 1960s, the shrinking mining sector and generally poor 

agriculture resulted in an unemployment rate over eleven percent, well above the national 

average of 7.5 percent.491 Local leaders saw few prospects for reviving agriculture or mining. 

Instead, they looked to the town’s past as a French colonial, and then American, rural river 

town. Local leaders embrace so-called “heritage tourism” as the best route out of economic 

decline and put the town’s centuries old building stock at the center of their efforts.  

While the turn toward rural tourism in Ste. Genevieve would begin in earnest in the 

postwar period, its roots lay in the 1930s. As part of a public works project for unemployed 

architects funded by the National Park Service, Charles Peterson photographed and indexed 

Ste. Genevieve’s historic buildings. He discovered many of the town’s oldest structures, 

particularly those formerly occupied by the rural elite, still in use. Now, however, the town’s 

working-class residents lived and conducted business inside of them. Peterson’s study laid 

the groundwork for future appreciation and preservation of these buildings as a potential 

tourism product. In his 1935 speech at Ste. Genevieve’s bicentennial, Mayor Harry J. 

Patrequin lauded the town’s “quaint atmosphere” and encouraged visitors and townsfolk 

alike to “turn away from the monotony of the everyday and to make this visit, in the nature of 

a pilgrimage to a shrine of history.”492 Much like officials within the USDA, Patrequin 

opposed modern monotony the charms of rural life. The language used by Patrequin 

foreshadowed rhetoric that would be employed in the postwar years by the town’s tourism 

boosters.  
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The local chapter of the Colonial Dames of America, an organization made up of 

women with familial roots dating to the pre-revolutionary era, made the first effort in postwar 

home preservation. The Dames first set their sights on the home of Louis Bolduc. Bolduc 

was one of the wealthiest French colonists in Ste. Genevieve, with investments in lead 

mining, the merchant trade, and the slave trade. Bolduc also owned a plantation, on which 

enslaved black men and women worked. The home’s owners in the 1940s, however, had 

little interest in the home’s history and put the land on which it sat up for sale. A gas station 

expressed some interest in the land, but the Dames ultimately secured its purchase in 1949. 

The home no longer reflected its original historical construction, so the Dames hired a team 

of architects and local historians to help restore the home. Over the course of the 1950s, the 

restoration work peeled away of years of modern additions, including partitions and floors. It 

also put up a new stockade fence around the house typically found in homes of the French 

colonial era.493  

The house’s popularity, which opened for visitors in 1958, inspired other wealthy 

residents of Ste. Genevieve to begin purchasing and restoring historical properties. Bernard 

and Vion Schram exemplified this pattern. Bernard worked as a St. Louis reporter and “dime-

store” novelist before marrying Vion, a descendant of one of Ste. Genevieve’s oldest and 

wealthiest French families. During the 1940s, the couple travelled the South Seas, where they 

developed an interest in “traditional” ways of life. In Tonga, they reported being “adopted by 

a tribal family,” while in Australia “they hunted with an aboriginal snake tracker.” The 

couple’s interest in “pre-modern” lifestyles stayed with them when they returned to Ste. 

Genevieve in the 1960s. They purchased and restored the home of Jean Baptiste Vallé, the 

town’s last commandant appointed by Spain in 1804, and a large landowner with major 
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stakes in lead mining and fur trading.494 The Schrams, Bernard in particular, would go on to 

help organize and promote historic preservation and heritage tourism in Ste. Genevieve.  

Efforts to create a more coordinated rural tourism economy in Ste. Genevieve began 

with the creation of a “Tourist Bureau” in the town’s Chamber of Commerce in 1964. 

Sensing the possibility for using rural tourism to the town’s advantage, the Tourist Bureau 

applied to the EDA for a $30,000 research grant to study ways to develop and promote a 

local heritage tourism economy.495 After receiving the grant, the Tourist Bureau partnered 

with the St. Louis firm Allied Engineers and Architects to begin outlining a plan. For help, 

the two groups hired Charles Peterson, whose documentation of the town’s historic structures 

in the 1930s gave him something of an expertise in the subject. Peterson, along with an 

economist named Lee Carter, crafted much of the proposal.496  

The plan, released in 1966, called for a dramatic reimagining and reconstruction of 

Ste. Genevieve.497 Its most ambitious element called for the creation of a “restoration area” in 

the town’s center in which the roughly twenty historically significant buildings would be 

located. Most of these buildings had formerly been homes of the planter, merchant, and 

mining elite. This area would be the center of tourism and provide visitors with an experience 

of “historical authenticity” and an “authentic street scene” that reflected the town’s rural 

heritage.498 However, attaining authenticity required a lot of work. Many of the buildings 

identified for their historical importance would need to be relocated because they stood 

outside the proposed restoration area. Because the buildings had been more or less in use 
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since their construction in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, they would also need to 

undergo substantial remodeling in order to reflect their original historical context. Peterson 

and Carter also wanted to beautify the town with new landscaping, install gas streetlights, 

move power lines underground, and resurface downtown buildings in an effort to make the 

town square better resemble its rural past. Finally, the two men envisioned the creation of an 

open-air market that resembled those of old Ste. Genevieve. The market would sell local 

produce as well as locally made handicrafts.499  

While the plan also aimed to make Ste. Genevieve a more “efficient place for those 

who live there,” many aspects of it signaled a major disruption in the daily lives of locals. 

For example, it labelled some buildings within the restoration area “visually distracting” 

because they did not fit the rural aesthetic and called for their demolition or relocation. Many 

of these buildings included small businesses owned by residents that played important roles 

in modern daily life, including hardware stores and auto repair shops. Further, Peterson and 

Carter called for some streets to be turned into one-way roads, and for those streets to permit 

horse-drawn carts in an effort to bolster historical authenticity. The Tourist Bureau and the 

St. Louis contractors they hired imagined a radical reconstruction of the town to meet the 

needs of tourism. By literally pushing people and their businesses out of the town square, 

rural tourism boosters put the needs of locals at the periphery. Ste. Genevieve would no 

longer be a town functioning in the present, but a town that lived in the past for the benefit of 

tourists.500  

Peterson and Carter, however, held a very narrow understanding of Ste’ Genevieve’s 

past. For example, the two men wrote that, before the arrival of Renault in the 1720s, the area 

was “essentially uninhabited.” For those Native Americans that did remain, Peterson and 
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Carter’s history portrayed European settlement in the region in positive terms. According to 

the two men, French settlers kept “the savages in friendship and alliance.” Their history 

minimized slavery as well. They framed slavery as a “jarring note” in the town’s history and 

wondered what the colony would have been like without those “unfortunate people.” 

Peterson and Clark ignored the fact that black slaves outnumbered white settlers two to one 

and played an essential economic role for much of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In 

general, though, Carter and Peterson ignored slavery’s presence in the French colonial and 

then U.S. context, and made no mention of the contributions of black men and women 

following emancipation. Slavery aside, they believed life in Ste. Genevieve must have been 

“very pleasant” and that its people did not strive “for personal gain.”501 This assumption 

erased the reason for the town’s founding, to supply France with minerals, and its position in 

an imperial network of conquest and accumulation. The two men embraced a sanitized and 

specious understanding of rural Missouri’s history.  

A similarly idyllic conception of Ste. Genevieve’s history could be found in EDA 

publications that boasted about the agency’s work in the Ozarks. In its monthly journal 

Economic Development, the EDA described Ste. Genevieve as a place outside of time. Its 

description of the Ste. Genevieve project stated that the “rapid growth of St. Louis saved Ste. 

Genevieve from ‘modernization’ and preserved many of the old buildings in the town.”502 

The author thus followed a typical pattern in rural development by spinning the town’s 

supposed backwardness into a strength, and its lack of modernity into an authentic glimpse 

into rural life.  
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This far reaching plan for the revival of Ste. Genevieve ultimately illustrates the way 

rural tourism both relied upon, and helped perpetuate, an idealized vision of rural culture and 

history. The vision of the rural that came through in Peterson and Carter’s plan needed to be 

made, not taken from the past and applied in the present. Though Peterson and Clark sought 

to provide tourists with an authentic experience of Ste. Genevieve’s rural past, achieving that 

goal required a major makeover of the town’s layout. Establishing the “restoration area” 

required the relocation of historical buildings and, in the process, superimposing an idealized 

rural past onto the rural present. By proposing to rebuild the rural past, the needs of people 

living in Ste. Genevieve, people living out arguably “rural” lives, fell to the wayside. 

Moreover, potential tourists would learn about Ste. Genevieve’s rural past through the homes 

of its wealthy elite while simultaneously downplaying the presence of slavery and Native 

Americans. The work required to make Ste. Genevieve a place for heritage tourism suggested 

that it was not “lost” in time and history. The present needed to be replaced to make room for 

the past.  

While this grand plan did not become a reality, the efforts of the Tourist Bureau did 

help tourism become a major feature of the economy in Ste. Genevieve. Local leaders balked 

at the plan’s $7.3 million price tag. Though federal funds would have helped with some of 

the cost, they did not, or could not, come up with the local portion of the cost. Business and 

civil elites continued to see tourism as a potentially lucrative industry for their town and 

through their support behind other tourism ventures.503 Some of those involved with the 

planning of the EDA project, for example, went on to establish the Foundation for 

Restoration of Ste. Genevieve. This new organization promoted preservation and heritage 

tourism. Following the plan laid out by Peterson and Carter, the foundation spent much of its 
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money on building restorations, though its limited budget precluded the more drastic 

renovations the two men promoted. The foundation also sponsored the Jour de Fete, an 

annual festival that celebrated the town’s French rural past. Much like the proposed remodel 

of Ste. Genevieve, an idealization of the town’s history suffused the festival. Visitors to Ste. 

Genevieve during the Jour de Fete went on tours of old homes and perused art shows 

displaying local work from local artists. In a nod to Peterson and Carter’s plan, the Jour de 

Fete also saw a transformation of the town square that involved businesses displaying 

“antiques of a bygone era” and townspeople dressing in “costumes of eighteenth century Ste. 

Genevieve.”504 Festival goers also participated in “la Guignolee,” a French peasant tradition 

brought to North America that saw young men dig into pieces of cake in search of beans. The 

first to find his bean got to take the woman of his choice to the “King’s Ball,” a community 

dance that capped off the festival.505 

Although tourism would make up an increasingly large proportion of Ste. 

Genevieve’s economy, many residents resisted this trend. Ordinary people in the town, for 

example, rarely participated in the planning for the potential EDA project. The editor of the 

local newspaper stated that many townspeople not only questioned the economic benefits of 

heritage tourism, but also claimed that it only benefitted certain businesses and 

homeowners.506 Ordinary residents perhaps also found it difficult to support a project that 

promised to create only twenty-five jobs, at best.507 This ambivalence continued on the part 

of regular people continued into the 1970s. Schram, who became president of the 

Foundation, stated that locals rarely participated in preservation efforts, and that the group 
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had to “look for outside angels to pull our bacon out of the fire.”508 When people did 

participate in programs sponsored by the Foundation, they did so in ways that local elites 

disapproved. For example, the Foundation nearly called off the festival in 1969 because of 

public indifference and actually did so in 1975 when townspeople used the occasion not to 

celebrate the town’s past, but to drink in public.509 

 

In rural Siskiyou County, California, local and state leaders similarly turned to dams in their 

efforts to revive their region’s flagging rural economy. Siskiyou, on the state’s border with 

California, had long been home to a timber economy that in the postwar years had shown 

signs of contraction. As California embarked on a major overhaul of its statewide water 

system, local leaders in Siskiyou saw an opportunity to build a tourism economy. With 

significant financial assistance from the state and federal governments, local, county, and 

state leaders focused their efforts on the construction of a large dam, recreational lake, and 

camping facilities known as Box Canyon Dam. The dam’s construction on the Sacramento 

River helped enact a larger shift in the rural economy of northern California away from 

extractive industries and toward the service sector. As a result of this larger shift, by the early 

1970s, a study of Siskiyou’s labor market noted that tourism made up one of the top three 

industries in the county.510 Rural northern California’s forests would no longer be prized for 

their timber, but for their capacity to supply tourists with rural experiences. 

 Siskiyou made up part of California’s “Northern Interior,” which includes all the 

counties north of Sacramento and east of the coast. While much of California rapidly 

urbanized after World War II, the Northern Interior remained sparsely settled. One of 
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California’s least inhabited areas, at midcentury this region had an average density of ten 

people per square mile, or roughly only two percent of the state’s population.511 Even within 

the Northern Interior, Siskiyou stood out for its lack of people. Weed, it’s largest city at the 

time, had a population of only 3,223, and the county as a whole counted only 31,500 

people.512 What Siskiyou County lacked in people, though, it made up for with its national 

and state forests, as well as mountainous terrain.  

This terrain had, for much of California’s nineteenth and twentieth century history, 

made up a major component of Siskiyou’s economy. Alongside timber, workers in Siskiyou 

had labored in mines, on railroads, and, to a lesser extent, on farms. Like many rural 

communities at midcentury, though, Siskiyou County’s traditional rural industries no longer 

provided the stable employment they had in the past. By the mid-1960s, the amount of 

harvestable timber in the region declined as a result of decades of intensive lumbering, 

rendering many areas unproductive.513 Tennant, a Siskiyou timber town had 1,500 families at 

its early twentieth century peak. By the 1950s, however, one description called it a “ghost 

town” as a result of the timber industry’s demise. The mining economy, too, faced similarly 

steep declines as a result of overproduction and competition.514 Before the 1950s, many also 

found employment working for Southern Pacific as locomotive mechanics. As new freeways, 

car culture, and long haul trucking spread in California, the railroad dramatically scaled back 
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its operations and thousands lost work.515 In Dunsmuir, a small town in Siskiyou home to 

many railroad workers, railroad employment dropped from 1,258 in 1950, to twenty-five in 

1964.516  

Instead of urging people in small Siskiyou towns to relocate, the Economic 

Development Administration encouraged Northern Interior counties to reevaluate their rural 

environments. Though timber jobs may be disappearing, Siskiyou and other Northern Interior 

counties could develop a tourism economy revolving around its remarkable landscape. EDA 

statistics suggested that remaking the rural economy could prove quite lucrative. One EDA 

funded study on “trends and investment opportunities” in California tourism urged the state’s 

towns to take advantage of this burgeoning sector of the economy. In 1966 alone, the study 

reported that fourteen million out-of-state visitors spent over two billion dollars, while in-

state travelers spent 250 million dollars on one day trips, and projected that both figures 

would continue to grow throughout the 1970s.517 Because of its lush landscape and potential 

for tourism development, the report framed the Northern Interior counties as well-suited to 

take advantage of this boom. 

The EDA envisioned the creation of “vacation growth centers” throughout the 

Northern Interior to take advantage of these rural landscapes. These centers would contain a 

nucleus of facilities organized around, for example, a dam and reservoir that could provide 

“comfortable accommodations” in rural areas. The study maintained that the formation of 

vacation growth centers would “establish new travel and vacation habits” that would bring 

urban and suburban Californians to rural areas with more regularity. Each vacation center 

would have a complex of cabins and a general store from which daily necessities could be 
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purchased, as well as the types of items needed for hiking, swimming, boating, and 

fishing.518 The study reflected a reassessment of the economic benefits of the natural 

environment in rural California. The elements that made Siskiyou a potentially profitable 

tourist center were outdoor activities frequently associated with rural life. Rural landscapes 

would be valued less for extractive purposes and more for their ability to provide rural 

experiences.  

Policymakers at the state level had already begun to lay the groundwork for vacation 

growth centers in the late 1950s and early 1960s. Efforts to create a statewide water plan in 

the 1950s provided one major boost. Known as the California State Water Plan, 

policymakers wanted to build a network of dams and water agencies that could better control, 

distribute, and conserve the water supply. A redistribution of water from the less populous 

northern portion of the state to the burgeoning central and southern parts would be one of the 

plan’s primary outcomes. In November 1960, Californians voted on Proposition One, also 

known as the Burns-Porter Act, which funded the state’s water plan with the issuance of 

$1.75 billion in general obligation bonds. The strongest support for Burns-Porter emerged 

from the San Joaquin Valley and most of southern California, while the north heavily 

opposed it. Ultimately, the proposition passed. An amendment to the bill, known as the 

Davis-Grunsky amendment, passed in the state legislature, and allowed for state water 

project funds to be expended on recreational dams and reservoirs.519 This amendment opened 

the way for state financing of the Box Canyon Dam.  
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 Though many northern Californians opposed the water plan, state legislators in the 

Northern Interior took advantage of its provisions to push for rural tourism projects in the 

region. In terms of Box Canyon, Randolph Collier and Pauline Davis played a particularly 

important role in shepherding the project. Collier represented rural Siskiyou County in the 

state senate from 1938 to 1976. Elected as a Republican, he switched party allegiances in 

1959 and ran as a Democrat for his remaining years in office. Collier supported large state 

infrastructure projects, reflected best in his co-authorship of the 1947 Collier-Burns Act, 

which funded freeway construction in the 1950s and 1960s.520 Davis, also a Democrat, 

represented the second district in the state assembly, made up of all or parts of several 

counties in the Northern Interior, including Siskiyou, from 1952 until 1976. Her actions in 

that legislative body earned her the nickname “Lady of the Lakes” for her strong support for 

the construction of recreational lakes in her district. As co-author of the Davis-Grunsky 

amendment, she not only secured funds for recreational reservoirs, but also for rest stops 

along California’s freeways to provide services for those traveling to lightly settled parts of 

the state and, in the process, made accessing those places easier.521 Though many northern 

Californians voted against the water plan, it laid the basis for their region’s transformation 

into a vacation growth center.  

 While resistance to the water plan may have been strong, many embraced tourism and 

the Box Canyon Dam, if not vacation growth centers, in Siskiyou County because they 

seemed to promise new jobs that would reverse the region’s rural decline. Even as the state 

debated the future of its water resources in the late 1950s, local governments in Siskiyou, 

including Mt. Shasta, Yreka, and Dunsmuir, all pushed for dam and reservoir construction 
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because they promised to create jobs in recreation and tourism.522 Chambers of Commerce in 

Weed, Scott Valley, Dunsmuir, and Mt. Shasta passed resolutions in favor of the dam, also 

noting the possibility for economic development contained within tourism projects.523 Collier 

called Siskiyou “urgently in need” of new jobs that he believed these projects would 

provide.524 Collier pointed to the threat that the declining economy might have on Siskiyou 

County’s valuation and argued that recreational development would bolster its finances.525 A 

study on the feasibility of tourism projects like the Box Canyon Dam by the California Water 

Resources Board bolstered Collier’s arguments. The report maintained that “the money 

brought into the area by the thousands of visitors to the project area would give this portion 

of Northern California the ‘shot in the arm’ it so vitally needs.”526 Estimates of how big that 

shot would be varied. Collier predicted that the project might create 152 new jobs.527 William 

Warne, director of the Water Resources Board, was more optimistic, and believed the project 

would create 250 new jobs in the area, and boost retail sales by over five million dollars a 

year.528  

 Though tourism promised the creation of new jobs in a struggling rural economy, 

outdoors groups as well as California’s growing environmental movement had clashing 
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views on the Box Canyon project. Some, like the Siskiyou Consolidated and the Dunsmuir 

Rod and Gun Club supported dam and reservoir projects because they promised to expand 

the possibilities for outdoor recreation and tourism in the Northern Interior.529 In contrast, 

D.J. Bressi, chairman of the California Fly Fishing Unlimited Conservation Committee, 

believed the dam would do “long range damage” and destroy “one of the few remaining 

unspoiled streams.”530 California’s Sierra Club also opposed the dam. Club member Bryce 

Whitmore feared the dam would destroy “one of the most beautiful river areas in the 

state.”531 More than just a concern for the natural beauty of rural northern California 

informed the Club’s opposition. An element of fiscal conservatism surfaced as well. Sierra 

Club member Bill Siri, for example, called the project a “not very subtle raid on our public 

funds.”532 Whitmore agreed, and believed it was “immoral for the state or federal 

government to be financing such ‘recreation areas.’”533 Whitmore also seems to have been 

concerned that the Box Canyon project would affect his livelihood. Whitmore, along with his 

wife Mary, owned a river tour company that frequently operated on the Sacramento River.534 

Ultimately, these opponents did little to organize a serious opposition to the project and 

failed to thwart its construction.  

 The Box Canyon Dam project itself largely reflected the vacation growth center 

concept outlined by the EDA. By the end of 1961, Collier and other county and state officials 

 
529 To James D. Lambert from Harvey O. Banks, 1 September 1959, Folder 493, Randolph 

Collier Papers; To C.A. Wheeler from William L. Berry, 16 November 1959, Folder 493, Randolph 
Collier Papers.  

530 “State Acts on Box Canyon Dam Pollution,” The Fresno Bee, 25 August 1968. 
531 To Hugo Fisher from Bryce Whitmore, 3 February 1966, Folder 106, Carton 109, Sierra 

Club Records, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley California. 
532 To Bryce Whitmore from Bill Siri, 29 January 1966, Folder 106, Carton 109, Sierra Club 

Records. 
533 To Hugo Fisher from Bryce Whitmore, 3 February 1966, Folder 106, Carton 109, Sierra 

Club Records. 
534 “Wilderness Water Ways 1966 River Trip Program,” 1966, Folder 106, Carton 109, Sierra 

Club Records. 



 

 
204 

had begun developing a dam and reservoir project for Siskiyou County. The project would 

revolve around the large, man-made lake that would result from the construction of a dam on 

the Sacramento River. The lake would provide visitors with swimming, boating, and fishing 

activities, and a network of campsites would crop up around the lake. Collier himself almost 

explicitly thought about Box Canyon in the vacation growth center framework. He saw the 

declines in Siskiyou’s traditional industries as permanent and believed it would need to 

reorient itself toward a new economy. The county’s “mountainous and attractive country” 

that had originally provided jobs in mining and timber could now meet the “rapidly 

increasing demand” for rural tourism.535 Collier imagined the touristic possibilities of the 

dam as a way to complement nearby recreational projects and create a full-time tourism 

economy in Siskiyou. In particular, Box Canyon would supplement the ski resort at Mount 

Shasta completed in 1958. Much like Box Canyon, Collier played a critical role in guiding 

this project to completion. Collier helped secure state highway funds to improve road access 

to the project, and then served as president of the Ski Bowl Corporation, the private entity 

that operated the resort.536 Collier claimed that visitors to the ski resort boosted the 

surrounding towns and that creating a dam at Box Canyon would open up “year ‘round” 

recreation and tourist possibilities.537 Visitors could ski in the winter and swim, camp, and 

fish in the summer.  

 The planning, funding, and implementation of the Box Canyon Dam project reflected 

the decentralized character of postwar rural development policy. The county government 

controlled the project, but state and federal funding proved necessary for the project to begin. 

Though the project had its origins in the early 1960s, it struggled to get off the ground 
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because of insufficient local funding.538 Figures for the project’s cost hovered initially around 

$7 million, but the final price totaled $9.1 million (about $70 million in 2019).539 In 1963, 

Collier and Davis helped county officials by lobbying hard within the state legislature to 

secure funding for the project. As a result of their efforts, they acquired about $4.5 million in 

Davis-Grunsky funds to finance the dam’s construction.540 For federal funding, supporters 

initially turned to the ARA. In 1963, Michael Hennessey, the attorney for Siskiyou County’s 

board of supervisors, crafted an application for Siskiyou County that requested a grant of just 

under $1 million dollars.541 By the time construction was ready to begin, the ARA had 

expired. The county reapplied for EDA funds, which ultimately contributed $4.6 million. to 

the project.542  

 The county used a significant chunk of that money to purchase land for the project. It 

is worth commenting on the relative ease with which the county acquired land, particularly 

because it contrasts so sharply with the experience of Georgia discussed below. The reservoir 

and dam area occupied over 2,200 acres of forested and mountainous land. About forty acres 

of the project fell within the Shasta-Trinity National Forest, and the county quickly received 

a federal permit to operate in the park. The city of Mt. Shasta also owned a small parcel of 
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land that the county would need for the project. The eagerness of local leaders to see new 

jobs for residents led to a similarly speedy agreement between the city and county that 

allowed the latter to lease the land that it needed.543 The county purchased the rest of the 

project’s land from private owners using federal and state funds. Most of the purchases went 

smoothly, though one state report on the project noted that some land speculation had 

occurred since the project was announced.544 This speculation perhaps accounts for some of 

the increases in the project’s total cost. The county also had to bring one landowner to court 

to acquire their land, but this lawsuit ultimately did not hinder the project’s 

implementation.545  

 Though public funds financed the entirety of the project’s dam and reservoir 

components, county leaders in Siskiyou contracted out the construction of the camping 

facilities and the concession rights to those facilities to private sector companies. Concession 

rights initially went to a firm called Patterson and Webber, but, through a series of 

subcontracts and then lease defaults, Shipstads Land and Recreation Corporation became the 

sole lessee. The owners of Shipstads got their start in the mid-1930s with the creation of a 

travelling ice-skating show called “Ice Follies,” but they expanded into other entertainment 

ventures after the war.546 The firm constructed a main park area containing 245 campsites, a 

180 seat amphitheater, 50 picnic sites, an 8 acre beach, and a marina with 20 boat spaces.547 

As part of its contract with Siskiyou County, Shipstads promised to pay the county ten 

percent of the earnings it made from renting out its campsite and other facilities.548 Despite 
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the quick succession of leasing rights, construction of the dam, reservoir, and then camping 

facilities proceeded relatively smoothly between 1965 and 1969, when the project reached its 

completion.  

 Though Siskiyou’s old rural economy may have been disappearing, the Box Canyon 

Project preserved some aspects of rural identity, at least in an idealized form. The rural 

ambience and attractions constructed by the Shipstads Land and Recreation Corporation at 

the Box Canyon Dam, for example, garnered positive reviews from California’s urban press. 

Donald Culpepper, writing for the Long Beach Independent, described the area surrounding 

the lake in picturesque terms, praised the modern facilities, and noted the ease with which he 

caught fish in the “crystal blue water.”549 For Culpepper, the rural beauty contrasted sharply 

with the urban grit of Los Angeles, and he told his readers the region would “drive you out of 

your smog-filled head.”550 Culpepper’s article therefore neatly captured the sensation that 

promoters of rural tourism hoped to create. Visiting a rural area would provide tourists with a 

distinctly “rural” experience that could rejuvenate their urban bodies and minds.  

 Box Canyon may have preserved some elements of Siskiyou’s rurality, but it failed to 

provide a meaningful replacement for the older rural economy. The ideal landscapes 

described by Culpepper did not attract as many visitors as originally hoped.551 By 1970, for 

example, estimates suggested that the dam would receive as many as 100,000 “visitor days,” 

while the real number only reached 59,000. Between 1970 and 1973, the average overnight 

usage of the 245 campsites was only thirty four percent. Most of those visitors came from the 
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Bay Area and Sacramento, the closest major urban centers. Some blamed the dam’s lack of 

visitors on the 1970s fuel shortages, which made driving to the dam more burdensome.552 

While supporters of rural tourism in Siskiyou might see its detachment from urban life as a 

major draw, the remoteness of Siskiyou County proved too much for the average tourist 

struggling to pay rising gasoline prices. 

 If the lake did not attract as many tourists as originally hoped, its construction spurred 

land and home sales in the areas surrounding the Box Canyon Dam. Much like the 

proponents of the dam, contractors and landowners alike appealed to an idealized version of 

the region’s rural landscape to promote their own projects. By the early 1970s, 

advertisements began to appear in newspapers from California’s metropolitan areas, 

particularly Los Angeles and San Francisco. Classifieds advertised land in “beautiful Mt. 

Shasta” with “gentle rolling land, forested steams,” while others noted the “spectacular 

valleys and mountain views.”553 The sort of language and rhetoric mobilized to push rural 

tourism projects in Siskiyou County quickly travelled to, and helped support, other sorts of 

economic activity in the county.  

 A new “rural” subdivision represented the most ambitious attempt to take advantage 

of tourism economy created by Box Canyon and the rural environs surrounding it. A major 

California land developer named H.V. Hunsaker spearheaded the project, known as Mt. 

Shasta Forest, with design assistance from Albert Rosen and Donald Plehn of Dynasonics 

Corps. Hunsaker and Dynasonics had worked together on a previous housing project in Kern 

County, California called Quail Mountain. Located in the Tehachapi Mountains, the land had 

formerly been used as a cattle ranch until Hunsaker bought the land for housing 
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development. Though the project would replace the ranch, Rosen stressed that the rural 

character of the area would remain intact, telling one newspaper reporter that the project 

would preserve the atmosphere of a working cattle ranch.”554 Each lot would be at least 2.5 

acres, for example, in order to allow for “ample room to roam and play.”555 The Quail project 

echoed many of the features of rural tourist development more generally: the homes replaced 

a formerly functional rural industry with an “experience” of rural life. This project, though 

never aspiring to be part of an urban environment, further reflected the use of western 

imagery in the development and incorporation of the San Fernando Valley into Los 

Angeles.556 

 Similar principles undergirded the Mt. Shasta Forest development. Hunsaker began 

promoting the project in 1967, in the middle of Box Canyon’s construction. After purchasing 

over a thousand acres of land around the dam, Hunsaker began advertising the project as a 

sort of rural refuge in urban newspapers throughout the state. In a San Francisco Examiner 

advertisement announcing the project, Hunsaker called it a “private preserve” that would 

contain no industry or commercial establishments, only a “spread of lovely land.” Touting 

the seemingly untouched qualities of the area, Hunsaker touted the land as “back-to-

nature.”557 Hunsaker’s advertisements apparently worked. By 1970, around six hundred 2.5-

acre plots had been sold and developed for single-family homes in the project.558 Like Quail 

Mountain, Mt. Shasta Forest’s advertisements reflected the use of stereotypically rural 

imagery by tourism projects in order to spur new development.   
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Although Box Canyon failed to generate as many tourist dollars as early promoters 

had hoped, Siskiyou County’s desperate economic situation ensured that it would become 

dependent on tourism to generate economic activity. This dependence became particularly 

clear in the wake of an environmental calamity that struck the county in 1991. In July of that 

year, a Southern Pacific train derailed at a nearby bridge, and spilled 19,000 gallons of 

herbicide, much of which seeped into the water. A “toxic plume” hung in the air, pushing 

visitors out of the county with its scent of “rotten eggs and sulfur.”559 The pesticide killed off 

hundreds of thousands of fish, as well as much of the plant life surrounding the water.560 

Around 700 people fell ill as well, with some experiencing nosebleeds, miscarriages, and the 

peeling away of their skin.561 Some local businesses, however, tried to downplay the severity 

of the crisis. Joe Kimsey, a local bait shop owner, called the people claiming sickness 

“goddamned hippies. If you were to check the welfare records, and the people who say 

they’re sick, you’d see it’s the same ones.”562 Joe Fisher, the president of Dunsmuir’s 

Chamber of Commerce, agreed, stating that claims of illness came from “a whole lot of 

unemployed people and people on welfare who are ‘sick’ and looking for a settlement.” In 

reaction to these statements, a Siskiyou resident named Jim Youngblood argued that local 

business and civic elites downplayed health problems because they did not want to “hurt the 

image” of the county and undermine its tourist trade.563 
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Concerns over the tourism economy proved real. The spill decimated the tourist trade 

that had developed around Box Canyon Dam. One resident told reporters that “a lot of us 

make our living because of tourism…what else are we going to do?”564 Ron McCloud, a 

hardware store owner, said tourism was “the only thing going for us,” and that after the crash 

he had not “sold a fishing rod.”565 While business owners like McCloud received a settlement 

from Southern Pacific to cover lost revenues, many still sought to revive the moribund tourist 

trade. McCloud gathered 600 signatures on a petition to restock the lake immediately, and the 

Dunsmuir Chamber of Commerce passed a resolution calling for a similar revival of the local 

fishery.566 The California Department of Fish and Game, however, wanted to let the area 

recover more naturally, with a deliberately planned reintroduction of fish.567 By December 

1993, Fish and Game relented to the demands of the business community, and agreed to 

stock a portion of the river by the dam with hatchery fish by the spring of 1994 so that 

“Dunsmuir’s beleaguered business community” would have “something to lure vacationing 

families after three years of empty restaurants and vacant motel rooms.”568  

 

While the construction of Box Canyon Dam in Siskiyou County unfolded more or less 

according to plan, proponents of rural development and tourism in Alma, Georgia did not 

fare as well. This section continues the examination of rural development in Alma from the 

previous chapter, and focuses on the fight over the construction of a dam and recreational 
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lake between the late 1960s and the 1980s. A close examination of this project, known as 

Lake Alma, in southeast Georgia is instructive for a couple reasons.569 Lake Alma revealed a 

conflict over what the rural meant, and what rural recreational tourism would look like. 

Further, it exposes tensions within the political structure of rural development. Its adherence 

to federalism allowed some measure of local input, but it also created room for conflicts 

within and between the various levels of authority. The introduction of the Environmental 

Protection Agency, backed by an ascendant environmental movement, exacerbated these 

tensions and thwarted efforts to turn Alma into a tourist destination.  

 The Alma-Bacon County Model Cities Commission, created in 1967 by the city of 

Alma, was composed of local officials and businessmen who oversaw the planning of rural 

development projects in Alma. While the commission targeted infrastructure, housing, and 

manufacturing as key elements in Alma’s revival, tourism served as another major plank in 

the group’s development agenda. The proposed Lake Alma formed the center of those plans. 

The lake’s design called for the damming of Hurricane Creek, a swamp just east of Alma, 

with a twenty-eight-foot-tall dam built from about 412,000 cubic yards of earthen material.570 

The completed project would yield a recreational reservoir roughly seven miles long filled 

with over 1,400 acres of water.571  
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 L.W. Taylor, the manager of Bacon county’s electric co-op and the director of the 

commission, believed the Lake Alma project had several virtues. Taylor first of all found the 

environment surrounding the swamp “uniquely suitable” for a recreational lake.572 Moreover, 

the project would fill a void in outdoor recreation and tourism in the region. Much like 

reports from the USDA and EDA, Taylor saw the U.S. increasingly becoming a “playing, 

sporting, relaxing country,” and that Alma needed to develop the facilities necessary to take 

advantage of this boom.573 Lake Alma would accomplish this goal and, in doing so, 

contribute to Alma’s broader development goals. Taylor argued that the lake would not only 

serve a growing tourism market, but help Alma attract industry as well. Taylor argued that 

the “industrialist” is concerned about quality of life for “himself, his family, [and] his 

employees,” and that such a lake would set Alma apart from other small rural towns.574 

Taylor’s analysis reflected a particular prescription for the rural future: rural habitats, in this 

case a swamp, could be transformed into regional tourist destination. In doing so, Alma 

would be integrated economically and socially into an increasingly affluent, leisurely society.  

 As with many rural development projects in the mid-twentieth century, federal 

funding proved to be crucial for getting the Lake Alma project started. Interest in the project 

dated back to the mid-1950s, but Alma and Bacon County had no way of funding a project of 

this scale on local funding alone.575 With the infusion of federal funds into Alma in the late 

1960s, many in the community finally believed the lake would get built. In 1969, with money 
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from HUD’s Open Spaces program, which provided grants to cities for the purchase of land 

for future development, Alma began acquiring land in the area surrounding Hurricane 

Creek.576 In 1971, HUD released additional funds to conduct a feasibility study for the Lake 

Alma project. The study suggested that the project would be viable and would provide a 

boost the local economy in the form of tourism dollars. Shortly following the report’s release, 

HUD pumped additional money into the project to begin preliminary engineering work at the 

site to prepare for the dam’s construction. It also gave the commission another grant of 

$290,000 to purchase more land. This grant covered half of the cost of land purchasing, with 

the rest made up from local funds.577   

 Support for the Lake Alma project reflected many of the same arguments made in 

favor of the Box Canyon Dam project in Siskiyou County. Local, county, and state 

government officials supported the project the project for its potential economic benefits.578 

Alma Mayor Tessell D. Mullis argued it would greatly increase economic activity in Bacon 

County and operate with a sort of multiplier effect on the area’s service economy.579 Liston 

Elkins, a city council member in the neighboring town of Waycross, thought the project 

would turn southeast Georgia into a “destination area for tourism” that would redound to the 

entire region’s benefit.580 Others fused together environmental and economic arguments, 
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maintaining that the project would transform a relatively useless patch of land into a machine 

for rural development. Leon Kirkland, the director of the Game and Fish Division of the 

Georgia Department of Natural Resources, argued the project’s land was of “very marginal 

quality for environmental purposes.”581 Others saw Hurricane Creek as a “dinky, unattractive 

stream that smells bad in the summer [and] breeds mosquitos and cottonmouths.”582 

Proponents of Lake Alma believed that transforming a seemingly marginal, unpleasant 

swamp into a recreational attraction would act as an economic boon to the region without 

sacrificing either the beauty or health of the land.  

 In sharp contrast to the Box Canyon project, though, a powerful opposition emerged 

against Lake Alma in 1973 that put it into a sort of purgatory from which it would never 

escape. In Georgia, the opposition stemmed primarily from landowners unwilling to sell their 

land, while landowners in California quickly sold off their land to Siskiyou County. 

Organized opposition to Lake Alma had its immediate origins in the decision of the Bacon 

County Board of Commissioners to condemn 2,522 acres of land owned by thirteen Alma 

residents. These landowners would go on to form the core of project’s opposition.583 In order 

to be eligible for HUD funding, Alma needed to have the “signed options” of the thirty eight 

landowners whose property made up significant portions of the project by June 30, 1973. As 

the date neared, only twenty-five landowners had signed. HUD extended the deadline into 

September to give Alma more time to reach agreements with the remaining landowners. 

Supporters of the project worried that it would be undermined by recalcitrant landowners, 

and they pressured the commission to use its right of eminent domain to secure the land. By 

the end of August, the commissioners decided to condemn the remaining acres of land 
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“under heavy pressure” from residents, though it is unclear who pushed the county to make 

the decision.584 Following the county’s use of its eminent domain powers, the thirteen 

landowners formed the Hurricane Creek Protective Society and filed a suit against Bacon 

County, Alma, and HUD to stop the project.585 This suit would be the first of many that 

plagued the project and prevented it from coming to fruition. 

 At the center of the opposition stood Delano Deen. Deen worked as a professor of 

chemistry at South Georgia College, located in nearby Douglas.586 Aside from the Hurricane 

Creek Protective Society, of which he served as president, Deen worked with the Georgia 

Wildlife Federation, the state-level chapter of the National Wildlife Federation. Deen’s 

family had been landowners in Alma for decades, with much of the land under cultivation for 

tobacco. When Deen’s father died he inherited that land.587 Deen had built his home 

overlooking Hurricane Creek, a home that he and his brother built using timber from the 

surrounding forest. The county commissioners condemned over a third of Deen’s land, that 

which most closely abutted Hurricane Creek, for eight four dollars an acre.588 

 Deen’s opposition to the project reflected his family’s long history of farming in rural 

Georgia, from which a particular understanding of rural life arose. In many ways, shades of 

rural pastoralism colored Deen’s vision of rural life. Deen evoked the rhythms of farm life 

that oscillated between hard work and enjoyment of simple pleasures when he wrote to his 

cousin Floyd that it was “only a short time ago” that the two worked the tobacco fields, 
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“thumped” watermelons, and ate homemade ice cream together. Here, Deen touched on the 

cycle of work and leisure characteristic of life on the farm. Deen continued with this theme 

when he wrote of his father’s love of fishing in the swampy creek after he finished with the 

farm’s “necessary chores.” The swamp provided his father a quiet refuge that helped to 

“lighten the load especially in times of frustration.” Deen’s own excursions into the swamp 

taught him to “love its mystery.” Much like Freeman and Baker, Deen’s understanding of 

rurality evoked an argument that rural landscapes had restorative effects. Although now a 

chemistry professor and not a farmer, Deen saw farming and an almost primordial 

appreciation for nature as linked. The development of Hurricane Creek would sunder that 

relationship and way of life.  

 Deen did more than embrace a pastoral vision of rural life in his opposition to Lake 

Alma. He also criticized the project on environmental and economic grounds. He argued the 

Lake Alma project would not only destroy local wildlife habitats, but also the wetlands 

necessary for the filtering of waste created by Alma and surrounding farms.589 Sacrificing the 

environment on the altar of rural development would yield few economic benefits. Here, 

Deen struck a populist tone. He framed the project as “welfare for the rich,” and its primary 

beneficiaries would be “landowners and businessmen, and those financially well off enough 

for water skiing and golf.” Deen believed the project would “accentuate race and class 

disparities in access to amenities,” while creating few jobs for the area’s residents.590 Deen 

argued that the project would not “stop outmigration of people, bring in industry, or cause 

Alma to flourish,” and often pointed to similar projects in rural towns that failed to stimulate 
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the broader economy.591 Deen therefore challenged the very basis of postwar rural 

development and its vision of a new rural economy.  

 This mixture of environmentalism and skepticism of rural tourism projects echoed 

throughout much of the opposition’s rhetoric. Some, like Zell Miller, Georgia’s Democratic 

lieutenant governor, echoed Deen’s populist rhetoric. Miller questioned the need to spend $3 

million of taxpayer money for some “rich folks who want to build homes around that lake to 

waterski.”592 At a fish fry organized by Delano Deen, Miller told the audience he opposed the 

lake because it would “make a few wealthy individual folks richer” by constructing a 

“wasteful and destructive dam.”593 William McCarthy, an economics PhD from the 

University of Georgia and collaborator with Deen at the Hurricane Creek Protective Society, 

ditched Miller’s populism for small government conservatism. McCarthy considered himself 

a “born again convert to the free market process” and believed the lake would give “our 

environment…a medical mastectomy” and called the project a “free lunch.” Alton Cauley, a 

resident of Bacon County, believed that the county should focus on “improving the 

environment instead of trying to destroy it,” while also questioning the efficacy of federal 

spending in creating jobs.594 In a manner unseen in California, opposition to Lake Alma knit 

together an unlikely mix of rural romanticizers, populists, environmentalists, and free market 

proselytizers. 
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 Despite the skepticism of federal activity evidenced by some of Lake Alma’s 

opponents, the EPA proved to be their strongest weapon. In particular, critics of the Lake 

Alma project used to great effect the requirement that all federally funded projects undertake 

an environmental impact statement (EIS). The EIS brought together a panel of experts to 

evaluate the potential environmental ramifications of any given federal project, while also 

creating space for local people to express their concerns or support of the project. The time 

that it took to complete this process frequently slowed down project implementation. The 

first lawsuit launched by Deen and the other landowners affected by the eminent domain 

decision ended out of court in 1974 with an agreement between the city of Alma and the 

plaintiffs that the former would conduct an EIS for the project. Alma’s city council voted 

unanimously to spend $85,000 to hire a Louisiana-based consulting firm named Gulf 

Research Institute to conduct the study.595 Completed in 1976, the EIS found that the project 

would result in some “temporary displacement and elimination” of wildlife, but that overall it 

would improve water quality and increase the diversity of wildlife habitats. Moreover, the 

project would stimulate “increased economic development,” though only six to ten full time 

jobs would be created.596 The EIS supported the pro-lake contingent more than its opponents, 

but its job creation estimates undermined their more hopeful projections.  

 Despite the conclusions of the EIS, the EPA recommended to HUD that funds should 

not be released for the Lake Alma project. Barbara Blum, the EPA’s deputy director, saw the 

project as “unsatisfactory from a standpoint of environmental quality.”597 Following the 

announcement by the EPA, the Department of the Interior came out against the project on 

environmental grounds as well, and HUD eventually assented to the opinions expressed by 
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both departments and decided to withhold funds.598 HUD’s decision unsurprisingly upset 

local supporters of the project in Alma and Bacon County who believed that the EIS had 

vindicated their position. Mayor Mullis called HUD’s decision “unjustified” and told a 

reporter that “we find our local government controlled by the bureaucrats in Washington, 

D.C.”599 In response, in September 1977 Alma and Bacon County launched a lawsuit against 

HUD to force it to reverse its decision. Mayor Mullis commented on the lawsuit, stating that 

“when HUD in Washington has made up its mind, you just have to go to court to get them to 

listen to you.”600  

It seems that Washington listened. Shortly after filing the suit, both sides reached an 

agreement that Alma would apply for a permit from the Army Corps of Engineers under 

section 404 of the Clean Water Act.601 This particular provision regulated the discharge of 

earthen material into wetlands areas for the creation of dams and set in motion a series of 

public hearings on the project. If the project passed the muster of the Corps, then HUD would 

dispense funds for Lake Alma. The hearings proved to be a major event in the small Georgia 

town. In Alma, 600 people attended a hearing that stretched from 7pm to 2:30 am, with 90% 

registering support for Lake Alma. In response to the outpouring of public support, HUD 

agreed to release the funds if the Corps approved the section 404 permit.602 Then, in early 

1978, the Fish and Wildlife Service of the Interior Department also said it would support 

Lake Alma if the local government agreed to create several “green tree reservoirs” in the 
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project area covering just under 200 acres. These reservoirs were supposed to mitigate the 

displacement of wildlife caused by the creation of the dam by providing new sources of food 

and shelter.603 The Corps agreed to issue the permit if Alma agreed to integrate these 

reservoirs into the project. Both Alma and the Corps agreed to the reservoir plan, and the 

Corps issued the permit in August 1980.604  

Far from settling the matter, though, the Corps’ decision set off another round of 

bureaucratic combat. Delano Deen immediately attacked the reservoir plan as woefully 

insufficient and maintained that at least 7,500 acres of new habitat would need to be created, 

not 200, to mitigate the project’s effects. Deen and others hoped that the EPA would use its 

“final veto authority” to stop the project on environmental grounds. The Clean Water Act, 

while tasking the Corps with overseeing the 404-permitting process, gave the EPA the ability 

to veto the permit. This power had yet to be invoked by the EPA. Shortly after the Corps 

issued the permit, EPA administrator Eckhard Beck came out against the decision, but did 

not issue a formal veto.605 The project sat in bureaucratic limbo for another year until the new 

EPA administrator appointed by Ronald Reagan, Anne Gorsuch, issued a statement in 

October 1981 that supported the Corps’ decision to issue the 404 permit as long as Alma 

implemented the reservoir plan, and stated that the Lake Alma project “conforms with federal 

environmental standards.”606 While Gorsuch’s decision appeared to finally clear the way for 

the project to begin, it became the source of another decade of litigation that would finally 

kill the project. 
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Partnered with the National Wildlife Federation and the Georgia Wildlife Federation, 

Deen and the Hurricane Creek Protective Society sued the Corps, HUD, and Alma and Bacon 

County in 1982 in the U.S. District Court for Southern Georgia in a final attempt to block the 

project. Deen and the plaintiffs argued that the inclusion of the reservoir plan into the broader 

Lake Alma project so altered its basis that a new EIS would need to be completed. Further, 

because the reservoirs would themselves alter the environment, they required their own, 

separate EIS investigations.607 The Georgia court disagreed with the plaintiffs, who then 

appealed to the Eleventh District Court in 1983.608 The appeal was successful, and the Corps 

and Alma began working on an updated EIS, which was released in 1987. The new EIS 

defended the project on environmental grounds by arguing that the reservoirs would 

effectively mitigate destruction to wildlife habitats, and on economic grounds by arguing the 

lake would fill a recreational need in the area and stimulate further economic development 

through tourism.609  

Unsurprisingly, the National and Georgia Wildlife Federations, along with Deen and 

the Hurricane Creek Protective Society, vigorously criticized the new EIS. So, too, did the 

EPA, which reversed Gorsuch’s stance on the project. The groups reiterated their previous 

critiques of Lake Alma, and focused on its economic and environmental consequences.610 In 

September 1988, the EPA issued its “final determination,” which forthrightly vetoed the 
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issuance of funds and permits to build the lake.611 Shortly thereafter, HUD informed Alma 

that it would no longer be releasing funds for the construction of Lake Alma.612 Following 

this development, Alma and Bacon County sued the EPA in the District Court for Southern 

Georgia, and asked the court to overrule the EPA’s final determination.613 The court upheld 

the EPA’s decision in 1990, and the city of Alma never appealed, effectively ending the 

project to turn Hurricane Creek into a tourist destination for Alma and Bacon County. In 

1992, the state of Georgia passed a law that allowed counties to sell land back to landowners 

who lost their property as a result of condemnation and eminent domain. Over the next few 

years, Bacon County quietly sold back the over 2,000 acres it had originally condemned for 

the purposes of the project in 1973.614  

 

Tourism as a means of rural development and job creation left a mixed record. At its most 

successful, as in the case of Box Canyon, jobs were created, but not nearly enough to make 

up for the much larger structural shifts that left rural areas economically depressed to begin 

with. Further, tourist development put forth a vision of the rural that encouraged rural places 

and people to reorient their economy toward serving the needs of suburban and urban people. 

Rural tourist development put rural people and places in a subservient position. This 

subservience was built in part upon a highly idealized understanding of the rural life and the 

rural past that lionized rural places for their ability to rejuvenate the body and minds of 

 
611 Final Determination of the EPA Concerning the Proposed Lake Alma Impoundment and 

Proposed Mitigation of Associated Environmental Impacts, Alma, Bacon County, Georgia, 
downloaded from https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-05/documents/lakealmafd.pdf; 
“Comments of the NWF, GWF, HCPS, on the U.S. EPA’s Proposed Section 404 Determination, 13 
September 1988,” Folder 9, Box 13, Georgia Wildlife Federation Records.  

612 To James Deen from Charles N. Straub, ca. 1989, Folder 10, Box 13, Georgia Wildlife 
Federation Records.  

613 City of Alma, et al v U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, et al, 1990, 
https://law.justia.com/cases/federal/district-courts/FSupp/744/1546/1797566/.  

614 Darling Int'l, Inc. v. Carter, 2014.  
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people living in congested cities. As we have seen, though, this vision of rural development 

often did not sit well with many of the non-civic and business leaders in rural towns, who 

either resisted with their indifference toward tourist projects or fought back with their own 

vision of what rural development might look like. Nonetheless, the idea of tourist 

development that emerged in the postwar years as a solution to rural decline lives on, as any 

visitor to a small town with a refurbished business district can attest.  
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Chapter Five 

Reforming Industrial Agriculture in California 

 When federal policymakers, local government officials, and businessmen, and social 

scientists set about creating a rural development policy, they put forth a specific vision of 

rural decline as well as renewal. They saw the poverty and population decline impacting rural 

communities as part of an economic restructuring of rural America. As a result, traditional 

rural industries, particularly farming, mining, and timber, could no longer sustain the 

countryside. These groups accepted, for example, the large-scale farm economy and the need 

for fewer farmers. Far from abandoning rural communities or encouraging migration from 

the country to the city, they developed a public-private rural development program devoted 

to remaking the economic base of rural America through investments in infrastructure, 

industrial attraction, and rural tourism. While this vision of development attracted major 

support and funding from the state and private sector, it did not exhaust the possibilities for 

rural revival.615  

 This chapter and the next argue that two distinct, farm-centered solutions to the rural 

crisis arose from grassroots movements driven by small farmers and farmworkers. Though 

these movements put forth different visions for their reform of the rural economy, they 

shared important assumptions about the character of the rural crisis that affected farm 

communities in ways that differed quite dramatically from postwar rural developers. Though 

grassroots farm activists and rural development each saw the rural crisis as a product of 

economic restructuring, the former deepened that analysis with a critique of political, 

economic, and racial power structures that drove rural decline. Grassroots farm reformers 

critiqued public policy and state support as critical elements of the postwar period’s 



 

 
226 

agricultural transformations. The state empowered large farmers while largely ignoring the 

needs of small farmers and farmworkers. Linked to these political and economic critiques 

was an analysis of racial exploitation and discrimination as key components of the rural 

crisis. State policy largely benefited white farmers, while negatively impacting black and 

brown farmers and farmworkers. Reversing the rural crisis for these grassroots agricultural 

activists ultimately meant reforming the political, economic, and racial power structure that 

drove the rural crisis. Rural developers ultimately set aside these questions and accepted the 

concentration of power in the hands of large farmers. In contrast, agricultural reformers 

wanted to lay the basis for a new, more equitable farm economy. 

 In California, grassroots agricultural activists wanted to reform their state’s farm 

economy by reining in the power of notoriously powerful large growers. This goal was 

pursued through California Rural Legal Assistance, founded in 1966 by Mexican American 

farmworkers and lawyers with a $1.2 million grant from the War on Poverty. CRLA 

provided legal aid to tens of thousands of rural Californians, often for the first time. 

However, CRLA’s lawyers worked primarily with farmworkers, and focused on fighting 

what they saw as rural California’s major source of poverty: the large growers who 

controlled the farm economy. They understood rural poverty as a product of unequal 

economic relationships that could best be addressed by organizing and empowering workers. 

Lawyers and farmworkers joined together in CRLA to fight a war on poverty that used the 

legal system to expand farmworkers’ labor rights, check the abuses of grower power, and 

build a more just agricultural economy. CRLA’s position, while largely accepting the 

landlessness and proletarianization of California’s farmworkers, sought to replicate the 

success of New Deal labor policy and industrial union activism in the farm sector. 

 
615 Portions of this chapter have appeared in the Spring 2020 edition of Agricultural History under 
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 CRLA engaged in a wide variety of legal actions, but its attempt to regulate large 

farms and empower farmworkers can best be illustrated by focusing on the group’s high-

impact cases. These cases revolved around problems of working conditions, labor 

exploitation, and unionization. While numerically less significant, they represented cases that 

CRLA’s attorneys and clients believed were most important and reflective of the sort of work 

CRLA should do. By the end of the 1970s, changes in the broader farmworker movement, 

agricultural economy, and federal funding for legal services challenged the ability of CRLA 

to carry out this mission. Nonetheless, CRLA’s early successes highlight the significance of 

grassroots opposition to entrenched agricultural inequality and poverty and illuminate a 

vision of rural America quite distinct from that put forth by proponents of rural development 

policy. 

 

The roots of that poverty lay in the structure of California farming. Beginning in the late 

nineteenth century, a system of agriculture characterized by highly capitalized large farms 

developed in this region. Compared to farms in other parts of the United States, California’s 

farms were bigger and concentrated in fewer hands. This particular pattern of ownership 

became increasingly prominent in the decades following the 1930s. Between 1935 and 1954, 

the number of California farms decreased from 150,360 to 123,075. While the net total 

declined, the number of farms over one thousand acres increased.616 These farms also 

commanded much of the state’s farm sales: by the 1960s, just over 5 percent of California’s 

farms harvested nearly half of its crop land.617 

 
the title “Fighting Poverty in the Fields: Legal Services and the War on Poverty in Rural California.” 
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616 Fact Finding Committee on Labor and Welfare, California’s Farm Labor Problems 
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617 California’s Farm Labor Problems, 18.  
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 Low-wage labor, particularly from nonwhite workers, underpinned this economy. 

California’s growers relied on a succession of Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino workers, and 

by the 1920s many workers were of Mexican descent. During the harvest, these workers 

often migrated from farm to farm. For many, the migration began in Mexico and carried 

them throughout California’s agricultural valleys. While laboring on particular farms, 

workers frequently stayed in camps with substandard living conditions and worked under 

oppressive foremen.618 

 The state played a critical role in nurturing this system. Twentieth-century federal 

irrigation projects transformed California’s large valleys into fertile fields.619 New Deal price 

and crop support programs also subsidized and insured farmers and tended to privilege those 

who already had large operations. While the federal government aided growers, key New 

Deal labor laws did not protect farmworkers.620 State universities and agricultural experiment 

stations also performed important farm-based research and demonstration projects that tested 

the latest techniques. The federal government also assisted growers in recruiting foreign 

labor, most notably between the 1940s and 1960s when it helped them hire workers from 

Mexico with the Bracero Program. This support forged an alliance between the state and 

federal governments and California’s growers.621 
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 California’s growers also possessed a fairly unified set of beliefs shaped by their 

shared engagement with similar farming circumstances. They envisioned California 

agriculture as possessing “exceptional features,” particularly the need for highly liquid labor 

markets. Growers expected their workers to be “civically unengaged and continually 

replaced.”622 They believed that the cycle of planting and harvesting, and its inherent 

vulnerabilities, necessitated such an arrangement. Further, while growers valued state 

assistance, they rejected regulations that impinged upon their control over production. 

California’s growers institutionalized their worldview in organizations like the California 

State Farm Bureau and in periodicals like California Farmer. This ideological unity, 

combined with state support and economic power, frequently allowed them to wield great 

influence within the market and government. This structural power would raise significant 

hurdles for farmworkers and CRLA lawyers.623 

 Despite the entrenched power of California’s large growers, resistance to their 

dominance has been a regular feature of the state’s agricultural history. Benny Andrés 

documented the history of farmworker organizing in California’s Imperial Valley in the early 

twentieth century, and its violent suppression at the hands of growers.624 In 1933 tens of 

thousands of workers, especially in cotton, launched a major strike that halted much of the 

farm economy and triggered aggressive repression from growers.625 This opposition by 
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growers did not prevent the building of a new postwar labor movement around Cesar 

Chavez, who, along with Dolores Huerta and Larry Itliong, pursued farmworker unionization 

through the United Farm Workers (UFW).626 

 Over the same period of time, Mexican Americans fought for justice in a variety of 

arenas not related to labor. The League of United Latin-American Citizens pursued equal 

civic participation for Mexican Americans throughout the Southwest in the mid-twentieth 

century.627 In 1947 Mexican American civil rights activists won the landmark Mendez v. 

Westminster School District case. This case came out of California’s then agriculturally 

oriented Orange County and successfully challenged the segregation of Mexican American 

students.628 This long history of political and economic organizing helped clear the ground 

for CRLA’s use of the legal system to help California’s farmworkers. 

 Litigation on behalf of the poor also predated CRLA. “Legal aid societies” first 

appeared in New York in the 1870s and by 1960 employed around four hundred attorneys. 

This small group of attorneys, however, could not effectively serve the nation’s estimated 50 

million poor people.629 Legal aid societies also received little funding. Private funds 

supported their activity, and, at their height in 1962, these societies spent only $4 million 

providing legal support to the poor.630 Moreover, legal aid societies did not see their role as 
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reforming society or even changing the law. Reginald Smith, one of the most vocal 

proponents of early legal aid, argued that US laws were “eminently fair” and that lawyers 

should focus only on expanding access to the justice system.631 

 Changes in the legal profession during the 1960s made the sort of legal activism 

pursued by CRLA possible. The period’s idealism gave birth to “new public interest lawyers” 

who wanted to use their profession to promote progressive change.632 A 1964 article written 

by attorneys Jean and Edgar Cahn proved equally significant.633 The Cahns criticized lawyers 

who did not see the social import of their profession and called for the creation of 

neighborhood law centers that would take up the causes of the poor. These centers would 

embed lawyers within the communities they served in order to make them better vehicles for 

reform.634 

 James Lorenz’s early career reflected these changes. Brooklyn-born and a 1964 

graduate of Harvard Law School, Lorenz moved to Los Angeles and practiced real estate law 

for a corporate law firm. Lorenz, however, had a strong streak of idealism and felt 

constrained by the large firm’s atmosphere. While he admitted to knowing little about 

farming, he worked for a time as legal counsel for the Emergency Committee to Aid Farm 

Workers but found the group’s urban location prevented it from genuinely helping 
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farmworkers.635 Lorenz’s discontent pushed him to create a group in line with the Cahns’ 

theory of neighborhood lawyering, and he found critical financial support in the recently 

declared War on Poverty. 

 The War on Poverty’s Legal Services Program (LSP) combined the new enthusiasm 

for reform among young attorneys and the Cahns’ ideas of neighborhood lawyering to 

reshape legal aid. By 1967 the LSP had disbursed $42 million to legal services organizations 

throughout the United States for the creation of neighborhood law centers.636 In contrast to 

the practice of legal aid societies, LSP guidelines maintained that funded groups should 

pursue law reform in addition to expanding access to the legal system.637 Lorenz put the 

matter more starkly and argued that  legal services should be “concerned with the 

reallocation of power.”638 To be sure, the LSP did not grant lawyers total freedom. They 

could not take criminal or fee-generating cases, or, more importantly for CRLA, represent 

unions.639 

 In his applications for funding from the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO), 

which administered the War on Poverty from Washington, DC, Lorenz placed farmworkers’ 

problems at the center. He highlighted in particular the impact of weak labor regulations. 

Given the poverty line of $3,000, for example, Lorenz showed that approximately 84 percent 

of California’s three hundred thousand farmworkers lived in poverty in 1965.640 Lorenz 

argued that a key source of this poverty was the fact that New Deal protections for industrial 
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workers did not extend to people who labored on the farm. The 1935 National Labor 

Relations Act did not extend collective bargaining rights to farmworkers, and the workplace 

regulations of the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act did not apply to the fields.641 

 Lorenz also argued that power imbalances in the farm economy exacerbated 

farmworkers’ problems. Lorenz believed that an “inequitable distribution of wealth and 

power” characterized California agriculture and that CRLA must “develop long-range 

remedies which would assist the poor as a class and not just isolated individuals.”642 This 

analysis shaped his rationale for constructing a statewide, as opposed to a local, program. 

Lorenz argued that growers had already “amalgamated into regional or state-wide groups,” 

so CRLA must do the same.643 Lorenz therefore understood agriculture in terms of class 

conflict and believed the solution to farmworker poverty could be found in organizing 

workers.  

 While Lorenz emphasized class issues, he also factored the racialized character of 

California’s agriculture into his analysis. CRLA highlighted the problems faced by people of 

Mexican descent, given their predominance in the labor force. California’s growers believed 

these workers had certain physical and psychological characteristics that suited them for the 

conditions of farm labor.644 Lorenz argued that these workers faced racial discrimination on 

top of labor exploitation and that the two worked together to worsen their poverty.645 

CRLA’s attorneys also knew that racism extended beyond the field. The group took cases 
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that affected Mexican American farmworkers in the realms of education, municipal services, 

housing, and access to welfare.646 

 Although Lorenz and CRLA’s attorneys believed litigation could ameliorate 

farmworker poverty, they understood its limitations. Gary Bellow, who worked in legal aid 

societies in New York and Washington, DC, before serving as deputy director for CRLA, 

believed that law reform, no matter how radical, would be inadequate.647 Bellow argued that 

“the problem of unjust laws is almost invariably a problem of distribution of political and 

economic power.”648 Without strict enforcement, legal changes carried little weight. Lorenz 

also included social movements in his vision of an effective legal service group. He argued 

that CRLA’s legal action would have to be a “catalyst for political consciousness and 

organizing” outside the courtroom as well.649 Thus, CRLA’s attorneys did not see the law as 

the final arbiter of farmworker problems.  

 The program crafted by Lorenz matched the LSP’s agenda, and the OEO funded 

CRLA generously. CRLA initially received $1,276,138 (Lorenz had asked for less) in 1966. 

With that money, CRLA opened a central office in San Francisco as well as nine offices in 

important agricultural areas in the state. The regional offices in Madera, Santa Rosa, El 

Centro, Salinas, Santa Maria, McFarland, Modesto, Gilroy, and Marysville formed the 

organization’s spine and put it in close contact with farmworkers.650 Lorenz had originally 

intended to establish an office in Delano because of its links to ongoing farmworker 
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struggles. Sargent Shriver, the OEO’s first director, suggested locating it in nearby 

McFarland to minimize the ire of growers.651 CRLA’s funding coincided with the formation 

of similar legal assistance groups in Texas, Florida, and other southern agricultural states.652 

 CRLA also used its funds to recruit attorneys who, in general, shared Lorenz’s elite 

educational background. Almost all graduated at the top of their classes and received degrees 

from law schools including Harvard, Boalt Hall, and the University of Michigan. Not only 

did these attorneys receive their education in urban areas, they largely worked in cities before 

arriving in rural California. Nonetheless, their desire for social change led them to leave the 

city and establish themselves in farm country.653 CRLA’s trouble in hiring lawyers of 

Mexican descent suggested the “Anglo” background of the legal team. In 1971 Lorenz 

declared CRLA’s attempts to hire Mexican American attorneys to better reflect its clientele a 

failure. He proffered that CRLA’s failures here reflected the highly competitive job market 

for Mexican American attorneys, which meant they could fetch a salary CRLA could not 

match.654 

 Talented lawyers aside, CRLA’s formation would have been far less successful 

without the larger mobilization of California’s farmworkers. CRLA formed in the midst of 

intense farmworker organizing throughout the Southwest that led to the formation of the 

UFW.655 Chavez and Itliong also served initially on CRLA’s board.656 Chavez did express 

some skepticism of CRLA, however, primarily because OEO restrictions limited its ability to 
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help the union directly.657 At least one farmworker found this constraint too frustrating. 

When Lorenz informed him that he could not strike with the union, the worker told Lorenz to 

“go to hell” and quit CRLA.658 Nonetheless, the growing farmworker movement provided 

CRLA with a reservoir of potential clients, legal actions, and the momentum to challenge 

entrenched grower power. 

 While at least one farmworker quit over CRLA’s inability to walk the picket line, 

many more joined. Indeed, CRLA took seriously the OEO’s mandate to achieve the 

“maximum feasible participation” of the poor.659 CRLA gave decision-making authority to 

California’s rural poor, and those who became involved in CRLA shaped its pro-labor 

agenda. For example, Citizens Advisory Councils, populated by farmworkers and other 

clients, helped decide the sorts of cases attorneys should pursue. Councils formed at CRLA’s 

regional offices and a representative from each council sat on CRLA’s board of directors.660 

Council members demanded that CRLA take cases that would “maximize the bargaining 

position of the poor” and improve field conditions.661 The councils’ demands also impacted 

the decisions made by the board of directors. One board statement said that CRLA should 

focus on “eliminating the causes of poverty and the conditions of inequality. . .” and that 

“Cases affecting the employment of poor people” should receive top priority.662 These 

statements provide important insights into how farmworkers conceived of their situations. 

Labor issues emerged as central problems CRLA’s clients wanted the group to address. 

 CRLA also incorporated “community workers” into its operation, and these 

community workers pushed a labor-focused agenda. Because they often had farm work 

 
656 “Proposal to Aid Farm Workers,” p. 21, Folder 7, Box 45, CRLA Papers. 
657 Cozzens, “Defeating the Devil’s Arm,” 502. 
658 “Closing Memorandum of CRLA,” May 1971, pp. 56–57, Folder 7, Box 7, CRLA Papers. 
659 Guidelines for Legal Services Programs, 10.  
660 “CRLA Refunding Application for 1968,” p. 15, Folder 1, Box 45, CRLA Papers. 
661 “CRLA Refunding Application for 1968,” p. 16, Folder 1, Box 45, CRLA Papers. 



 

 
237 

backgrounds themselves, community workers helped CRLA attorneys discover and 

understand problems faced by many farmworkers. They also interviewed clients and did 

investigative fieldwork. Many spoke both English and Spanish and therefore became a 

critical link between Anglo lawyers and Spanish-speaking farmworkers.663 Rueben 

Rodriguez exemplified the role of community worker in CRLA. Before joining CRLA, 

Rodriguez worked with the Central California Action Association, which provided basic 

education and vocational skills to the area’s seasonal workers.664 Rodriguez worked in 

CRLA’s Madera office and responded to complaints of field violations by investigating and 

filing reports. Before he filed paperwork, Rodriguez worked with the growers and the 

California Farm Bureau, which oversaw field conditions, to bring about voluntary 

compliance. Because growers and the state farm bureau seldom cooperated with CRLA, 

Rodriguez’s research played a critical role in informing CRLA’s litigation.665 

 The community workers involved with CRLA also provided their own analyses of 

farmworker poverty. Community workers articulated their ideas through the formation of a 

union. Because CRLA’s caseload regularly numbered in the thousands each year, these 

workers initially sought to impose limits on the number of cases on which they worked.666 

Gilbert Flores led the charge. Born in Lemoore, California, he had worked in the fields since 
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the age of five, and his parents, who migrated from Mexico, participated in the great cotton 

strike of 1933. Flores learned to organize laborers working first with the Community Service 

Organization in 1957, then with the UFW.667 Writing on the necessity of a community 

workers union, Flores declared that unions played a role “essential to the economic, social, 

and political freedom of society,” and that “under prevailing economic conditions,” 

unorganized workers could not secure good wages or working conditions.668 Flores’s rhetoric 

complemented that of Lorenz and should be read as a critique not only of the situation of 

community workers, but of the conditions faced by workers more broadly. The union 

succeeded in winning wage increases, insurance benefits, and caseload limitations for 

community workers.669 

 The issues faced by community workers extended beyond workload. A conflict 

between Flores and Edward Mattison, who coordinated community worker training, suggests 

that racism surfaced within the group. Flores complained that Mattison abused his authority 

and failed to understand farmworkers. In a suggestive statement, Flores claimed that “we 

would rather lose our jobs than be pushed around because we are Mexicans and defeat the 

purpose for which we were hired.” Flores not only highlighted racial tension within CRLA 

but also suggested that workers of Mexican descent in CRLA linked economic with racial 

justice. A union offered a way for these community workers to stake a claim for equality 

within CRLA, even as they fought with the lawyers against growers. CRLA’s lawyers and 

farmworkers shared a critique of agriculture and the conditions of its workers that 
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foregrounded labor empowerment as the solution. These shared assumptions laid the 

groundwork for their collaboration in litigation that sought to reshape California agriculture.  

 CRLA’s use of LSP funds to reform California’s farm economy began early on in the 

group’s history. One of its most significant cases started in 1967 and morphed into two suits: 

Wetherton v. Martin Produce Co. and Wetherton v. Growers Farm Labor Association. These 

suits revolved around the question of growers’ ability to fire workers for unionization. 

Section 923 of California labor law affirmed that workers had the right to “full freedom of 

association, self-organization, and designation of representatives of [their] own choosing . . . 

and that [they] shall be free from the interference, restraint, or coercion of employers of 

labor, or their agents.”670 While California’s labor law appeared to apply to all workers, 

federal law did not extend collective bargaining rights to farmworkers. By pursuing these 

cases, CRLA hoped to clearly define the right of farmworker unionization.  

 These cases came out of CRLA’s field office in Salinas, located in one of California’s 

most fertile valleys and a central hub of farmworker organizing. Robert Gnaizda and Martin 

Glick served as the office’s lawyers. Before running the Salinas office, both men worked on 

civil rights cases for the Justice Department in Mississippi.671 Four community workers 

staffed the office, including two farmworkers and an organizer named Hector De La Rosa. 

CRLA hired De La Rosa following his success in civil rights organizing and securing federal 

funds to build better housing for farmworkers in Soledad.672 De La Rosa’s abilities fit well 
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with the sort of office Gnaizda sought to build, one focused on helping farmworkers expand 

their bargaining power.673 

 In August 1967 carrot grower John Martin, owner of Martin Produce Co., fired nine 

farmworkers after he discovered they had joined the UFW. The first farmworker to be fired 

at Martin Produce, Manuel Ortiz, told Gnaizda about an altercation he had with Martin 

shortly after being fired. Ortiz met with Martin, an unnamed field foreman, and E. James 

Houseberg, the vice president of both the Growers Farm Labor Association and the Grower-

Shipper Vegetable Association. Martin Produce belonged to both organizations. During this 

meeting, Ortiz recounted that Houseberg questioned him extensively about union activity. 

Houseberg told Martin during this meeting that “all of his employees could be fired because 

the unions had no power” in the area. Houseberg then commanded Ortiz to tell the others 

attempting to organize that “they would be fired if they joined a union.” On August 8, when 

Martin learned that eight other men had joined the union, he fired them.674 

 Ortiz’s story proved to be crucial for the suits brought by CRLA’s Salinas office. The 

attorneys argued in Wetherton v. Martin Produce Co. that Martin and his company violated 

the policy established by section 923 and could be tried under section 922, which stated that 

any person who “coerces or compels” an employee not to join a union as a condition of 

employment is guilty of a misdemeanor.675 Ortiz’s account of the cooperation between 

Martin and Houseberg also allowed CRLA to bring a suit against Houseberg and the two 

grower associations. Gnaizda and Glick argued in Wetherton v. Growers Farm Labor 

Association that Houseberg and the associations formed a conspiracy to deny Ortiz and the 
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others their labor rights and should be found guilty of violating sections 922 and 923 of the 

California labor code.676 

 In their suit against Martin Produce, Gnaizda and Glick settled with the carrot grower 

out of court and managed to get Ortiz and the other workers reinstated. However, 

Houseberg’s lawyer, Andrew Church, challenged the suit against his client in California’s 

First District Court of Appeal. There, Church argued that sections 922 and 923 only applied 

to so-called “yellow dog contracts”—those an employee signed that promised he or she 

would not unionize. Church further argued that because the associations did not employ the 

fired workers, they could not be held liable under labor law. The court disagreed. In its 

decision, it argued that a 1961 case rendered the meaning of sections 922 and 923 clear: they 

applied not only to yellow dog contracts but to all forms of coercion. Church’s other claim 

proved stickier. The court admitted the associations did not employ the workers, but Ortiz’s 

testimony clearly suggested they formed a conspiracy to violate labor law. The court argued 

that Houseberg made statements with “menacing connotations concerning union activity” 

and, given the cooperation between Houseberg and Martin in their interrogation of Ortiz, 

suggested the existence of a “joint project for Martin to discharge appellants and for 

Houseberg to influence other growers” not to hire them.677 The court ultimately found 

Houseberg and the growers’ associations also responsible for illegally firing the 

farmworkers.  

 The court’s ruling affected both the individual workers and the broader farmworker 

movement. The case revealed the extent of grower power in California but also that it could 

be effectively challenged. The court awarded the workers damages, future preference for jobs 

at Martin Produce, and an agreement between Martin and the workers to pay the latter no less 
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than $4,500 each year they worked.678 El Malcriado, the UFW’s newspaper, hailed the cases 

as “historic” decisions that finally placed farmworkers under the protection of California 

labor law.679 Indeed, the cases forged a major step forward in legalizing farmworker 

unionization by proving that state labor law protected farmworkers. They also served as 

important precursors to the 1975 Agricultural Labor Relations Act, which provided a legal 

framework for collective bargaining on the farm.680 

 At almost the same moment that CRLA took up the unionization case, its lawyers in 

the Modesto office targeted the ability of growers to hire imported labor. This decision to 

fight labor importation further reveals the ways CRLA hoped to mobilize War on Poverty 

funds to fight rural inequality. While the Bracero Program formally ended in 1965, the Labor 

Department continued to help growers hire Mexican workers.681 CRLA attorney Sheldon 

Greene, based in Modesto, argued that the ability of growers to easily hire foreign workers at 

wages lower than the domestic rate undercut farmworker unionization.682 Greene’s reasoning 

here complemented the UFW’s controversial opinion. Chavez in particular viewed 

preventing labor importation from Mexico as crucial to strengthening the union.683 The UFW 

published reports detailing the failure of Immigration and Naturalization Services to prevent 
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border crossing and demanded that it forcibly remove these workers from the fields and 

deport them.684  

 As in the Wetherton cases, farmworkers prompted CRLA’s intervention. Modesto-

area tomato pickers filed a complaint with Greene and told him that growers replaced them 

with Mexican workers. These growers had in fact requested Labor Department assistance in 

getting 8,100 workers from across the border.685 Replacing domestic workers with foreign 

ones violated Labor Department protocol. Greene investigated further and found that growers 

also flouted minimum wage and housing rules governing labor importation.686 Greene filed 

an injunction with the US district court in San Jose and presented evidence that tomato 

growers did not follow Labor Department standards.687 Greene named Labor Department 

secretary Willard Wirtz, the department itself, and the growers in the suit and sought a 

temporary block on further labor importation until a stronger mechanism for enforcement of 

rules could be devised.688  

 The injunction lasted just over two weeks, but its timing, in the middle of the tomato 

harvest, all but ensured an angry reaction from growers. Bob Meyer, a King City tomato 

grower, decried what he called CRLA’s “harassing legal maneuvers” that prevented him 

from harvesting his crop.689 Les Hubbard, executive assistant for the Council of California 

Growers, argued that as a result of the suit growers found it better “to lose part of their crops 
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than harvest them at exorbitant costs.”690 The council estimated the suit cost growers nearly 

$500,000.691 One US senator from California, Republican George Murphy, blasted the use of 

tax dollars to sue the government and demanded Shriver “fire” James Lorenz for “improper 

and irresponsible action.”692 CRLA also faced criticism from the Democratic Party. US 

congressional representative B. F. Sisk of the Fresno area wrote President Johnson that 

CRLA’s suit would destroy his “constituents,” by which he meant the state’s growers, not the 

farmworkers.693  

 The suit ultimately ended in something of a stalemate. CRLA dropped the case when 

Wirtz agreed going forward to publicly disclose all requests for foreign farm labor and hold 

hearings when grievances arose.694 Further, in 1968 the Labor Department established a 

committee to review the processes for labor importation. Growers and labor representatives 

chosen by CRLA would sit on the committee.695 CRLA chose Chavez, Bert Corona of the 

Mexican American Political Association, and Mike Peevey, a representative from the 

California AFL-CIO. When it came time for the committee to meet in March 1968, however, 

the growers had not chosen any representatives and in fact boycotted the meeting altogether. 

Richard Thornton, manager of the California-Arizona Farm Labor Association, called it a 

“pressure play . . . to force recognition of the unions.” Lorenz expressed amazement that the 

growers would resist the government “by refusing to meet in the same room with 
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representatives of labor and the Mexican American community.”696 Wirtz punished growers 

by refusing to provide them with foreign workers for the rest of 1968.697 Wirtz’s decision 

provided CRLA with a significant, albeit temporary, victory that made it more difficult for 

growers to employ strikebreaking laborers hired abroad.698 CRLA nonetheless abandoned the 

issue soon after, and the case suggests the limits of a litigation-based strategy in the face of 

overwhelming grower power, their demand for cheap labor, and the state’s willingness to 

acquiesce. 

 A third case, originating in the Salinas office, operated at the nexus of welfare and 

labor rights and further illustrates CRLA’s efforts to reform California agriculture. The case, 

Ramos v. County of Madera, stemmed from the closure of Madera’s schools for the week of 

September 18, 1967, in order to help growers get labor for an emergency grape harvest. The 

Madera County Welfare Department also assisted growers by visiting recipients of Aid to 

Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and telling them they would lose their benefits 

unless they and their children over the age of ten worked the harvest. One welfare department 

caseworker told the Segovia family, for example, that the mother’s disabled arm and need to 

care for her developmentally disabled child should not prevent them from working in the 

fields. The caseworker made harassing phone calls to the Segovia household and forced the 

mother to leave the child unattended at home while she worked. Members of the Valera, 

Vega, Segovia, and Ramos families, who eventually sought CRLA’s help, all complied and 

worked under what they testified to be substandard conditions. The fields had no toilets, first 

aid kits, or clean drinking water. One child fell ill as a result of the work, and another was 
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injured. Eventually, these families had their assistance revoked because the welfare 

department deemed their work inadequate.699 

 The families originally appealed to the Madera County Welfare Department to have 

their benefits reinstated. After several months of silence from welfare officials, they sought 

the help of CRLA attorneys Dennis Powell, Maurice Jourdane, and Ralph Abascal. Powell 

filed a suit in the Madera County court against the county government, the welfare 

department, and its officials, charging that they violated statutes governing field conditions 

and broke child labor laws by forcing children under the age of sixteen to work. Powell and 

his clients sought damages and class injunctive relief, in this case demanding that the welfare 

department stop breaking welfare and labor law. The attorneys for the defendants, Roy Wolfe 

and Edward Chidlaw, challenged Powell’s case because the AFDC recipients had not 

exhausted the administrative grievance processes. They further argued that the welfare 

department’s actions fell within its “discretion” and that the department could not be held 

liable for damages. The judge, Thomas Coakley, sided with the county.700  

 Powell appealed to the California Supreme Court, where he eventually found success. 

Here, Powell restated his previous arguments but also argued that his clients had not 

exhausted the welfare department’s remedies because it could not reward damages or class 

injunctive relief. The court would have to settle this matter. The justices unanimously agreed 

that, because the welfare department only dealt with individual cases, the class-action nature 

of this case fell out of its bounds. Further, they found that the defendants violated state 

welfare law by creating new eligibility requirements, which only the state could do, by 

making the families work in an emergency harvest. The defendants violated their duty to 
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“obey legislative enactments” by forcing people to work under conditions that violated 

California’s labor code. CRLA’s clients received their damages, and the court issued an 

injunction against the defendants.701 Like other CRLA cases, Ramos had a broader impact. 

As a result of the decision, welfare recipients in California had the ability to sue welfare 

department employees and their employers, as well as other state officials responsible for 

causing injury. According to legal scholar Timothy Muris, welfare recipients could now 

better force public employees to “fulfill their duties of care.”702 CRLA’s litigation, shaped by 

farmworkers, ultimately provided an effective challenge to the intertwined power of growers 

and the state. 

 These successes, however, also engendered significant opposition. Indeed, hostility 

toward CRLA materialized quickly, even before it began winning controversial cases. Soon 

after CRLA received funding in 1966, the California State Bar, whose members often 

supported growers, enacted an anti-CRLA resolution. The board saw nefarious purposes in 

CRLA and attacked it for championing “militant advocacy . . . [for] the contentions of one 

side in an economic struggle now pending.” Clinton Bamberger, the LSP’s director, called 

this analysis “about the best . . . definition of the War on Poverty” he had heard.703 In a 1966 

Fresno Bee article, O. W. Fillerup, vice president of the Council of California Growers, 

called CRLA an illegitimate “social project to aid the rural poor.”704 Though Lorenz 

dismissed Fillerup’s comments as a reflection of his “bourgeois ideology,” he could not deny 
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that CRLA intended to aid California’s farmworkers and challenge the power of growers 

over them.705 

 While CRLA’s attorneys and their clients saw a labor-focused legal strategy as the 

best method for improving the bargaining position of farmworkers, they pursued a wide array 

of cases. Indeed, between July 1967 and June 1968, CRLA took over ten thousand cases 

touching on a variety of aspects of rural poverty and inequality. Housing issues, 

discrimination, education, divorce proceedings, and bankruptcy cases all went through the 

doors of CRLA offices. Importantly, CRLA’s attorneys did not see these non-labor cases as 

distinct from their overall strategy of reforming rural California’s political economy. 

According to Lorenz, the cases that might reform the structure of California farm labor law 

could not be separated from “the daily aspects of the campaign.”706 Even seemingly simple 

cases, Lorenz argued, opened a window into issues “common to the entire class” and 

emanated from their political, social, and economic positions.707 The daily casework of 

CRLA’s attorneys and community workers reflected the group’s larger vision of racial and 

economic justice in rural California.  

 CRLA’s actions against discrimination in municipal services in Wasco reflect this 

aspect of the group’s work. Rural communities in rural California did not often have modern 

public infrastructure like water and sewer lines, especially when farmworkers made up the 

majority of those communities. In Wasco, located in Kern County, the situation was 

particularly bad. Wasco had two separate water systems. One was public owned and served 

most of the town, and a second, privately owned water system that served a low-income 

section of town populated by sixty households of black and Mexican American farmworkers. 
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These farmworkers had long complained about the quality of their water and claimed that it 

was cloudy and smelled bad and stained their clothes when they used it for washing laundry. 

They took their complaints to the city who had the water analyzed. The results revealed no 

problems with the water.708 

 Unsatisfied with the city’s tests, in early 1967, these farmworkers brought their 

complaints to CRLA attorney Carol Silver, who headed up CRLA’s regional office in nearby 

MacFarland.709 Silver took new water samples provided by the farmworkers to a private 

chemist for new testing, which revealed dangerous impurities in the water.710 Silver’s office 

filed suit against the public and privately owned utility companies as well as the California 

Board of Health. After lengthy negotiations, Silver and the farmworkers reached a settlement 

with the privately owned water company. In response to the suit, the utility paid $3,000 to 

each family and instituted new regulations to improve water quality.711 While the Wasco case 

did not have the sort of far-reaching implications of cases like Wetherton and Ramos, it did 

reflect CRLA’s attempts, however limited at times, to improve farmworkers’ lives.  

 CRLA also took on discrimination against Mexican American and Spanish speaking 

students in California’s school system. In 1970, CRLA challenged a common practice in 

California schools that saw tens of thousands of Spanish speaking students classified as 

“educable mentally retarded.” The practice was brought to the agency’s attention by 

farmworkers in Soledad whose child, Diana, had received an English-only IQ test. Because 

she scored poorly on it, the school placed Diana in an “EMR” class with eight other students, 
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all of whom spoke Spanish as their primary language. Initially, CRLA arranged for Diana 

and the other students to retake the IQ test in Spanish, where they scored much higher and 

forced the school to place them in standard classes. Afterward, CRLA filed a lawsuit, Diana 

v State Board of Education, that challenged the practice statewide. CRLA won the suit, and 

as a result 22,000 Spanish speaking students who had been placed in EMR classes as a result 

of taking English-only IQ tests were allowed to retake the test in Spanish. Moreover, the suit 

forced the State Board of Education to develop culturally relevant IQ tests that would fairly 

test Spanish-speaking students.712 

 CRLA also took on major voting rights discrimination in California in 1967. Prior to 

that year, California’s state constitution contained an English literacy requirement for voting. 

This rule dated back to 1894 and was pushed for inclusion in the constitution by Republican 

assemblyman A.J. Bledsoe from Humboldt. Bledsoe had a clear anti-democratic outcome in 

mind, stating that its purpose was to protect the ballot from “the ignorant classes.” Bledsoe 

had been a member of a vigilante group named the Committee of Fifteen that forcibly 

expelled Chinese immigrants from Humboldt. Seventy years later, the requirement had 

obvious negative implications on California’s farmworkers who did not often have 

proficiency in English. Lorenz himself filed a lawsuit against Governor Ronald Reagan and 

other state officials on behalf of Mexican American and Puerto Rican farmworkers who 

brought the problem to CRLA’s attention. The case took three years to resolve, but in 1970 

the State Supreme Court ruled the English-language provision unconstitutional.713 CRLA’s 

anti-discrimination suits in the realms of municipal services, education, and voting rights fit 

well within its larger vision of agricultural reform. These cases reflected an attempt on the 
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part of CRLA to pursue a broader vision of rural reform grounded in racial and economic 

justice.  

 CRLA’s early successes, however, engendered significant opposition. California 

governor Ronald Reagan emerged as its leader, and his anti-CRLA campaign reflected his 

larger efforts as governor to restrict access to social services in the state.714 In 1970 Reagan 

began compiling a case against CRLA that would justify stripping it of its OEO funding.715 

Governors could veto funding for anti-poverty programs within their states but had to 

provide proof that the program violated OEO rules. To build his case against CRLA, Reagan 

hired Lewis Uhler to head the California state OEO. Uhler’s past suggested he would not be 

favorable to CRLA. John Rousselot, director of public relations for the John Birch Society, 

suggested Uhler to Reagan. After graduating from Boalt Hall in 1958, Uhler worked with the 

John Birch Society under Rousselot, who recommended Uhler because he had a “reputation 

for being painstaking and thorough in research.”716 Uhler put his skills to work in the creation 

of the 1970 Report of the Office of Economic Opportunity Commission on California Rural 

Legal Assistance, which formed the basis for Reagan’s case against CRLA.717 

 Uhler composed his report with evidence culled from a questionnaire sent to 3,400 

judges and attorneys in California and from interviews he conducted with past clients and 

defendants in CRLA cases.718 Uhler’s report levied three charges. First, CRLA cooperated 
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illegally with the UFW. Second, CRLA ignored clients in order to “chase” class-action 

lawsuits. Finally, the group had subverted “local control,” meaning that it often operated, 

with federal funding, against the wishes of local bar associations.719 The credibility of 

Uhler’s report proved dubious. Only the first charge actually violated OEO rules.720 Even 

conservative columnist James Kilpatrick called it as biased as an “evaluation of the Chicago 

Police by Eldridge Cleaver.”721 Nonetheless, the report provided Reagan with what he 

needed to try to undermine CRLA, and on December 26, 1970, Reagan told the federal OEO 

he intended to veto its funding.722 

 While CRLA would eventually be cleared of these charges, that outcome could not be 

guaranteed. It seemed at first that CRLA would be sacrificed on the altar of Republican Party 

politics. President Richard Nixon and Governor Reagan represented the party’s different 

wings, and Nixon knew he needed the support of the popular conservative figure going into 

the 1972 election.723 Nixon told Republican moderates in California not to “attack Reagan in 

any ideological dispute” because they needed California’s support at the 1972 convention.724 

Reagan also used his office to spread the report’s claims while simultaneously preventing 

reporters from taking copies home, to preclude the report from being effectively 

scrutinized.725 Finally, Reagan framed a short-term refunding of CRLA, which the OEO 
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provided until the report could be investigated, as part of a gradual phasing out of the 

program.726 

 The OEO established a commission composed of three Republican judges to 

investigate the report’s claims. Hearings began on March 27, 1971 and spanned fifteen days. 

The commission interviewed over two hundred witnesses.727 Reagan and Uhler refused to 

participate because they did not want a public and adversarial commission, which would 

subject the report to critical scrutiny, and instead desired a fact-finding committee.728 While 

the hearings transpired, Reagan continued his media campaign and insinuated that CRLA 

firebombed an office occupied by former defendants in a CRLA suit.729 Nonetheless, the 

commission cleared CRLA of all charges. It condemned Uhler and his report, stating that it 

“unfairly and irresponsibly subjected” CRLA attorneys to “totally unjustified attacks.”730 

Following the ruling, the OEO fully refunded CRLA.731 

 Though CRLA secured its federal funding, Reagan’s attacks had a destabilizing effect 

on legal services and the War on Poverty.732 LSP supporters called for a politically 

independent body to administer the program that would be insulated from threats posed by 

politicians like Reagan. Nixon also sought such a program, if for different reasons. After his 

own confrontation with Reagan, Nixon wanted an independent program so his administration 

could be shielded from LSP controversies.733 Congressional debates over how much power 
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the president should have to appoint directors of the new legal services program prevented a 

quick resolution, but by July 1974 President Gerald Ford signed into law the Legal Services 

Corporation Act. This act established a new body, the Legal Services Corporation (LSC), to 

oversee the program.734 

 Scholars disagree about the law’s impact. It had certain advantages, such as 

instituting a goal of minimum access that required that two legal services lawyers exist for 

every ten thousand individuals. While the ratio seems low, it provided the LSC with a 

rationale to expand.735 The act did not, however, provide political insulation for legal 

services. The LSC depended on Congress for funds, and the president had the power to 

appoint all members of the corporation’s board of directors.736 Further, some have argued 

that the creation of the LSC turned legal services into a bureaucracy and dulled its potential 

for law reform.737 Others have contended, however, that law reform flourished in the 1970s 

and that legal services for the poor would not see their true demise until 1996 as part of 

President Bill Clinton’s broader restructuring of the welfare state.738 

 CRLA’s efforts toward banning the use of short-handled hoes suggests that 

uncertainty surrounding legal services did not prevent CRLA from taking cases that sought to 

reform California agriculture. The short-handled hoe came to California with Japanese 

farmworkers in the late nineteenth century, and its size allowed for precision in shaping soil, 

removing weeds, and harvesting. However, Japanese farmworkers never used the tool for 
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long because it required them to bend over and strain their backs.739 When growers replaced 

Japanese workers with other groups, they continued to require the tool’s usage. They prized it 

for its accuracy and efficiency, but for other reasons as well. According to one field 

supervisor, he preferred the tool because with longer-handled hoes he could not “tell whether 

they are working or just leaning on their hoes. With the short-handled hoe I know when they 

are not working by how often they stand up.”740 The tool became a way for growers to 

control workers and impose discipline.741 

 CRLA’s work on the short-handled how grew out of farmworker agitation. When 

workers of Mexican descent became dominant in California’s fields, they quickly came to 

despise the tool, which they referred to as el cortito, or “the short one.”742 Workers regularly 

resisted its use but failed to have it removed from the fields.743 CRLA’s lawyers did not 

originally target the tool as part of their reform efforts, and it only became part of their 

agenda because farmworkers demanded that CRLA address it. In 1969 Jourdane and 

community worker Harry Cantu visited a labor camp outside Salinas as part of a project 

documenting farmworker housing. One farmworker became exasperated with Jourdane and 

Cantu’s focus on housing and exclaimed, “This is bullshit! There are real problems for you to 

deal with, like el cortito.” According to Jourdane, the man’s fellow farmworkers “supported 

his demand.” After further visits to the camp, Jourdane and CRLA decided to take on el 

cortito.744 

 After several years of research and interviews, in 1972 Jourdane brought his case 

against the tool to California’s Industrial Safety Board (ISB), an administrative body 
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responsible for workplace safety regulations. Governor Reagan appointed ISB board 

members, so Jourdane knew his case would be difficult. However, ISB decisions could be 

appealed to the state supreme court, where Jourdane believed he would have better luck.745 

Jourdane argued that the use of the hoe violated Title 8 of the ISB code, which banned unsafe 

hand tools. Jourdane contended that the ISB, which believed Title 8 applied only to faulty or 

broken tools, held an overly narrow interpretation. Jourdane presented testimony from 

farmworkers who complained of the long-term injury the tool caused them and the way 

growers used it to control their labor. They also stated that a long-handled hoe worked as 

efficiently as its shorter counterpart. Further, Jourdane presented evidence from doctors who 

incontrovertibly stated that the tool damaged farmworker bodies. In contrast, growers who 

argued against CRLA presented no clear counter-evidence but instead claimed that 

opponents exaggerated the effects of the tool’s use. They testified that damage resulted only 

from improper use.746 

 Jourdane’s instincts about the ISB proved correct. The board ruled in July 1973 that 

the tool could be used in California’s fields and that Title 8 only applied to defective tools. 

Jourdane immediately appealed to the California Supreme Court, which accepted the case. 

Evelle Younger, the state’s attorney general who presented the ISB’s case, argued that the 

court could not overturn the ISB’s ruling because CRLA sought a new regulation from the 

ISB specifically banning the hoe. Justice Matthew Tobriner easily dismissed this argument, 

however, and claimed CRLA clearly wanted a broader interpretation of an existing 

regulation, on which the court could rule. Tobriner argued that the ISB too narrowly 

interpreted its statute against unsafe hand tools and maintained that nothing in the rule, which 
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only stated that “unsafe hand tools shall not be used,” justified the ISB’s interpretation. 

Further, Tobriner argued that other ISB statutes demanded that rules should be given a 

“liberal interpretation” to ensure worker safety. Tobriner ultimately did not reverse the ISB’s 

decision but commanded it instead to rethink its decision in light of his argument.747 

Fortunately for CRLA the recent election of Democratic governor Jerry Brown, seen as 

sympathetic to farmworkers, changed the composition of the ISB, and on April 7, 1975, the 

ISB finally issued a ban on el cortito.748 

 In spite of CRLA’s successes, by the end of the 1970s and early 1980s the climate in 

which it operated shifted and became less hospitable. For example, the UFW’s decline 

undermined a critical base of CRLA’s support and vitality.749 Changes in California’s 

agricultural economy also challenged CRLA’s unionization victories. Growers circumvented 

union contracts by breaking their operations into smaller pieces and contracting with 

nonunion labor. Further, shipper-retailers, who became increasingly powerful in a food 

supply chain controlled by supermarkets, also bypassed unions by working with nonunion 

contractors.750 Some of CRLA’s victories also proved to be short lived. In the early 1980s 

reports stated that el cortito had been spotted once again in the fields.751 Further, public 

officials frequently ignored the court injunctions made possible by Ramos because they knew 
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post-decision oversight would be minimal.752 These examples substantiated Lorenz and 

Bellow’s arguments that legal activism without strong enforcement from the state and social 

movements would do little to protect courthouse victories.  

 Finally, budget cuts and changes in the rules governing the LSC weakened CRLA’s 

position. As president, Reagan continued his attacks on legal services for the poor by 

slashing the LSC’s budget and obstructing its operation by nominating board members 

hostile to its mission.753 Another blow came from President Bill Clinton. Aside from further 

budget cutting, Clinton’s administration issued a new rule prohibiting LSC-funded groups 

from engaging in class-action lawsuits.754 These laws made it exceedingly difficult to 

represent farmworkers as a group and achieve far-reaching law reforms. 

 

CRLA’s history of legal activism, particularly its labor-focused peak in the 1960s and 1970s, 

illuminates a key, farm-centered vision of rural reform in the postwar period. In contrast to 

proponents of rural development, who largely bracketed the question of the farm, CRLA and 

its farmworker partners saw reform and regulation of the agricultural economy as the proper 

path for solving problems of rural poverty and inequality. CRLA’s attorneys sought to use 

the legal system to reform the deeply unequal farm economy in California. CRLA focused on 

improving the bargaining position of California’s farmworkers through legal actions that 

bolstered unionization, improved field conditions, and checked the abuses of grower power. 

Poor people, in this case primarily Mexican American farmworkers, also played a critical 

role in shaping CRLA’s efforts. They brought complaints to attorneys, investigated field 

conditions as community workers, and influenced CRLA’s labor-focused strategy while 

sitting on the organization’s board. 
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 However, CRLA was not the only group pursuing dramatic agricultural reforms. As 

we will see in the next chapter, across the south black farmers began forming a variety of 

cooperative ventures in an effort to improve their economic position and create an alternative 

to the increasingly large-scale agricultural economy spreading across the region in the 

postwar period.  
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Chapter Six 

Building a Cooperative Farm Economy in Georgia and Missouri 

 In California, CRLA set aside questions of landlessness and tenure, focusing instead 

on improving the bargaining position and workplace conditions of the state’s proletarianized 

agricultural workforce. For the Federation of Southern Cooperatives (FSC), these questions 

formed the core of its approach to the rural crisis. Spread across the south and lower Midwest 

with long histories of small farms and agricultural activism, the FSC represented a strand of 

agricultural reform that embraced a smaller-scale cooperative agriculture as an alternative to 

industrial farming. Funded early on by the War on Poverty and the Ford Foundation, the 

group reached its peak in the mid-1970s, with 110 co-ops representing 30,000 southern, 

mostly African America, farm families.755 The FSC did not venerate or romanticize the small 

farmer, nor did it seek to turn back the clock on agricultural history. Instead, it embraced an 

agricultural future made up of small, cooperatively organized farms that would create not 

only a more equitable agriculture but be productive and efficient as well. By improving the 

economic power of black farmers, the FSC hoped to reverse black rural outmigration and 

achieve greater political, economic, and racial equality for black farmers. The FSC’s leaders 

wanted to create a black rural renaissance that positioned rural America as a haven and 

alternative to the city. For the FSC, then, the small farm co-op would be a vehicle for the 

broader political and economic transformation of black rural America.    

 An examination of the FSC’s work in Georgia and Missouri also illustrates the global 

character of farm reform projects in the postwar period. As scholars of rural development 

have shown, experts and ideas often circulated the globe, and development projects tried in 
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one place were often tried in other, quite different, contexts around the world.756 The FSC, 

for example, drew inspiration from land reform projects tried in other countries, particularly 

Israel. Moreover, local land reform advocates in Missouri’s bootheel region had worked on 

rural development and land reform projects in countries ranging from India to Honduras. 

Though the FSC and its member co-ops responded to local problems of racial and economic 

inequality in agriculture, their efforts and ideas formed part of a broader, global discussion 

surrounding agricultural reform. 

 This chapter examines the many projects of the Federation of Southern Cooperatives. 

Though the FSC had a presence in every southern state, this chapter will focus on its 

activities in Missouri and Georgia, which reflected the broad range of cooperative activities 

undertaken by the FSC. The FSC acted in part as a sort of USDA for black farmers who had 

found themselves ignored or discriminated against by agricultural institutions. It provided co-

op members with information on how to diversify their operations and better manage their 

farms. It also financed a wide array of cooperative institutions. It helped small farmers band 

together to purchase and share seeds, machinery, and tools, as well as form cooperative 

marketing arrangements for the selling and distribution of their goods. Moreover, the FSC 

supported more experimental communal farming arrangements in both Missouri and 

Georgia. Like CRLA, the FSC programs and the challenges they posed to entrenched power 

structures engendered a dramatic backlash. The attacks experienced by the FSC, however, 

were in some ways far more vicious. While CRLA managed to weather these attacks on its 

program, the FSC found itself operating on a much smaller, diminished scale by the early 
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1980s.  

 

When the FSC formed in 1967, southern black farming communities had been struggling 

with poverty, outmigration, forced expulsion, and institutional neglect for decades. The 

average size of black-owned farms hovered around 50 acres in the mid-1960s, about a 

quarter of the size of white farms, and earned only $883 per year.757 The USDA and local 

lending institutions actively discriminated against these farmers, which cut them off from the 

financial and technical assistance that would have allowed them to expand and improve their 

operations.758 Black tenant farmers and sharecroppers also found themselves increasingly out 

of work after the 1930s. New Deal farm policy subsidized farmers who took land out of 

production. Many of those farmers were white landowners with large farms, and they met the 

demands of agricultural policy by taking land worked by black tenants out of production. 

Many of these people simply left the rural south, while others stayed and worked as 

underpaid farm hands or in low-wage factories. Additionally, as civil rights protests spread 

across the south, white landowners responded by kicking black activists off the land.759 

These shifts almost totally did away with the southern sharecropping system and had a 

dramatic impact on black landowners as well. Between 1954 and 1968, the number of black 

farm owners dropped from 175,000 to 66,815. In Georgia, the total fell from 12,049 to 4,450 

during the same time period.760 The FSC grew out of this crisis in black agriculture.  
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 The formation of the FSC in 1967 emerged after several years of disparate 

cooperative organizing among southern black farmers. These cooperatives, which began 

forming in the early 1960s, sought to fill the void left by the USDA and other rural 

institutions. Their efforts revolved around helping members gain access to credit and 

consumer goods, as well as market their agricultural or handicraft products.761 In 1966, a 

group of these early cooperative organizers met at the Mt. Beulah Training Center in 

Edwards, Mississippi to form a central service organization that could support the 

burgeoning movement. The attendees formed the FSC to coordinate their activities and 

elected Charles Prejean as the executive director. Prejean himself had come from the black 

cooperative movement. During his college years in the early 1960s, Prejean helped form a 

number of cooperatives in southwest Louisiana and continued this work after graduation with 

the Southern Consumers Cooperative.762 By the summer of 1967, Prejean and the FSC had 

hired a small staff to operate the group’s central office in Atlanta.  

 From that burgeoning southern city, Prejean shaped the FSC into an organization at 

once intensely practical yet motivated by a broader vision of rural life. On the practical side, 

the FSC devoted itself to helping small black farmers become more profitable. While Prejean 

wanted to make farms profitable through enhancing productivity, his solution did not line up 

with the USDA’s emphasis on large-scale monocropping. Prejean argued that black farmers 

had for too long attempted to grow cotton, corn, or tobacco on plots of land that were too 

small to turn a profit. Instead, he wanted farmers to diversify and focus on vegetables and 
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animal husbandry, which he believed were more economically viable on small farms.763 FSC 

training programs would teach farmers how to reshape their farms for these new operations, 

instruct them in basic bookkeeping skills, and provide grants and loans to members so they 

could purchase seeds, machinery, and other necessary items to reorient their farms.764 The 

FSC did not imagine small farmers achieving this expansion on their own, and believed the 

cooperative form would be critical for this growth. By helping these small farmers organize 

co-ops, the FSC positioned them to better pool their limited resources, collectively bargain 

for higher prices for their products, and lower prices on seeds, fertilizer, and machinery.765 

For a group of farmers who had long been ignored by the USDA, the FSC’s programs 

represented a major departure.    

The FSC sought to do more than simply to improve profitability for black farmers but 

to build a more equitable farm economy. Prejean saw a small-scale, cooperative farm 

economy as a counter to what he called the “corporate dominated farming” that had 

concentrated southern political and economic power.766 He envisioned the creation of a small 

cooperative economy with more widely dispersed landownership that could provide 

economic security and prosperity for black farmers. For Prejean, the democratic aspects of 
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co-ops provided the means to achieve these reforms.767 The co-op offered a venue for small 

black farmers to participate in daily economic decision-making that would, in the process, 

build their economic as well as political power.  

 For the FSC and Prejean, this democratization of the southern farm economy would 

not occur without linking agricultural reform with the black freedom struggle. Prejean 

explicitly framed the co-op as an intervention into the period’s civil rights activism. The 

organization saw a cooperative farm economy as a way to push the black freedom movement 

in a new direction.768 Prejean celebrated the political and civil rights victories of the mid-

1960s, but viewed them as “unanchored” and lacking in “economic foundations.”769 In the 

wake of the Civil and Voting Rights Acts, Prejean believed that African Americans, 

especially, black farmers, lacked the economic power to make those rights a reality.770 

Turning toward economic justice and self-determination, Prejean argued, needed to be the 

next terrain for black freedom struggles.771 In rural areas, cooperation among black farmers 

would give them an economic foundation on which they could achieve political and racial 

equality and, in the process, revive black rural America. 

Indeed, reversing the dramatic depopulation of black rural communities in the south 

formed a central component of the group’s vision of agricultural reform. The FSC made 

explicit a critique of the city as a place where black political and economic equality could be 

realized. For Prejean, the city did not represent economic opportunity, but only further 
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poverty. He wanted the black cooperative movement to get people back on the land, and to 

keep the people already there on it. However, Prejean did not portray rural life in idyllic or 

pastoral terms. Instead, he and the FSC simply saw landed independence and a diversely 

planted farm, enmeshed in cooperative institutions, as the best means to revive rural black 

communities and secure political, racial, and economic equality. Prejean’s emphasis on 

getting people back on the land reflected an argument made by proponents of rural 

development about using development to solve both rural and urban problems. From Prejean 

and the FSC’s perspectives, offering people a better way of life in the country through 

cooperative farming could also solve problems of urban congestion and poverty.772  

 These various elements of the FSC program coalesced into a broader vision of rural 

life. At the center stood the co-op, populated by black farmers who worked small plots of 

land and planted a diverse farm. This rural economy would be localized, with Prejean 

imagining “self-sustaining communities throughout the south of…locally owned, financed, 

and operated businesses.”773 This locally owned, cooperatively organized rural economy 

would also be free of racial subjugation. Prejean wanted to build back farm cooperatives that 

would not be dependent upon, or dominated by, “white folks.”774 Importantly, the FSC did 

not look backward to formulate its new rural vision. The group regularly emphasized that 

rural communities must have modern services and infrastructure, and that farmers should 
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adopt new technologies and practices when useful.775 These locally owned co-ops would be 

tied into domestic as well as foreign markers. Prejean wanted black farmers to be part of the 

“world economic system” and open agricultural markets abroad to black southern farmers.776 

Thus, the FSC articulated a vision of rural America that was locally owned and controlled, 

free of economic and racial exploitation, and agriculturally productive.  

 One place the FSC tried to make this rural vision a reality was at its farm in Epes, 

Alabama. Working in the model of extension support to farmers, the FSC founded a 1,300 

acre “Rural Training, Research, and Demonstration Farm” in western Alabama.777 Though it 

followed a model not unlike that of the USDA, its mission, and the people it supported, 

differed quite dramatically. Jim Jones, director of the Epes facilities and a former SNCC 

organizer, wanted to improve small farms in an “increasingly mechanized, sophisticated, and 

capital-intensive” agricultural economy.778 Jones’ goal, though, was not to have small 

farmers replicate their larger competitors, but build an alternative model of agricultural 

development focused on cooperation and agricultural diversity. The Epes farm also extended 

its services to farmers who had never been assisted by the USDA or agricultural colleges. 
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Jones wanted to extend services to black farmers who owned small plots of land. Sometimes, 

farmers would travel to the Epes farm to attend classes, while at other times the Jones sent 

out agricultural experts to meet with people on their farms.  

 The main outline of the program at the Epes farm can be seen through its “Small 

Farmers Training School.” This program, conducted at the farm, instructed farmers in basic 

farm management principles, but also in the agricultural and cooperative principles that 

underlay the FSC. The school led classes, for example, about the benefits of year-round crop 

production and crop diversity. In contrast to the specialization and monocropping pushed by 

the USDA, the FSC’s training school not only praised the benefits of diverse crops, but also 

the introduction of small cattle and swine operations.779 The training school taught farmers 

basic skills in bookkeeping, farm management, and soil testing. While these studies might 

seem prosaic at first, in the context of black exclusion from the farm institutions like the 

USDA that had historically imparted this knowledge, these classes appeared radical. The 

FSC hired agricultural experts to teach these classes and would have been some of the first 

experts many black farmers learned from.780 Aside from learning new skills in planting and 

management, small farmers also studied how farm cooperatives worked, as well as the social 

and economic principles that undergirded the FSC’s vision of a cooperative farm economy. 

In 1971 alone, over 1,200 co-op members participated.781 While Jones wanted the Epes farm 

to help farmers survive in an agricultural economy shaped by the precepts of the USDA, the 

emphasis on small scales and crop diversity in its training programs explicitly challenged 

mainstream farm policy’s adherence to the big farm and monocultures. In this way, Epes 
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epitomized the FSC’s commitment to small black farmers as well as its broader vision of 

how rural America and agriculture should be structured.  

 Aside from training co-op members at the Epes farm, the FSC also provided financial 

and technical assistance to cooperatives organized by small landowners and renters. The 

West and East Georgia Farmers’ Cooperatives exemplified the sorts of co-ops the FSC 

helped. West Georgia, one of the FSC’s first members, formed in 1963 in Harris County, 

while farmers founded East Georgia in Waynesboro in 1968.782 Both co-ops emerged in 

predominately black, poor, and rural counties.783 Like the FSC membership more broadly, 

tenure status in these co-ops varied. Tenants made up the majority in the East Georgia co-op, 

while landowners predominated in West Georgia.784 Comprehensive membership totals are 

sketchy, but at their heights in the mid-1970s, the West and East Georgia co-ops had 400 and 

700 members, respectively.785 Like the broader FSC, both co-ops conceived of their mission 

in terms of preventing rural outmigration and expanding the political and economic power of 

black farmers.786  

 The low-incomes of the farmers who composed the West and East Georgia 

Cooperatives meant that they had to rely extensively on financial assistance from the FSC to 

build their institutions. Funding from the FSC revolved in part around helping co-ops build 
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up a cooperative infrastructure that could provide a variety of services to members that would 

strengthen cooperative ties among farmers. The FSC provided loans and grants to the co-ops 

so that they could construct sheds and purchase cooperatively owned tools.787 Similarly, FSC 

financing allowed the co-ops to purchase larger items, particularly trucks, that farmers could 

use to transport their goods to the market.788 With FSC support, the West Georgia 

Cooperative opened its own gas station to provide discounted fuel to farmers.789 FSC 

assistance also helped the East Georgia Cooperative start a “custom work” program that 

provided farmers with machine repair and other services essential to farm operation.790  

 The major focus of FSC assistance, though, went toward helping cooperatives and 

their members improve their incomes so that they could stay on the land. In part, the FSC 

helped the Georgia co-ops purchase seeds for their members, broker marketing arrangements 

with favorable terms, and establish farmers markets.791 Another major program focused on 

extending agriculture production into the winter. This “winter crop program” saw the FSC 

provide the Georgia co-ops with seeds, plants, fertilizers, pesticides, and technical assistance 

so they could begin growing late season vegetables to diversify production and generate an 

income year-round.792  
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 The FSC also partnered with the Heifer Project, Intl. to help the West and East 

Georgia co-ops develop a “feeder pig” operation. The Heifer Project, based in Little Rock, 

Arkansas, was a nonprofit development group that provided livestock to farmers in poor 

agricultural communities throughout the world. One of its programs focused on providing 

farmers feeder pigs, typically forty to eighty-pound farm-raised pigs sold for slaughter. The 

FSC saw feeder pig operations as potentially lucrative ventures for their member co-ops. 

Feeder pig programs had low initial overhead and promised relatively quick returns. The 

FSC’s partnership with Heifer allowed the group to provide the West and East Georgia co-

ops with pigs, as well as financial and technical assistance to help farmers fence in land, 

construct the necessary buildings, and market the pigs once they reached maturity. The 

program also helped each co-op establish pig raising operations on land owned collectively 

by the co-ops, with the goal of creating a supply of pigs that could be distributed to members. 

Income accrued from the feeder pig program varied. FSC statistics suggest that farmers 

brought in anywhere from $800 to $5,000 extra a year.793  

 While the West and East Georgia co-ops represented the average co-ops funded by 

the FSC, the group also supported more experimental, far-reaching cooperative ventures. 

Exemplary in this regard was New Communities Inc. (NCI). Formed in southwest Georgia in 

1969, NCI attempted to establish communal farming villages instead of cooperatively 

organizing individual landowners or renter. At the head of NCI stood Charles Sherrod, a 

minister and organizer of the Southwest Georgia Project, which spearheaded rural civil rights 
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organizing in the region.794 Robert Swann and Slater King, who also played pivotal roles in 

civil rights organizing in southwest Georgia, helped Sherrod found NCI.795  

 Despite its embrace of cooperative farming, NCI fit in well with the FSC’s larger 

goals and provided some of its most full-throated justifications for the cooperative as a rural 

alternative to outmigration and as a consummation of civil rights activism. Sherrod’s turn to 

land reform came out of his southern voting rights organizing in the early 1960s. Sherrod’s 

experience attempting to organize black tenant farmers taught him that the “man who owns 

the land owns you.”796 Much like Prejean and the broader FSC, Sherrod saw landed 

independence as key to black equality and as the best way to make concrete the political and 

civil rights victories of the mid-1960s. Given its focus on landed independence, NCI’s 

leadership expressed major skepticism about the city as a refuge for black Americans. 

Swann, for example, framed the co-op as a way to get black families back on land which had 

been stolen or expropriated in “one way or another from them.”797 Sherrod also argued that 

the “exodus” of rural people to the cities needed to stop. The co-op would create a rural 

refuge and be an “economically viable alternative to urbanization for landless tenants and 
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sharecroppers.”798 The farm cooperative could provide an economic independence and 

prosperity that work in industrial cities could not.  

 Though focused on the particular problems faced by black rural southerners, NCI’s 

program drew on knowledge and expertise from land reform initiatives abroad. NCI’s plans 

for a cooperative farming venture in the south became more concrete after a trip by Sherrod, 

Swann, and King to Israel in 1968 in order to study that country’s agricultural co-ops. Over 

the course of the trip, the group visited several Israeli farm communities and spoke to 

government officials to learn about the country’s farm policies.799 The men spent most of 

their time studying the moshav-style farming community.800 The moshav was made up from 

a cluster of small, privately owned farms, typically ten acres or less, with collectively farmed 

plots and communally-owned farm machinery. Typically, one hundred to one thousand 

people lived and worked in the moshav, which provided them with marketing services, 

transportation, irrigation, credit, education, and a variety of other services. In the late 1960s, 

Israel’s three hundred moshavs produced nearly fifty percent of all its farm products.801 

Sherrod’s interest in Israeli farm co-ops reflected the FSC’s curiosity with Israeli agriculture 

more broadly. Prejean and others in the FSC also travelled to Israel twice in the late 1960s 

study Israeli farming techniques. Like Sherrod, Prejean liked Israeli agriculture for its ability 

to mix support for small farmers with highly productive agriculture.802  

 
798 “Planning for a Rural New-Town in Southwest Georgia, A Preliminary Prospectus,” 

March 1969; “Meeting of Fund-Raising Committee of New Communities, Inc.,” 25 August 1969, 
Folder 10, Box 56, NSF Records; “A Proposal for the Development of Rural New Towns,” 20 
January 1969, Folder 42, Box 59, FSC Records.  

799 To Charles Prejean from Charles Sherrod, 9 July 1968, Folder 8, Box 28, FSC Records. 
800 Gottschalk, “Planning Radical Change.” 
801 To Mitchell Sviridoff from Bryant George, 24 January 1972, Folder 2087, Box 337, RBF, 

RAC; Ehud Yonay, “Small Farms in Israel: Will They Work Here?” Independent Press-Telegram, 4 
August 1974; Nora Levin, “The Southern Cooperatives: Working to Save Rural America,” The 
Courier-Journal, 13 June 1971. 

802 To Charles Prejean from Bryant George, 4 October 1971, Reel 1690, Section 4, General 
Correspondence; “A Proposal for the Support of a Winter Crop Program and the General Program of 



 

 
274 

 Much closer to home, NCI also consciously drew from New Deal precedents.803 

During the 1930s, one of the biggest proponents of cooperative agriculture within the 

Roosevelt administration was Rexford Tugwell, a Columbia University economist who 

became a major proponent of a far-reaching reimagining of U.S. farm policy. Tugwell 

proselytized the large, cooperatively run farm as the solution to a whole host of rural and 

agricultural issues. In 1935, Roosevelt appointed Tugwell the head of the Resettlement 

Administration, an agency focused on solutions to farm poverty. For a short period of time, 

Tugwell used the agency to establish cooperative farms, but found his hopes dashed by 

proponents of more conventional farm arrangements within the administration and 

conservatives in Congress. Sherrod pointed to this earlier program and some of the successes 

it had achieved, calling his plans more than just a “will-of-the-wisp.”804  

 Sherrod’s embrace of the RA’s plans and legacy illustrates important continuities 

between prewar and postwar farm reform efforts. NCI’s final plans reflected the lessons it 

drew from Israel and the New Deal on the benefits that could be derived from cooperative 

farming. NCI’s plan revolved around the purchase of a large, 4,800 acre plot of farmland in 

Lee County, for which it would be the sole owner. NCI’s staff would select people from the 

southwest Georgia region who would live and work on the land and have rights to a 

particular plot of land for as long as they lived on it. Sherrod imagined that each community 

would have fifty to one hundred homes clustered around a central square, which would have 

light industry and essential social services. Each home would have a small subsistence plot 

and beyond those plots would be a larger piece of land farmed communally. As NCI became 

financially stable, Sherrod envisioned this model spreading throughout the rural south. This 
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plan to turn a piece of southwest Georgia into a communal farm hinged on substantial 

financial support from the Office of Economic Opportunity. The OEO initially granted NCI a 

small sum to plan and scout for locations. It also expected a much larger, $1 million grant to 

finance the purchase of the land.805 

 However, well-organized opposition from local, state, and national elites ultimately 

pushed the OEO to deny NCI that essential grant. The earliest source of opposition came 

from E.L. Forrester, who represented southwest Georgia in Congress between 1951 and 

1965. Afterward he became a prominent local lawyer.806 Politically, Forrester sat on the far-

right of the southern Democratic Party. Forrester had been in contact, for example, with the 

extreme right-wing Christian Nationalist Coalition, which shaped how he understood NCI. 

The group sent Forrester a map they produced depicting the borders of a southern “Negro 

Communist State” intent on taking over the region. Forrester told the coalition that saw this 

supposed communist takeover as a “highly active threat.”807 This statement reflected more 

than just Forrester’s attempt to placate his constituents. Soon after corresponding with the 

group, Forrester began writing Georgia Senator Richard Russell, warning him about the 

NCI’s attempt to create an “all-negro community” to “takeover” Lee County and urged him 

to do what he could to obstruct it.808 Russell passed these concerns on to Donald Rumsfeld, 

who at this time headed the OEO, and other agency officials.809  
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 Another critical source of opposition came from local War on Poverty funded groups 

in Lee County. Otis Hill, the chairman of the Lee County Neighborhood Service Center and 

owner of a car dealership, claimed he did not outright oppose NCI, but did set up meetings 

that provided an outlet for local opponents to organize and express their concerns.810 At the 

regional level, the Southwest Georgia Community Action Council, chaired by a lawyer 

named Sam Gardner, came out staunchly against any further funds for NCI. This opposition 

from Forrester and southwest Georgia’s War on Poverty groups eventually trickled up to 

Governor Lester Maddox. Governors had the ability to veto OEO funded projects in their 

state, which then forced the OEO director to overrule or sustain the veto. Maddox’s long 

history opposition to civil rights did not portend well for NCI. When it came time to decide 

whether to veto NCI’s grant application, Maddox labelled the group a “refuge” that would 

perpetuate what he called the “vicious cycle of poverty.” He promised to veto all of NCI’s 

requests for OEO grants, which placed the burden of funding NCI in the hands of Rumsfeld’s 

OEO, who could choose to override the state level veto.811 

 Rumsfeld ultimately sided with Maddox and the opposition to NCI. At the end of 

September 1970, the OEO decided not to fund NCI. Joe Maldonado, the assistant director for 

OEO’s program development, stated that the decision came as a result of a report produced 

by the Southwest Georgia Community Action Council. This report highlighted a lack of local 

support for NCI and the poor quality of farmland the group sought to purchase. This latter 

point in particular contradicted an assessment of the land’s quality performed by NCI in 
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conjunction with a private contractor.812 Nonetheless, this denial forced NCI to look 

elsewhere for funds if it wanted it purchase the land, and the group turned to the private 

mortgage market to secure the bulk of the financing. The group signed an $800,000 mortgage 

with Prudential Insurance, with the remaining $200,000 balance covered by church-based 

economic development groups and the National Sharecropper Fund.813 While this 

arrangement allowed NCI to secure the largest tract of black-owned land in the U.S., it also 

put it into a deep debt from which it would never escape and which caused major operational 

problems.814 

 The loss of OEO funding also forced NCI to recalibrate its plans. Though it had 

initially hoped to parcel out land to families immediately, the need to pay down the debt 

shifted the group’s priorities. Sherrod and the NCI leadership operated the farm essentially as 

a landlord, land use planner, and foreman: NCI’s farm management committee would decide 

what to plant and would hire farm hands to do the work. NCI embraced the FSC’s call for 

diversely planted fields, and focused its efforts on growing staple commodities, as well as 

vegetables, cattle, and pigs. Sherrod hoped that such a mixture would allow NCI to get its 

debt under control so it could begin the process of parceling out land to families.815 However, 

the farm never cleared nearly enough profit to begin making payments on the $100,000 
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yearly mortgage payment. By the end of the 1970s, NCI owed over $1 million in debt.816 

Aside from mounting debt, NCI faced adverse planting conditions. Drought plagued much of 

southwest Georgia throughout the 1970s, which hindered the effective cultivation of the 

land.817  

 While NCI suffered from a hostile opposition and financial troubles, other problems 

emerged from circumstances under the leadership’s control. Most significantly in this regard, 

farm mismanagement and worker exploitation undercut NCI’s ability to function. The latter 

problem in particular undermined the group’s calls for racial and economic justice. In 1974, 

workers at NCI launched a strike in an attempt to correct course. Led by a farmworker named 

Leroy Wilkins, workers charged that NCI’s problems emerged from the incompetence of 

farm manager Harrison Miller and marketing director Linda Youngblood. Wilkins reserved 

his strongest critiques for Sherrod, who he called a “master criminal and principle architect 

of our abuses.” Wilkins charged Sherrod with hoarding what little money NCI made to pay 

high salaries for himself and the leadership. To fix NCI, Wilkins argued that workers needed 

more control over its operations. Moreover, Wilkins wanted a shift in farm operations away 

from production for profit and toward a model of production for use. This anti-capitalist, 

anti-authoritarian message led workers to engage in a six-month strike, during which Sherrod 

replaced most of the workers with scabs. In response, Wilkins pushed Georgia’s state-level 

FSC leaders to oust NCI from the group but could not secure a majority vote. By the middle 

of 1975, worker activism fizzled, and Sherrod declared the “labor problem” over.818 
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However, NCI struggled with profitability over the course of the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

and NCI’s goal of becoming a haven for displaced tenants and sharecroppers never 

materialized. 

 

Though the deep south formed the center of the FSC, the group’s vision of cooperative 

farming extended north to Missouri’s bootheel region, one of state’s most productive 

agricultural areas. There, a group of ex-sharecroppers and reform minded ministers formed 

BASIC, Bootheel Agricultural Services Incorporated, in 1966. BASIC, which joined the FSC 

soon after its founding, sought to provide access to land and agricultural work for displaced, 

primarily black sharecroppers. Much like the broader FSC organization, BASIC pursued 

racial and economic justice through an agrarian reform agenda.  

 In contrast to other farming regions in Missouri, agriculture in the bootheel only 

began on a large scale in the 1920s. Occupying the southeast corner of Missouri nestled 

along the Mississippi River, swamps had covered most of the area’s land until the early 

twentieth century. In 1907, the state legislature passed a bill that created the Little River 

Drainage District, which supervised the planning and construction of a network of drainage 

ditches in the region. Between 1907 and 1926, it constructed 875 miles of ditches, giving the 

bootheel the largest drainage system in the world at the time. The reclamation of bootheel 

swampland opened up 500 million acres of land to agriculture that, because of the region’s 

climate, could be used to grow the corn and wheat characteristic of the northern plains states 

as well as southern cotton. By the 1970s, farmland covered ninety two percent of bootheel 

land.819 
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 Like many farming regions in the U.S., the bootheel experienced dramatic changes in 

the postwar period. The forces of economic depression, farm policy, and new farm 

machinery reshaped patterns of bootheel landownership. While the depression forced many 

smaller operators to sell their land in the 1930s, farm policy further enabled large farmers to 

expand their operations and bring in new labor-saving technologies. These changes pushed 

many tenants, farmworkers, and small farmers out of bootheel. During the 1940s and 1950s, 

about 96,000 people left the area. Between 1954 and 1969 the number of farms declined by 

fifty three percent and fewer people owned the remaining plots. While farm policy and 

advances in agricultural technology reshaped patterns of landownership, they also drastically 

improved its productivity. By the 1970s, twenty five percent of Missouri’s crops came from 

the bootheel.820 The region’s productivity drove land prices up. The average value of 

farmland and buildings in Missouri at the end of the 1960s stood at $53,000; in the bootheel, 

the average was $121,000.821  

 A racialized class structure characterized this new bootheel farm economy. According 

to one agricultural reformer in the region, bootheel farming was “an entrenched 

system…composed of landowners and the poor, both white and black.” Large landowners in 

the region were predominately white. While many displaced farmers left the bootheel, others 

attempted to eke out a living on the land. Those who stayed in the region were predominately 

black ex-sharecroppers and tenants who now worked as day laborers for white landowners. 

Sometimes they worked exclusively in the bootheel, while many others migrated throughout 

the southeast. Though the rural white poor formed a significant component of the bootheel 

farming, racism ensured that its black residents would occupy the bottom of the agricultural 

economy. Nonetheless, those who did not own land in the bootheel, regardless of race, lived 
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in extreme poverty: one third lived on less than $1,000 per year.822 Shacks without running 

water, toilets, or electricity comprised most of the bootheel’s housing stock for its poor 

residents.823 These problems ultimately gave rise to the formation of BASIC in 1966. 

 BASIC’s founding was in part made possible by the Missouri Delta Ecumenical 

Ministry, an interfaith group of clergy and activists that supported local reform groups in the 

bootheel. Though rooted in the bootheel, MDEM’s leadership brought with them a wealth of 

experience from working on rural development and land reform projects abroad. William 

Chapman, a vicar of an Episcopalian church in the bootheel town of Kennett, formed MDEM 

in 1965 to support the efforts of local reform groups. Before starting MDEM, Chapman 

worked on community development projects in India. When he moved to Kennett in the early 

1960s to take his post at the Episcopalian church, the stark inequality of the region pushed 

him to create a group that could organize around issues of poverty and racism. The group’s 

assistant director, E. Battle Smith, was Roman Catholic. Smith worked with the U.S. Agency 

for International Development in Honduras in the early 1960s, and then went on to form his 

own private development group called Cooperacion. This group worked in Yoro, one of the 

poorest states in Honduras, on small agriculture and communication projects. MDEM’s next 

two directors, Richard Male and Lawrence Levine, were both Jewish. Levine served in the 

Peace Corps in Brazil where he worked on neighborhood development programs.824 
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In 1966, MDEM’s leadership brought together a group of bootheel farm activists to 

form BASIC. Though MDEM’s early leadership skewed white, black residents of the 

bootheel formed the core of BASIC. Its director was Bill Cooper. Cooper had no formal 

academic training but was born in the bootheel and, through a life working in its fields, knew 

its farms and agricultural markets well. David Humes, the group’s assistant director, also 

hailed from the bootheel. Like many workers in the region, Humes had cobbled together a 

livelihood through work in a garment factory and as a migrant farmworker. In contrast to 

other people in BASIC’s leadership roles, its community organizer Gus Townes had a 

college degree. Townes, born in the small bootheel town of Hayti and studied agriculture at 

Lincoln University, an historically black land grant college in Jefferson City, Missouri 

Finally, Ruben Ruff, also from Hayti, worked as a farmer before joining BASIC as a field 

foreman.825 While MDEM cultivated native black leadership for BASIC, the group’s makeup 

also reflected the region’s racial fault lines. The white poor of the bootheel, which BASIC 

tried to organize, generally ignored the group, leaving much of BASIC’s leadership and 

membership black.826 

Financial support for BASIC came predominately from private sources. MDEM, 

which funneled many resources to BASIC early on, received money from state and national 

level church groups. The Danforth Foundation, established in St. Louis in 1927 by the 

founder of Ralston Purina, also provided BASIC with a $30,000 grant. Another important 

source of early financial support came from the St. Louis-based Monsanto Chemical 
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Corporation. Monsanto lent BASIC a $20,000 interest free loan in 1967 but turned most of 

that loan into a grant soon after issuing it. The United Auto Workers, while not providing 

direct financial assistance, gave BASIC trucks, tractors, planters, and cultivators. Support 

also poured in from the FSC beginning in 1968. With assistance from the Ford Foundation, 

which identified BASIC as a “promising” co-op, the FSC helped BASIC purchase 

machinery, provided training for its managers and bookkeepers, and paid salaries for some 

staff as well.827  

BASIC’s operation and larger objectives reflected those of the FSC. Cooper and the 

rest of BASIC’s leadership created a program aimed to keep the bootheel’s poor farmers on 

the land and improve their incomes and standard of living. Like the FSC, BASIC saw a 

diversified farm as the best way to do that.828 BASIC followed a cooperative communal 

model not unlike NCI. Cooper rented several 150-200-acre plots of land on which it grew a 

variety of vegetables, including okra, cabbage, tomatoes, and sweet potatoes. BASIC hired 

bootheel families to work the land, employing over one hundred families in the early 1970s. 

BASIC also provided marketing services to farmers who owned their own land or rented. 

Much of the food grown by these farmers and those who worked on BASIC-operated land 

was sold to the regional community action agency, which frequently purchased as much as 

100,000 pounds of vegetables per season. BASIC also formed marketing agreements with 
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agricultural commodity buyers in midwestern and upper south states. Cooper and BASIC 

hoped that this program would create a stable community of farmers in the bootheel that 

would provide an alternative to the exploitative large farm economy, migratory labor, and 

outmigration from the country to the city. Moreover, BASIC’s leaders hoped the group could 

empower an historically disenfranchised group to organize against class and racial 

exploitation in the bootheel.829 

Like many of the co-ops with the FSC’s organization, BASIC struggled to improve 

the incomes of its members. Though BASIC’s records on income improvement are 

incomplete, what does exist does not paint an overwhelmingly positive picture. In 1969 and 

1970, farmers who worked BASIC’s land boosted their incomes by about $350 on average. 

In 1971, about 420 people earned incomes doing farm work for BASIC. The group paid out 

about $14,000 in wages, but only twenty-five people earned more than $100. While some of 

these people lived in the same household, giving the income boost more weight, most people 

working with BASIC still earned their primary incomes through public assistance or with 

work performed on other farms in the region. BASIC did not keep statistics on extra income 

gained by farmers who used the co-op to market their produce. However, the improved 

access to markets for marginalized black farm owners and renters probably led to better, 

more regular incomes.830 Moreover, for people earning well below the poverty level, often 
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less than $1,000, working with BASIC led to a not insubstantial increase in their yearly 

income.  

Aside from projects focusing on improving farmer income, BASIC also wanted to 

spur community and political organizing in the bootheel more broadly. For example, Gus 

Townes, BASIC’s community organizer, and MDEM helped black bootheel residents create 

a community-owned supermarket called the Howardville Area Cooperative Enterprise 

(HACE) in 1971, which became the first community owned grocery in Missouri. Poverty 

rates were high in Howardville, a small town of 500 people, ninety-five percent of whom 

were black. Eighty percent of Howardville residents received food stamps, but no local 

supermarket existed. Instead, people travelled as far as twenty-five miles to the nearest 

market. Because half the residents did not own cars, they were forced to pay for taxi services 

to shuttle them back and forth. HACE formed in 1971 in response to this farmland food-

desert, and soon after residents began buying stock shares to finance the purchase of two and 

a half acres of land on which to build their supermarket. One hundred fifteen Howardville 

families purchased stock, and with additional assistance from the Catholic Campaign for 

Human Development and the Danforth Foundation, the 5,000 square foot HACE 

supermarket opened in October 1973 and joined the FSC a year later. HACE provided not 

only a place for area residents to purchase fresh food, but also created full time jobs.831 

HACE reflected the FSC’s broader, black cooperative vision for rural America. Reform of 

rural America would occur through cooperative organizing and community ownership of 

essential services and businesses.  

 Perhaps the most ambitious project of political organizing pursued by BASIC was the 
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formation of a new city in the bootheel called Hayti Heights. Just to the west of Hayti, Hayti 

Heights had existed as an unincorporated community since the 1940s. Most of its 2,500 

residents were black farmers, some of whom owned land. Most, however, either rented land 

from white farmers or followed a pattern of migratory farmworker labor throughout the 

region. Though the bootheel economy pushed many people into a precarious economic 

position, Hayti Heights was poor even by bootheel standards. In the early 1970s, Hayti 

Heights was the poorest place in Missouri, with an average yearly income of only $751. 

Around eighty percent of the homes in Hayti Heights had no running water, and the 

unincorporated area lacked sewage facilities, paved streets, and many other amenities that 

other small towns and cities enjoyed.832 By incorporating, the residents of Hayti Heights 

would gain a political platform to begin fixing many of these problems.  

David Humes led the drive to incorporate Hayti Heights as a city. At first, though, 

Humes and BASIC tried to get neighboring Hayti to annex Hayti Heights in 1971. The 

leaders of Hayti balked, leading Humes to suspect that the white leaders of Hayti did not 

want to take on a relatively large black population. When BASIC turned away from 

annexation and toward incorporation, Humes framed the creation of a new city as a way to 

not only improve services but achieve political and economic equality as well. By becoming 

a city, Hayti Heights would gain access to funds for the construction of essential pieces of 

public infrastructure. Moreover, it would place the people of Hayti Heights in positions of 

local political power. Humes argued that the people of Hayti Heights had been exploited by 
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“selfish interests, both political and in the agribusiness community.” Incorporation would 

provide these people with a measure of self-determination and autonomy. By the end of 

1972, after a vote that showed overwhelming area support for the town’s incorporation, Hayti 

Heights became an official city. Humes became the mayor and Ruben Ruff, BASIC’s field 

foreman, became one of the town’s aldermen.833 

Humes and Hayti Heights immediately set to work on improving the situation for the 

new town’s black farmworkers. In order to provide adequate services for its residents, whose 

low incomes meant they could pay relatively little in taxes, Humes told a local paper that 

“what we have to do in this community is hustle.” Humes therefore spent a lot of time trying 

to squeeze money from the federal government. Funds from the 1971 Emergency 

Employment Act, signed into law by President Nixon, provided funding for the employment 

of eighty-four Hayti Heights youths to clean up the city and make way for improvements. 

Further, the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration, created by the Johnson 

Administration in 1968, paid the salary of Hayti Heights’ sheriff and provided him with 

police equipment. A $375,000 grant from the Economic Development Administration (EDA) 

in 1974 financed the construction of much-needed water lines and facilities. HUD also 

granted the city $92,000 to repair and upgrade twenty-six homes. And in 1979, the EDA, 

FmHA, the EPA, and HUD contributed $2 million in loans and grants to expand the city’s 

water infrastructure and provide sewage services. While Charles Sherrod and NCI had 

attempted to establish a “new community” in southwest Georgia, Humes and the bootheel’s 

farmworkers had succeeded in doing just that. The incorporation of Hayti Heights therefore 
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fulfilled a critical element of the FSC’s land reform vision: it provided a home for 

marginalized farmers.  

                                                            ***    

As FSC’s member co-ops in Georgia and Missouri undertook ambitions programs to meet 

the rural crisis, the FSC’s central organization faced a crisis of its own. Funding had been a 

major issue with the FSC from the very beginning. The OEO financed the group starting in 

1968, and the following year the Ford Foundation began supporting the group as well. 

Together, they made up ninety percent of the FSC’s nearly million-dollar budget.834 

Additional support came most substantially from the “southern program” of the Rockefeller 

Brothers Fund, which aimed to reverse rural outmigration by supporting small farms.835 

Prejean, while not ungrateful for OEO and foundation support, consistently asked them to 

make multi-year grants instead of requiring the group to annually apply for funds. Prejean 

reasoned that such assurances would allow him to hire the staff, particularly agricultural 

experts, necessary to build prosperous co-ops. In the FSC’s first funding request to Ford, 

Prejean asked for a five-year, $30 million grant. In Prejean’s words, Ford rejected the request 

as “absurd” for a concept that “hadn’t been tested.”836 When Prejean invoked the long and 

successful history of farming co-ops, Ford responded by cited budgetary constraints, and the 

FSC was forced to shape its program around one-year funding cycles. 

 By 1970, only a year after Ford began funding the FSC, tensions arouse between the 

two groups about the FSC’s program. Mitchell Sviridoff and Bryant George, the Ford 

officials who oversaw the FSC grants, worried the group stretched its funds too thin across 
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too many co-ops, which by 1971 numbered nearly 110. George and Sviridoff wanted Prejean 

to target Ford funds to a “concentrated” group of co-ops, including East and West Georgia 

and BASIC, in order to create replicable models that could be exported to other places.837 

George also criticized Prejean himself. George claimed that the FSC’s leader lacked “the 

ability to perceive reality,” which he defined as coming to terms with the fact that 

foundations would not support a large number of co-ops. In contrast to Prejean’s supposed 

idealism, George argued that Ford needed to be “result-oriented.” Personal animosity also 

seems to have played a part. Letters among Ford officials sometimes framed Prejean as 

difficult to get along with, and that he failed to cultivate “a certain rapport” with the 

foundation.838 In 1972, after Sviridoff and Prejean made several requests to Prejean about 

changing his operations, which Prejean all refused, Ford defunded the group.   

While Sviridoff framed the decision as a “conscientious disagreement on policy” – 

Ford wanted concentrated funding, the FSC did not – this reading masked the rather large 

gulf that separated Ford and the FSC.839 The decision in fact highlighted two competing 

visions of rural renewal.840 Ford officials clearly believed that raising the incomes of black 

farmers was a good thing, and that it could be done by helping them diversify their crops, 

implement new techniques, and join co-ops.841 However, Ford saw success in terms of 

measurable results that could be produced quickly. Focusing on a few co-ops promised to do 

 
837 To Charles Prejean from Mitchell Sviridoff, 15 June 1972, Folder 2088, Box 338, RBF, 

RAC. 
838 To Vivian Henderson from Bryant George, 15 June 1972, Reel 1690, Section Four, 

General Correspondence. 
839 To Charles Prejean from Mitchell Sviridoff, 15 June 1972, Folder 2088, Box 338, RBF, 

RAC. 
840 “Ford Foundation Terminal Grant to the Federation of Southern Cooperatives,” 24 July 

1972, Reel 1690, Section One, Grants. 
841 “Ford Foundation Grant to the Federation of Southern Cooperatives,” 15 September 1971, 

Reel 1690, Section One, Grants. 



 

 
290 

this in the shortest possible time.842 However, Ford’s focus on creating exportable models 

divorced the FSC from the broader political and economic struggles from which it arose. For 

Prejean and the FSC, those struggles assumed critical importance. Rural renewal and black 

prosperity would not occur by isolating support for a few co-ops. Instead, those aims could 

only be achieved by uniting together as many small farmers as possible. Prejean and the FSC 

wanted a broader economic revival of the black rural south, and not just immediate results. 

Prejean knew this would require massive investment, not unlike that received by larger 

farmers from the USDA. 

In the midst of the FSC’s conflict with Ford, the group also became embroiled in a 

funding battle with the OEO. In the summer of 1971, the OEO began planning a study of its 

support of rural co-ops in order to evaluate their impacts.843 Prejean objected to the study, 

which he saw as a pretext to justify a decision already made by OEO officials to defund the 

rural co-ops, a suspicion shared by Bryant George as well.844 Prejean criticized the study, 

arguing that the OEO would rather “study” black people than “feed them, clothe them, and 

give them medicine.” Further, he told George that the study represented a “flagrant waste of 

OEO dollars,” particularly in light of Nixon’s proposed budgetary cutbacks.845 According to 

Carol Khosrovi, director of the OEO’s office of program development, the FSC’s grant came 

with a stipulation that required that it participate in any OEO-led evaluations, or facing losing 
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government support for its programs.846 In January 1972, Prejean told Khosrovi the FSC 

would not participate, and the OEO subsequently cut off the FSC’s funding.847 

This loss of financial support forced the FSC to search for ways to become more self-

reliant. While the group had always sought to make its co-ops profitable, Prejean and others 

reasoned that the FSC would have to focus even more on income-generating programs in 

order to fund its programming.848 One of the group’s most ambitious efforts in this regard 

was the formation of business ties with Japan. Thomas Wahman, a program officer with the 

Rockefeller Brothers Fund who worked with the FSC, had been pushing Prejean toward the 

idea of international markets as a potentially major source of income for FSC farmers.849 The 

project developed further when Jim Jones met with Seiho Tajiri. Japanese born, Tajiri made 

his fortune in oil and had lived in California since the 1950s.850 Tajiri’s interests revolved 

around fostering greater ties between Japan and African Americans under what he called the 

“third world concept.” Tajiri hoped to unite “non-white countries” together through 

economic relationships. In Tajiri’s formulation, Japan would lead the way because it was the 

most advanced “industrialized, non-white nation of the world.”851  

With a $40,000 grant from the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, Jones and other FSC staff 

travelled to Japan in the fall of 1973 to meet with several Japanese firms interested in 
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American farm products.852 These meetings led to the formation of a joint business with 

Taiyo, a large Japanese fish enterprise, in the summer of 1974 called United Venture 

Marketing Corporation (UVMC).853 For Ralph Paige, the West Georgia co-op manager who 

became president of UVMC, the deal appeared as a lucrative way to bolster the FSC and help 

black farmers.854 For Prejean, the deal with Taiyo was about “independence.” Prejean argued 

that OEO and Ford funding forced the FSC to ignore its goals in favor of those from the 

funding agencies. The profits generated from its agreement with Taiyo, however, would 

allow the FSC to put its goals first.855  

The contract between Taiyo and the FSC had two major components. First, the FSC 

would serve as a wholesaler and marketer of Taiyo’s fish products, with the initial market 

being the Georgia co-ops. For example, the East and West Georgia Co-ops would purchase 

Taiyo fish products and sell them to members. Paige believed this model would almost 

certainly produce enormous profits when expanded to the FSC 30,000-member families.856 In 

return, Taiyo would purchase farm products from the Georgia co-ops, particularly soybeans, 

pigs, and vegetables. Here again, the potential for profits seemed quite high. The Japanese 

market for soybeans was rather large, and Japanese swine consumption had been increasing 

throughout the postwar period.857 The UVMC, composed of FSC staff and Taiyo 
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representatives, would oversee the purchase and distribution of the frozen fish, while Taiyo 

Americas, a subsidiary of Taiyo, would purchase and market FSC farm products in Japan.858 

While Prejean and Paige had invested great hope in UVMC, optimism in the project 

quickly vanished. One major problem emerged from the FSC’s lack of distribution 

infrastructure. The FSC, established to provide financial and technical assistance to 

agricultural co-ops, did not have the structure in place to distribute frozen fish because it 

lacked an adequate number of trucks and affordable warehouse space. According to L.R. 

Swanger, the vice president of finance and planning at UVMC, the FSC and Taiyo never 

considered these issues when planning the venture.859 Another problem stemmed from the 

quality of products provided by Taiyo. While Paige assured potential customers that UVMC 

had high quality, affordable products, he complained to Taiyo representatives that their fish 

was too expensive for its quality.860 Paige tried hard to sell Taiyo products to Georgia’s 

community action groups, state penitentiaries, and schools, but he rarely succeeded and the 

co-ops sold far less fish than Paige predicted.861 Very quickly, UVMC reports showed 

consistently low sales coupled with high levels of debt.862  

The problems forced UVMC to shutter its doors in October 1976. The FSC 

recognized that its failure reflected substandard product quality and its inability to sell that 
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product.863 Paige and Prejean also believed, however, that Taiyo took advantage of them. 

Paige complained that Taiyo representatives tried to get him to sign a contract that would 

obligate the FSC take on all of UVMC’s debt without informing the group’s board of 

directors.864 Additionally, Paige suggested that Taiyo dumped fish on the FSC. The 

accusation had some merit. According to Paige, he “did not expect” Taiyo to immediately 

provide UVMC with 200,000 pounds of fish after the group’s founding. Though the FSC 

would have had a difficult time distributing any amount of fish given their poor planning, 

Taiyo’s actions here compounded their problems. Even when sales were low, Taiyo 

continued to send UVMC fish.865 Prejean concluded that the FSC was “guilty of being overly 

naïve” and trusting people who had “ill-intentions and their own ulterior motives.” For 

Prejean, the demise of UVMC reflected another example of a “very sophisticated multi-

national corporation taking advantage of an already overly exploited people.”866 Regardless 

of the source of blame for UVMC’s demise, it ended the FSC’s attempts to improve rural 

economies and secure new sources of funding by integrating black farmers into the 

international agricultural economy. 

These various financial troubles culminated in a 1980 FBI investigation of the FSC 

that marked a critical turning point in the group’s history, one in which its size and scope 

would be significantly curtailed. The period between the UVMC’s failure and the FBI 

investigation proved to be middling, at best. The East and West Georgia co-ops showed some 

signs of improvement: both expanded their feeder pig operations, and East Georgia, with the 
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help of a $130,000 grant from the Department of Housing and Urban Development, started a 

meat and vegetable canning plant.867 In contrast, NCI’s operations shrunk. Saddled with $1.6 

million dollars of debt in 1977, NCI sold 1,600 acres of its land for $814,000 to pay some of 

it off.868 At an organization wide level, the funding structure shifted as well. While this 

change began with the end of the FSC’s relationship with Ford and OEO, over the course of 

the mid-1970s, the group came to rely on a more diverse group of funding sources that 

generally provided less money. State governments, smaller foundations, and federal 

programs such as VISTA and President Carter’s Comprehensive Employment and Training 

Act supplied the FSC with operational and programmatic funding.869 

The FBI’s investigation into FSC revolved around the way it handled those federal 

funds between 1976 and 1979. In November 1979, Alabama Congressman Richard Shelby 

passed on a complaint from Drayton Pruitt to the Government Accountability Office (GAO) 

alleging misuse of federal funds by the FSC. Pruitt and the FSC had clashed years earlier, 

when Pruitt and other local white elites in Epes, Alabama tried to block the group from 

purchasing land for the demonstration farm. The GAO’s preliminary audit of the group found 

no evidence of any wrongdoing.870 However, Elmer Staats, the comptroller general of the 

GAO, suggested to Shelby that other federal agencies might investigate the FSC if they 
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wanted, and in December 1979 the FBI began sending the FSC a series of subpoenas for its 

funding proposals and payroll records.871 Prejean sent twenty-two file drawers worth of 

records and attempted to conduct FSC business as usual. The FBI complicated Prejean’s 

tasks, however, by interrogating over two hundred FSC co-op members. More importantly, 

Prejean found it incredibly difficult to secure funding until the FBI’s investigation concluded. 

In May 1981, nearly eighteen months after the investigation began, it was concluded with no 

evidence of wrongdoing on the part of the FSC.872 

The FSC survived the FBI’s investigation, but in a diminished form. Legal fees alone 

amounted to over $70,000, and the inability to attain much funding during the investigation 

forced Prejean to lay off seventy five percent of the FSC’s staff.873 As a consequence, FSC 

support to member co-ops declined dramatically. By the middle of the 1980s, the group 

experienced chronic operating deficits and found itself going deeper into debt. Writing at the 

end of 1986, while farmers across the U.S. experienced debt and foreclosures, Prejean stated 

that black farmers had been in a “continuous crisis” for fifty years. By 1980, he wrote, the 

number of black farmers dropped to less than 100,000 from its height of one million in 

1910.874 While the FSC ultimately failed to mitigate this crisis, the height of the group’s 

activity in the 1960s and 1970s suggested that black farmers confronted issues of economic 

and racial inequality in rural America. At the center of these actions was a vision of rural life 

that postulated that, through cooperative organizing, the farm economy could be made to 

work for small farmers.  

 
871 “In Defense of Freedom’s Victory,” p. 57; To Charles Prejean from J.R. Brooks, 17 June 

1980, Folder 2098, Box 340, RBF, RAC. 
872 “In Defense of Freedom’s Victory,” p. 58; “Monthly Bulletin, April, May, and June 1980, 

Folder 2099, Box 340, RBF, RAC; “Monthly Bulletin, Spring 1981,” Folder 2099, Box 340, RBF, 
RAC. 

873 “Monthly Bulletin, Spring 1981,” Folder 2099, Box 340, RBF, RAC.  



 

 
297 

 

Although the efforts of the FSC and CRLA by and large did not succeed, they nonetheless 

illuminate an essential aspect of twentieth century agricultural history. The actions of 

grassroots farm activists reveal that the question of agricultural reform, in its many aspects, 

did not die out with the shuttering of the Resettlement Administration during the New Deal. 

Instead, they show that, during a period of deep uncertainty about the rural future, more 

democratic and equitable ways to organize the American farm economy were not just 

debated but actively fought for and implemented. These various programs did not follow a 

uniform pattern, but instead reflected the diversity of American agricultural economies, as 

well as the diversity of the people who worked in that economy and their own struggles and 

visions.  

Because of their limited successes, it would be tempting to dismiss the efforts of 

CRLA and the FSC as hopeless, pie-in-the-sky challenges to the industrial agriculture 

economy. However, they mounted challenges to an industry propped up by billions in federal 

funds. The large farm economy did not come into being because it is the most rational or 

efficient. Instead, it is a creature of public largesse. It is not a stretch to imagine that if similar 

resources and political will had been put behind the program of the Federation of Southern 

Cooperatives, for example, that a more democratic farm economy, one that better met the 

dietary needs of the nation, could succeed.  

Moreover, despite their limited success in fully implementing their programs, these 

grassroots farm activists presaged the critiques of large scale, industrialized agriculture that 

began to become more prominent in the 1970s and 1980s. While Jim Hightower would 

publish his highly influential critique of American farming, Hard Tomatoes, Hard Times in 
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1973, local farm activists in the middle of the 1960s paved the way. The end of the 1970s 

also saw a series of Congressional hearings on the historical role of the USDA in shaping the 

farm economy to the detriment of small farms. Even the USDA, in 1981, published a series 

of articles that addressed “structure issues” in American agriculture.875 Thus, the impact of 

these grassroots farm struggles of the 1960s and 1970s opened the way for a much larger, 

and sill ongoing and unfinished, critique of American agriculture.  
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Conclusion 

A “Better Country”? Ronald Reagan and the End of Rural Development 

 The inauguration of Ronald Reagan to the presidency marked an important turning 

point in the nearly three decade struggle to stop the rural crisis. Beginning in the mid-1950s, 

policymakers, social scientists, and rural communities across the U.S. tried in various ways 

to reverse the economic devastation and population decline that had threatened to erase small 

towns. The ramping up of the farm debt crisis in the early 1980s, ensured that the question of 

rural America’s future would not disappear. However, by the time Reagan assumed the 

presidency in 1981, and as his pro-market administration unfolded, far fewer tools existed to 

meet rural America’s problems. As chapters five and six demonstrated, grassroots activists 

who pursued land reform and farm labor organizing had already seen their sharpest weapons 

against rural poverty and decline blunted by counter organizing at the local, state, and federal 

level by the end of the 1970s. Reagan played an important role as governor of California in 

undermining the War on Poverty, which supported agricultural reform, however fleetingly, in 

the 1960s and 1970s, and his presidential administration did not seek to rekindle federal 

support for it. His administration had a for more direct effect on federal rural development 

policy, which remained an important policy goal through the 1970s. Reagan’s presidency 

effectively marked the end of rural development policies as they had been conceptualized by 

postwar liberal policymakers.  

 This consideration of the Reagan administration’s rural development policy aligns 

with recent re-valuations of its overall effects on public policymaking in the U.S. While 

earlier scholarship on Reagan focused on his character and portrayed the man as a starkly 

right wing ideologue or the great conservative hero, newer scholarship on the period has 

focused more on the administration’s public policy and the more limited, yet still significant, 
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shifts it enacted.876  Ronald Reagan did not make rural development or the rural crisis 

mainstays of his campaign rhetoric or promises. Nor did his administration’s actions in 

regard to rural problems garner the attention of his actions in more high-profile policy 

domains such as the Cold War, crime and punishment, or AIDS. Nonetheless, the Reagan 

administration enacted important changes in rural development policy at the rhetorical and 

programmatic level that subsequent administrations, both Republican and Democrat, did not 

reverse. 

 During the Reagan years, rural development policy became submerged under the 

administration’s broader policy goals of privatization, decentralization, and deregulation. 

“Rural development” as it had come to be defined between the 1950s and 1970s – federal 

investment in infrastructure, industry, and tourism – no longer appeared as the best or 

primary method of improving rural areas. Instead, administration officials argued that 

devolving authority to state and local governments, expanding the role of the private sector, 

and removing federal rules governing rural development would do the most to spur rural 

revival. The notion of a public, federal responsibility to addressing problems stemming from 

rural economic decline largely disappeared in the 1980s. 
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 Major cuts to rural development programs accompanied this deemphasis of rural 

development as a federal policy goal. Throughout the early years of the Reagan 

administration, key officials, including Reagan himself, regularly argued that the EDA 

should be defunded and disbanded and that the USDA’s rural development programs needed 

to be scaled back dramatically, if not done away with entirely. The administration never 

succeeded in fully implementing its far-reaching roll-back of the rural development state. It 

did, however, dramatically reduce the amount of money the federal government spent on 

rural development by slashing EDA and USDA budgets. These cuts turned out to be more or 

less permanent. A shift to the Democratic administration of Bill Clinton in 1992 did not bring 

about a reversal of Reagan’s cuts to rural development policy. The Reagan administration’s 

emphasis on the private sector and decentralization of federal programs as rural development 

strategy also remained prominent features of rural development in the years following 1988.  

 To be sure, the actions of the Reagan administration in regard to rural development 

policy do not represent a fully clean break from the liberal past. Postwar liberals constructed 

a decentralized rural development state, one devoted to using the public funds to create 

private sector jobs on troubled small towns. Though federal money was a crucial element of 

the postwar liberal framework, proponents of rural development always stressed the central 

role that local and state governments would play. This same emphasis on private sector 

development and local and state responsibility would be mimicked in the Reagan 

administration’s approach to rural development. However, the differences between the 

agendas of postwar liberals and the Reagan administration represented a large enough chasm 

that it makes sense to “end” the story of rural development, to say nothing of grassroots 

agrarian reform, with Reagan. Rural development, insofar as it continued to exist, would no 

longer be a federal responsibility.  
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Before examining the changes made by the Reagan administration, it will be useful to 

evaluate the legacy of rural development policy and then the agrarian reform movements. 

The rural development apparatus attacked by the Reagan administration developed over the 

course of the 1950s and 1960s into a relatively stable system. Its first manifestation was the 

USDA’s rural development program, began in 1955, and it reached its mature form in the 

1965 Public Works and Economic Development Act. This system was thoroughly public-

private in character. The federal government supplied public capital in the form of loans and 

grants to local and state governments, businesses, and nonprofit development corporations. 

This aid typically went toward the following purposes: infrastructure and public facilities, 

industrial attraction, and tourism. The immediate goal of this aid was to spur private sector 

expansion and create new jobs. Its broader, long term goal was to reverse rural decline and 

provide a new economic base for ailing rural communities that could no longer depend upon 

the traditional extractive industries. Postwar rural development aimed to revive and 

reconfigure America’s rural towns.  

 This rural development policy illuminates an important, yet underexamined, 

component of postwar liberalism. Rural development offered an alternative to the more 

limited policy of tax cuts and demand management embraced by moderate postwar 

Keynesians. While moderates believed that “fine tuning” would smooth out the wrinkles of 

industrial capitalism, proponents of development policy saw rural America’s problems as 

stemming from a deeper economic restructuring that produced unemployment and long term 

decline. This more “muscular” liberalism, which existed at the federal government as well as 

at the local and state level, saw jobs and federal investment appeared as the best way to solve 

the rural crisis. Moreover, these remaking of the rural economy would have to be planned, 
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albeit largely at the regional and state, not federal, level. Like their more moderate 

counterparts, this strand of postwar liberalism embraced growth, but argued that the federal 

government would have to take on a more interventionist role in ensuring that the distribution 

of growth and its benefits was more widely shared. Rural development and its proponents 

formed a link with the more activist state of the New Deal. Rural development policy helps 

us appreciate the extent to which a concern over jobs and economic restructuring shaped 

postwar policymaking, and that local and federal actors sought to leverage the power of the 

state to revive rural America. 

 Though postwar liberals constructed a development program that aimed to fix 

problems of unemployment and poverty stemming from a restructuring of rural America’s 

economy, it did so without seeking to reform the agricultural economy that produced many 

of those changes and the racial discrimination and exploitation that upheld much of that 

economy. Postwar liberals saw rural development policy as a compliment to the increasingly 

large scale farm economy. Though this economy produced an agricultural bounty, it 

consolidated political and economic power in the hands of a white elite and pushed small 

farmers, renters, and sharecroppers out of agriculture, an outcome that fell particularly hard 

on black and Mexican American rural communities. The rural development policy 

constructed at the federal level overwhelmingly ignored their needs. In federal debates about 

rural development, the particular plight of these communities was largely ignored. To be 

sure, rural development programs helped Mexican-American businessmen in Calexico and 

the massive investment in Bacon County undoubtedly provided some black Georgians with 

new homes and jobs. However, by and large, local white elites controlled rural development 

projects, and those projects often occurred in white rural areas.  
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Despite these limitations, the rural development system constructed by postwar 

liberals yielded results, however mixed they may have been. Take population, for instance. 

The dramatic decrease in rural population levels during the first couple decades after 1945 

appeared to many as a potent symbol of the rural crisis and as a justification for crafting 

development programs. Calvin Beale, a demographer in the USDA’s Economic Research 

Service, charted this population drop. Between 1950 and 1960, 5.5 million more people 

moved out of rural areas than into them. Between 1960 and 1970, this figure shrank 

somewhat, but net rural outmigration still surpassed three million. In the 1970s, though, rural 

areas witnessed a population turnaround: 3.3 million more people moved in than out. Beale 

showed this trend was particularly pronounced in the Southern Coastal Plains Region and the 

Ozarks. For example, the population of Bacon County, Georgia, located in the former region 

and the object of significant federal investment, declined from 8,940 in 1950 to 8,233 in 

1970. By 1980, however, the population increased to 9,379. A similar story could be told for 

the Missouri Ozark county of Douglas. There, the population dropped from 12,638 in 1950 to 

9,268 by 1970. By 1980, the population had risen to 11,594.877 These population gains, while 

they appear small, constituted a relatively large proportional increase in these low-population 

areas.  

Rural development policy also had an impact on the economic structure of rural 

America and on rural poverty levels. The mechanization of many jobs in agriculture, timber, 

and mining constituted a major element of the rural crisis. These changes pushed many 

people out work, leading to high rates of rural poverty. In 1959, 33% of rural people lived in 

poverty. By 1979, though, that number had dropped to 13.3%. Part of the reason for this 
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decrease was job growth in nonfarm sectors of the rural economy. Nonfarm employment 

made up an important segment of rural employment before World War II, but it grew 

dramatically after the 1960s in the wake of rural development policy. Half of all nonfarm job 

growth in rural areas in the 1960s was in the manufacturing sector. In the 1970s, rural job 

growth occurred in different sectors, particularly, services, retail, and government. By 1982, 

only ten percent of rural people worked in agriculture or a related field.878  

To be sure, these changes in population, poverty, and employment, cannot be solely 

attributed to postwar rural development programs. People moved to rural areas for a variety 

of reasons, many no doubt for reasons having nothing to do with Commerce or Agriculture 

Department rural development policy. Similarly, businesses, especially manufacturing, 

moved to rural areas with or without investment from the federal government. Indeed, many 

states incentivized industrial relocation with tax breaks, a strategy that postwar liberals 

focused on rural development did not necessarily support. Moreover, the 1960s and 1970s 

saw a significant expansion of public assistance programs and old age insurance that 

contributed greatly to reductions in poverty rates. Beale concluded that determining the 

precise impact of rural development programs on these broader postwar trends would be 

impossible. However, he was also right to conclude that they did play “a significant role.”879 

Taking a more micro-perspective, postwar development programs created new jobs and 

improved public infrastructure and facilities in localities in Georgia, Missouri, and 

California. The results may not have been as overwhelmingly positive as local boosters 
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expected, but highly sought-after jobs were created that served ailing rural communities and 

allowed people to remain in rural places.  

 Finally, postwar rural development policy contributed to reevaluations of conceptions 

of rurality, or rural identity and culture. Despite the diversity of rural experiences, rurality 

has often been linked with agriculture and, in particular, the small, independently owned 

farm. Though the values associated with this farmer have never been settled, he (it is always 

a he) has been seen as the embodiment of American independence and individualism, a 

virtuous defender of republican values, and a paragon of hard work. The dramatic changes in 

population and economic structure of the mid-twentieth century suggested to many that the 

small farmer would disappear forever. To many rural sociologists in particular, this change 

meant a disappearance of rural identity. Many rural sociologists, for example, believed that 

an identifiable rural identity or community no longer existed. The alleged values and 

behaviors associated with small town life, particularly agriculture, seemed to disappear in the 

face of an increasingly mechanized, large scale farm economy, the desertion of many small 

farm communities, the increased prevalence of nonfarm work in rural areas, and the spread of 

a “mass” culture shaped by the city and industry. These changes signaled the end of “rural” 

America.  

Rural development policy ultimately salvaged some aspects of rurality while 

dispensing with others. The major proponents of rural development believed the days of the 

small farm were gone and maintained that any prosperous rural society would need new 

economic foundations. Development policy bent the meaning of rurality to serve the goal of 

restructuring rural America’s economy. In order to remake their economies, small towns and 

federal policymakers alike bolstered images of rurality conducive to development. 

Conceptions of rural people as hard workers filtered into strategies aimed at luring new 
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industry to small towns. Rural landscapes, noted for their open space and scenic beauty, were 

also deployed in order to attract potential industrialists. On the other hand, small towns 

attempted to undermine long held assumptions about rural isolation from mainstream culture 

and society. This reimagining of rurality was most apparent in regard to tourism projects. 

Small towns mobilized a vision of a pastoral rural life in order to attract urban and suburban 

people alienated from their nation’s rural past. Rural development policy ultimately helped to 

bolster a sense of rurality, however idealized it may have been, at a moment when its 

economic foundations seemed to slip away. 

Though the grassroots reform campaigns led by CRLA and the FSC faced significant 

resistance, they too left an impact on the rural communities in which they worked. Though 

each group represented a distinct vision of rural reform, they diagnosed the rural crisis in 

similar ways, and in opposition to the framing of the crisis put forth by many policymakers 

and social scientists. CRLA and the FSC not only highlighted the ways a changing economic 

structure produced rural poverty and decline but linked that economic restructuring to policy 

decisions and the power held by large landowners. While policymakers ignored agricultural 

policy, grassroots reformers critiqued the way the New Deal empowered large farmers and 

impoverished farmworkers and small farmers. And in a way unseen at the federal level, 

agricultural reformers in CRLA and the FSC exposed the racial exploitation and 

discrimination that undergirded the rural crisis. For these reformers, any solution to the rural 

crisis would have to deal with the intertwined economic, political, and racial inequality of 

rural America.  

While their strategies differed, they each attacked political and economic inequality 

and improved the lives of farm-based workers. Though the New Deal had extended collective 

bargaining to industrial workers, compromises with southern legislators left farmworkers out 
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of that framework. In California, CRLA’s legal activism led to the recognition of farmworker 

unions in the state and helped spur further organizing among those workers. Its attacks upon 

growers who misused worker importation agreements to undermine collective bargaining 

strengthened the overall position of the state’s agricultural workers. In Georgia, the co-ops 

associated with the Federation of Southern Cooperatives made it possible for black farmers 

to stay on the land and to earn more money doing it. A similar story can be told about BASIC 

in the Missouri bootheel. Taken together, these grassroots rural reformers laid the 

groundwork for the criticisms of large-scale American agriculture that would become 

prominent features of late-twentieth century political discourse. Nonetheless, a lack of 

institutional support, particularly from the federal government, and concerted opposition 

from agricultural elites and their political allies prevented the more far-reaching aspects of 

these various reform programs from fully flowering.    

Reagan and Rural Development 

 Ronald Reagan rode a wave of discontent with postwar liberalism into the presidency. 

Reagan campaigned hard on a message that mixed anti-statism, in particular the inability of 

the government to solve social problems, with a valorization of the market. The 

administration’s approach to rural development reflected Reagan’s broader critique of 

government programs and postwar public policy. By the time Reagan took office in 1981, 

federal support for CRLA and the FSC, always contested to begin with, had mostly 

dissipated. His administration therefore focused primarily on cutting rural development 

programs. In the early days of his administration, Reagan proposed doing away with the 

EDA entirely and gutting the rural development activities of the USDA.880 Malcom 

Baldridge, the Secretary of the Commerce Department under Reagan, argued that the EDA’s 
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record of success was “inconclusive” and that “fiscal austerity” would be required to 

stimulate economic recovery.881 As such, the administration proposed its outright elimination 

because of its costliness and because the subsidies it provided were not needed to stimulate 

private sector economic activity.882 Additionally, according to Reagan’s Secretary of 

Agriculture John Block, the USDA has become too bloated, its programs too expensive, and 

rural communities too dependent upon it for grants and loans. The solution, then, was to 

make drastic cuts to its programs, particularly those in rural development.883  

 To be sure, Reagan’s policy was not guided simply by a desire to cut government 

programs. His administration articulated its own understanding of rural problems, and 

solutions to them, that differed quite dramatically from postwar liberals. “Better Country,” a 

policy guide crafted at the USDA, articulated the Reagan administration’s rural strategies. 

Here, the source of rural problems lay less in the widespread economic changes remaking 

rural economies, but in an overbearing federal government that imposed rural development 

strategies on beleaguered state and local governments. Rural economic advancement would 

be served not by federally subsidized capital investment, but by restoring “political authority 

and flexibility” to state and local governments; removing regulations for how federal money 

should be spent in rural places; and centering private enterprise in job creation efforts. 

Importantly, these goals would not be achieved through specific “rural development” 

programs designed to create jobs or improve infrastructure, but with fiscal policy and 

government-reducing measures. The document maintained that a better country would be 
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made through “tax relief, regulatory reform, more aggressive trading practices, control of 

inflation, reduction of interest rates, and the improvement of productivity through basic 

research and development.”884 Most of the administration’s solutions to rural problems were 

“negative” in that the involved the removal of supposed barriers that got in the way of rural 

prosperity. In the place of a positive rural development policy, the Reagan administration 

offered conservative, market-centered economic policy.  

 The administration did, however, offer one “positive” solution to rural troubles, one 

that contrasted sharply with rural development. In place of rural development, the 

administration offered a policy of support to “enterprise zones.” By encouraging state and 

local governments to offer tax incentives to the private sector, the administration believed 

that rural economic decline could be solved. It was precisely this tax-base destroying policy 

to which proponents of rural development, at both the federal and local level, sought an 

alternative. In Alma, Georgia, for example, local rural developers knew that the broader 

vision of rural development they embraced – one that included a more robust public sector 

and modern infrastructure and services – would never come about if the government was 

starved of taxes. 

 Though the Reagan administration’s approach to rural development departed in 

important ways from the framework born in the 1950s, it did share important key 

assumptions with it that prevents one from arguing that the Reagan administration 

represented a sharp break from previous modes of policymaking. First, postwar liberals 

always planned for the renewal of rural America to be accomplished through the private 

sector. Indeed, these policymakers crafted a public policy that explicitly subsidized private 

 
883 “Streamlining USDA,” ca. April 1985, Folder Block April-June 1985, Box 20, Series 1.5, 

NAL. 
884 “Better Country: A Strategy for Rural Development in the 1980s,” 1 November 1982, p. 

iii, 20, Folder 111833, Box 2, Agriculture Subject Files, Reagan Library. 
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sector economic growth through federal loans and grants. The Reagan administration and 

postwar liberals disagreed only on the relative weight of federal involvement in spurring 

private sector activity in rural places. Moreover, postwar policymakers never intended, nor 

did they achieve, the creation of a rural development state shaped by the grip of the federal 

government. Instead, postwar rural development would be crafted in significant ways at the 

local and state level. The sort of overbearing federal authority created by EDA and USDA 

rhetoric never really manifested in rural development programs.  

 Despite the clear agenda put forth by Reagan and administration officials in the 

Commerce and Agriculture departments, his administration faced some opposition that 

prevented a full-scale deconstruction of the postwar rural development state. Congress, for 

example, mobilized against some of the deep budget cuts proposed by the administration. For 

example, Reagan hoped to dismember the Rural Electrification Administration (REA), 

created in 1936 to bring electricity to rural places. The agency continued to fund the spread 

of rural electrification into the postwar period, and the infrastructure it helped to finance laid 

the groundwork for rural industrialization. By the mid-1980s, ninety-nine percent of rural 

places had electricity, and the Reagan administration wanted to disband the REA to save 

money. According to Reagan’s budget director David Stockman, it had outlived “its 

usefulness.” Throughout the 1980s, however, Congress flouted administration calls to defund 

the REA.885 

Opposition to administration plans for rural development also surfaced at the local 

level, even in places that supported Reagan during the 1980 election. This criticism revealed 

the limitations of administration rhetoric, particularly about the EDA. For example, Virgil 

Covington, a lifelong Republican who helped fundraise for the Barry Goldwater presidential 
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campaign, wrote to Reagan expressing concern over the plans of “Mr. Stockman” to cut the 

EDA. Covington lived in northern California and his family had a timber business that, like 

many, shuttered its doors in the early 1960s. After the passage of the Economic Development 

Act in 1965, Covington worked on rural development projects throughout the region, 

including in Siskiyou County. In contrast to administration rhetoric, Covington argued that 

the EDA had been essential to job creation in the region. He maintained that the program 

allowed for “home rule decisions and actions by local communities.”886 Larry Carter, the 

mayor of Alma, wrote a similar letter. Carter supported the administration’s goals of 

reducing inflation and unemployment but argued those goals would “not be reached through 

self-defeating measures such as the elimination of the EDA.” While the administration 

criticized the costliness of the EDA, Carter argued that the EDA was money well spent. He 

wrote that each new job created, in Alma at least, cost just over $4,000, and that dollar of 

public money leveraged nearly six dollars in private investment.887 Covington and Carter 

implied that the EDA actually fit within the administration’s “Better Country” plans: it was 

decentralized and geared toward private sector development.  

While Congress prevented the scrapping of popular USDA programs, and local 

opposition suggested the continued popularity of programs like the EDA, these two forces 

failed to halt the broader deconstruction of the rural development state. By placing figures 

sympathetic to his anti-government message in the bureaucracy, Reagan succeeded in 

dismantling many rural development programs. At the USDA, example, Reagan appointees 

cut the rural housing assistance program of the Farmers Home Administration (FmHA) by 

 
885 On plans to cut the REA, see Folder REA, 1985-88, Box 28, Series 1.5, NAL; on the 

EDA, see Howard Kurtz, “EDA Chief Criticized on Grants,” Washington Post, clipping in Folder 
040000-079897, Box 9, Commerce Department Files. 

886 To Ronald Reagan from Virgil Covington, 9 January 1981, Folder 009999, Box 9, 
Commerce Department Files.  
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nearly seventy percent. Even with a smaller budget, the FmHA made fewer loans and grants 

than ever before and consistently had money left over. The USDA also cut rural water and 

waste disposal loans, which, as we have seen, played important roles in constructing key 

elements of rural infrastructure, by sixty percent in 1983.888  

The EDA suffered a similar fate. Reflecting Reagan’s opposition to the agency and its 

mission, his administration did not appoint a director to the agency for Reagan’s first three 

years in office. During the first year of the Reagan administration, Reagan cut the leaderless 

agency’s budget by thirty percent, from $624 million to $454 million per year. The following 

year, the agency’s budget was reduced to $228 million. By the administration’s end in 1988, 

the EDA’s budget had been reduced to $182 million.  

The Reagan administration’s defunding and delegitimizing of rural development 

continued into the administration of George H.W. Bush and, more importantly, his 

Democratic successor Bill Clinton. Though the Clinton administration gave the EDA a 

budget boost to deal with emergency flooding and hurricane damage in the early 1990s, these 

new funds were temporary and largely did not support the EDA’s broader mission of 

infrastructure and business development. The cuts proposed by the Reagan administration 

turned out to be more or less permanent.889 If the budget cuts pushed by the Reagan 

administration continued on into the 1990s, so too did his administration’s new rhetoric 

around rural America’s problems. The Clinton administration continued the Reagan 

administration’s sidelining of “rural development” as a policy goal and its embrace of the 

market as a solution to rural America’s problems. Instead of reenergizing the EDA, the 

 
887 To Ronald Reagan from Cleon Carver, 7 April 1981, Folder 015000-039999, Box 9, 
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888 Ward Sinclair, “Rural Development Being Neglected, Hill Critics Assert,” Washington 
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889 For EDA budget levels, see Annual Report of the Economic Development Administration 

(Washington D.C.: Commerce Department,) for the 1980s and 1990s.  
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Clinton administration touted its decentralization of the program, the cutting of EDA 

regulations, and slashing the program’s costs. Moreover, the Clinton-era EDA framed ailing 

communities in market terms as “customers” of EDA programs. Gone was the notion that 

rural communities deserved federal investment, or that the federal government had a 

responsibility to help resolve some of the economic problems that devastated small towns.  

The Clinton administration also made good on Reagan’s plans to create rural 

enterprise zone. Reagan failed to get such legislation passed in the 1980s, but Clinton 

succeeded in doing so in the 1990s. In 1995, the Clinton administration passed legislation 

that supported the creation of “empowerment zones” in struggling rural and urban 

communities across the U.S. Instead of the investment of public capital in new infrastructure 

and jobs, Clinton’s empowerment zone legislation offered $3.5 billion in tax breaks to 

encourage industry to locate in declining rural and urban communities.890 Thus, in terms of 

rural development, the actions of the Clinton administration represented a continuation, and 

even fulfilment, of Reagan-era policy. 

The abandonment of rural development policy at the federal level after 1980 erased 

many of the small improvements in rural life that it had achieved. Higher poverty rates offer 

one example. To be sure, a number of factors, including deindustrialization and cuts to social 

welfare spending during the Reagan years, can explain this trend, but a pattern of 

disinvestment in rural development must be seen as contributing to the rise in rural poverty 

rates. Between 1959 and 1980, rural poverty rates declined from just under thirty five percent 

to about fourteen percent. During the 1980s, rural poverty rates rose to around eighteen 

percent, and the latest statistics hover around seventeen percent. Rural poverty rates are once 

again higher than those found in cities and suburbs. Current urban and suburban poverty rates 
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lay at thirteen and nearly eleven percent, respectively.891 Moreover, rural areas have had a 

much worse recovery from the economic crash of 2008. While urban areas have seen 

employment expand 8.2% above pre-recession levels, rural areas have yet to recover: 

estimated rural employment levels for 2018 was still 1.8% below the pre-recession level.892  

Other deleterious trends continued in the wake of the decline of rural development 

and the disappearance of agrarian reform movements. Concentration of rural land ownership, 

which accelerated dramatically after the 1940s, continued apace after 1980. A census report 

published in 1993 revealed that nearly two million fewer people owned farmland in 1945 

than at the end of the 1980s.893 As we have seen, public policy, economic change, and new 

technologies drove much of this restructuring of agricultural landownership patterns. As a 

result, fewer people owned increasingly large plots of land. Because statistical methodologies 

vary among farm surveys, comparisons over time, particularly at the national level, can be 

difficult, but a few numbers can nonetheless illustrate this middle to late-twentieth century 

trend. Between 1982 and 2002, the number of farms over 1,000 acres increased by seventeen 

percent. That year, these large farms constituted two-thirds of all farmland, while farms 

under fifty acres made up only two percent.894 By 2014, farms over 1,000 acres used seventy 

percent of all farmland. Single individuals or families owned the majority of this farmland.895 

Moreover, whites held much of it. While the FSC catalogued dramatic losses of black land in 
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the 1960s and 1970s, this trend only worsened in the early twenty first century. In 2016, 

whites owned 98% of farmland, while blacks owned less than 1%.896 

While the shifts in public policy enacted during the Reagan administration and carried 

on by his successors certainly worsened the status of rural America, the rural development 

state constructed during the postwar years cannot be removed from blame. Rural 

development policy in particular created a fragmented approach to the rural crisis that pitted 

declining rural communities against each other and ensured that many would lose out. 

Moreover, the construction of industrial parks did not automatically draw in manufacturers. 

And although rural tourism might appeal to some communities, it helped to enshrine a 

caricature of rural life that created at best low-wage jobs held to the mercy of the whims of 

urban and suburban tourists. Given the recent acknowledgement that rural places suffer from 

serious deficits in social services, particularly access to medical car, rural development 

policies might have done more in this regard as well. Finally, the turn away from the War on 

Poverty, which gave money to a cohort of radical rural reformers who took on some of the 

major elements of political and economic inequality, sundered one of the best hopes for 

creating a more prosperous and democratic rural America.  

Given these shortcomings, is there anything that can be learned from the response of 

postwar rural development and agrarian reform movements to the rural crisis? It is clear that 

rural America continues to suffer from poverty, a lack of good jobs, massive inequality in 

landownership, and a deficit in social services. A more concerted rural development policy is 

needed now perhaps even more than before, but we should not restrict ourselves with only a 

single solution. Despite popular imagery, rural America contains a diverse group of 

communities and economic bases that cannot be served without a similarly multi-pronged 

 
896 Antonio Moore, “Who Owns Almost All America’s Land?” 



 

 
317 

public policy. Nonetheless, a few things must be included. The focus on building 

infrastructure characteristic of rural development should be taken up once again, but this time 

with even more federal funding to ensure that the needs of people across rural America can 

be met. The massive infrastructure needs of rural places would alone serve as an important 

economic boost. Investing further in social services, operated by the government, should be 

another element of a new rural development policy. Finally, local people must be included in 

the planning and implementation of these development programs. While postwar rural 

development included some, primarily elite, local people, a new rural development policy 

must be democratized even further.  

Much of this new development program should focus on economic activity outside of 

agriculture, but the farm must be a focus for reform as well. A more widely and evenly 

distributed base of land ownership would go a long way in ameliorating some of the worst 

aspects of rural inequality. Recent evidence suggest that most new farmers rent, and that 

many of them find it difficult to own their own land because the risks involved are too 

large.897 Clearly more needs to be done to help these young farmers up the tenure ladder. 

Accomplishing this task will require a new farm policy. Since the 1930s, our farm policy has 

benefited primarily large landowners and effectively transfers huge amounts of money to 

them. Moreover, these large-scale farms contribute to environmental decline and generally 

produce lower quality, less nourishing food. A new farm policy should provide massive 

support to small and medium sized farmers who produce things people can eat and which 

nourishes their bodies without destroying the environment. Moreover, a new farm policy 

should encourage and nurture small cooperatives, much in the same way the FSC attempted 

to do with southern farmers. These cooperatives could take form not just along commodity 
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lines but could pool together individual farm families on commonly owned plots of land. 

With a Republican Party controlled by market ideologues and a Democratic Party only 

marginally open to true reform ideas, the political landscape does not appear particularly 

amenable to these nonfarm and farm program suggestions. However, the political, economic, 

and racial inequality characteristic of the twenty-first century and the many problems and 

instabilities they have created show us that such radical reform is needed now more than 

ever.   
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