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Response 

PAMELA RINEY-KEHRBERG 

EACH OF THESE ESSAYS reminded me of one thing: how much 
remains to be done. When a Dream Dies is merely a beginning, a 
book focused on a single state. Despite being understudied, the 
Farm Crisis of the 1980s was a massive historical moment that 
has more or less disappeared from our national consciousness. 
Yet it was such an important decade for rural America. In just ten 
years, approximately 15 percent of the farms in the United States 
disappeared. The situation was better or worse depending upon 
location. The Crisis smacked Iowa and the upper Midwest in the 
teeth. It was a blow from which the region has never fully recov-
ered. 
 So, more than 200 pages later, what remains to be said about 
the Farm Crisis? It turns out, quite a lot. Mark Friedberger, for 
example, is right that the application of social scientific methods 
can tell us much more about the people who wrote letters to 
Iowa’s governor, if we take the time and effort to employ those 
methods. I sometimes turned to the internet to find out “the rest 
of the story” about various people who wrote to the governor 
about their woes. Many were still on the land decades later, or at 
least still had rural addresses. Using a systematic lens to examine 
letter writers could tell us a great deal about how the policies 
adopted in the 1980s and the decades that followed have treated 
those who suffered and fought. Examining those letter writers 
through the lens of political affiliation might also be useful. There 
are certainly many other stories those documents could tell.  
 Someone (and maybe J. L. Anderson himself) should tackle 
the question of agrarianism and how the Farm Crisis stretched, 
challenged, and redefined the term. Was it still possible to use 
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that term positively and without irony in the years that followed 
the shake-out of the 1980s? How did people maintain their faith 
in agriculture and their satisfaction with their vocation when it 
had treated them and their neighbors so poorly? What does 
Dodge Ram’s 2013 “God Made a Farmer” Super Bowl ad cam-
paign tell us about agrarianism in the twenty-first century? How 
were these ideas rebuilt after the stresses of the 1980s and the un-
certain times that have come since? Anderson writes, “This ideal 
of farming, with its attendant agrarian dogmatism was (and re-
mains) a touchstone for many Iowans.” How is that so?  
 Rebecca Shimoni Stoil also reminds readers of the many 
ways in which the story of this decade has yet to be told. There 
are articles and books to be written about the place of Iowa’s 
story in the larger midwestern and national narrative. In partic-
ular, I would argue, there is much more to be said about Minne-
sota, which led the way on many of the policies that Iowa later 
adopted. I would like to see a book on the Farm Bureau and its 
role in shaping the narrative about the 1980s. The politics of the 
era, from the grass roots to the national, offer historians many 
opportunities to study the ways in which crisis shapes both dis-
course and action. 
 Jenny Barker-Devine has articulated a comprehensive vision 
for how communities could use this moment to record their Farm 
Crisis histories. It would be an opportunity to save an important, 
if painful, episode in their histories, but also to pause, reflect, and 
potentially, heal. The stories a rural sociology and sustainable ag-
riculture student recently told me about the trauma he’s encoun-
tering among twenty-first century farmers, children of the Farm 
Crisis, reinforced my belief that this is work that needs to be 
done. Unfortunately, we are almost out of time. When I gathered 
oral histories in the 1980s for my work on the Dust Bowl, I was 
very nearly too late. I collected a number of thoughtful, useful 
narratives, but I was doing this work 50 years past the height of 
that event. What that meant was that I could gather information 
from people who were children and relatively young adults dur-
ing those years, but I was unable to gather stories from people 
who were in their forties, fifties, and sixties during that decade—
people who in many ways had far more to lose from a decade of 
terribly hard times than younger people. I was unable to capture 
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the stories of people who may have believed themselves too old 
and too established to start over—or to fail. I wonder how differ-
ent the history I wrote would have been had I been able to cap-
ture the memories of those older Kansans? I’ll never know, and 
it still frustrates me. 
 In 2023, we are just about 40 years from the apex of the Farm 
Crisis. Unless they wrote a letter to the governor’s office (and 
some of them did), we have already lost the stories of the oldest 
of those farm people who experienced the Crisis. That, perhaps, 
was inevitable. If much more time passes, however, we will lose 
the stories of those who were in the thick of the situation: farmers 
who were in their forties, fifties, and sixties when interest rates 
skyrocketed and their lifes’ work imploded. It’s time to gather 
oral histories, find farm account books in the attic, and copy fad-
ing photographs. It’s time to gather together all of the protest lit-
erature, from all parts of the political spectrum. But most of all, 
it’s time to talk to people. Many of these stories are already lost. 
While working on my manuscript, I went online and looked up 
a number of the names I encountered as I wrote. For many I 
found obituaries, which made me wonder a bit about how ex-
treme economic stress may have affected the long-term health of 
those who fought protracted battles to keep their farms solvent. 
That’s certainly another aspect of the Crisis that could use more 
inquiry.  
 Gathering this material will require an army of historical foot 
soldiers, and all of these stories should also be preserved and ar-
chived in locations where they will be accessible to the public for 
decades to come. But where? The State Historical Society of Iowa 
would need to increase its own capacity to fully process all of the 
documents it already has in its own collection. Processing Gov-
ernor Robert Ray’s archives has only been completed recently. 
Processing more than a thousand boxes of Terry Branstad’s pa-
pers will take years. It could take decades. Unfortunately, Iowa 
State University, the logical place to gather this information, is 
reducing its commitment to history. Much of the work done in 
the University Archives and Special Collections over the years 
has been done by history graduate students, many enrolled in 
the History Department’s programs in rural and agricultural his-
tory. By cutting the funding necessary for the graduate program, 
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administrators have suggested that history graduate students are 
no longer valuable to the university. This decision has choked off 
another similar initiative before it could bear fruit; for several 
years, a history graduate student worked with the university’s 
Cooperative Extension to record the stories of families farming 
land that was once part of the land grant that created the univer-
sity. It was a marvelous opportunity for farm families to share 
their histories and to enrich our understanding of the state of 
Iowa. Imagine how the university could have expanded the prin-
ciples behind that project to capture the history of the Farm Cri-
sis. With that possibility is gone, another more cumbersome way 
will have to be found to capture this history.  
 There is so much to be done. There are so many questions 
that have yet to be answered. There are new materials to gather, 
and known materials about which we should ask more and dif-
ferent questions. There are geographic boundaries to push as we 
explore the many communities that suffered losses in this painful 
decade. We should pause and ask, “How has all of this affected 
modern agriculture and how today’s farmers think about the 
land for which they are responsible?” I look forward to the pos-
sibilities that this moment represents. 
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