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Io w a  F a rm in g  d u r in g  

1 9 1 0 -1 9 3 0  a s  S e e n  T h ro u g h  

P a u l  C o rey ’s " M a n tz  T r ilo g y "

DAVID E. SCHOB

A  successful w rite r  d raw s u p o n  ch ild 
hood  experiences a n d  a d u lt p o w ers  of observation . This d u a l
ity explains Paul C orey as the  novelist w h o  g rew  u p  in  ru ra l 
Iow a in  the  early  tw en tie th  cen tu ry , a n d  w h a t in fluenced  h im  
later to w rite  the  M antz  Trilogy, the  sto ry  of an  Iow a farm  
family. The first vo lum e en titled  Three Miles Square a p p e a re d  in 
1939, follow ed by  The Road Returns in  1940, a n d  County Seat in  
1941. Three Miles Square [1910-1916], the  m ost p u re ly  agricu l
tu ral vo lum e in  the  trilogy, in tro d u ced  the  M an tz  fam ily 
m em bers an d  o th er p rinc ipal characters, w hile  p ro v id in g  the  
m ise-en-scène  for w h a t h a p p e n e d  to  the  ru ra l econom y p rio r to 
W orld W ar I. The Road Returns [1917-1923] fo llow ed w ith  the  
M antz fam ily 's w ar-tim e p ro sperity , sale of the  farm , a n d  the  
m ove in to  the  nea rby  tow n . The conc lud ing  vo lum e, County 
Seat [1924-1930] p a in te d  a grim  p o rtra it of agricu ltu re  a n d  of 
ru ra l based  to w n s th a t offered no  financial refuge  w h e n  su r
ro u n d in g  coun try side  farm ers failed financially  in  the  1920s.1

1 Citations from the Trilogy volumes in this article will be identified in text, 
using these abbreviations with appropriate page number(s): Three Miles Square = TMS; 
The Road Returns = RR; and County Seat = CS. In addition to standard biographical 
listings, useful background and literary analysis are available in Robert A. McCown, 
"Paul Corey's Mantz Trilogy," Books at Iowa, 17 (November 1972), 15-26; Clarence A. 
Andrews, A Literary History of Iowa (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1972), pp. 
132-40; Philip Gerber, "'I Could Write a Book': Paul and Elizabeth Corey," Books at Iowa, 
52 (April 1990), 12-52; and Roy W. Meyer, The Middle Western Farm Novel in the Twentieth 
Century (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1965), pp. 72-73, 94-98, 164, 169, 176, 
191, 193, 194, 195, 197, 199, 206-7.
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Born in  1903 in  Shelby C oun ty , Iow a, as the  y o ungest of 
seven  sib lings, C orey  w as still an  in fan t w h e n  his fa ther d ied , 
leav ing  th e  w idow  w ith  th e  task  of o p era tin g  the  fam ily farm. 
This e lem en t of h is ch ildhood  p ro v id ed  a m ain  scenario tha t 
ran  th ro u g h  the  course  of the  M antz  fam ily struggles. The th ree 
vo lum es revo lved  a ro u n d  the  cen tral character of w idow  Bessie 
M antz , w h o  ran  the  fam ily farm  a n d  ra ised  h e r  th ree  sons, 
A n d rew , W olm ar a n d  O tto . N o t su rp rising ly  C orey dedicated  
th e  first vo lum e of the  Trilogy to  h is m o ther.

The T rilogy 's im ages w ere  also conceived from  a long string 
of co rrespondence  th a t y o u n g  C orey  a n d  his fam ily h ad  w ith  
o lder s ister "B achelor B ess," w h o  a tte m p te d  to  h o m estead  and  
farm  in d ep e n d e n tly  in  n ea rb y  S outh  D akota. The en terp rise  
n ev er succeeded  for h is sister w h o se  le tte rs  chronicled  set
backs a n d  failures, cu lm ina ting  w ith  the  d ro u g h t a n d  G reat 
D ep ress io n .2 B ess's m eager ea rn ings cam e n o t from  farm ing 
b u t a series of m ediocre  assig n m en ts  as a ru ra l school teacher. 
N o t su rp rising ly  p rob lem s confron ting  y o u n g  fem ale school 
teachers a p p e a re d  sim ilarly  in  C orey 's  dep ic tion  of rural 
society .3 W hen  Paul v isited  h is sister in  1934, fresh  im age seeds 
w ere  so w n  in  h is fertile im ag ination  a long  w ith  ch ildhood 
m em ories. C orey 's  observations ab o u t h is fam ily 's strugg les at 
farm ing  w ere  also derived  from  o th er perspectives. By the  tim e 
y o u n g  Paul w e n t off to  college in  1921, he  abso rbed  ideas of 
political a n d  econom ic liberalism  th a t inc luded  sym pathy  for 
socialist ideas a p p earin g  in  the  trilogy d u rin g  W orld W ar I an d  
la te r as p o ten tia l rem ed ies for agricu ltu re  in  the  1920s.4

2 See Philip L. Gerber "'I Could Write a Book': Paul and Elizabeth Corey,"
12-52; and ed., Bachelor Bess: The Homesteading Letters of Elizabeth Corey, 1909-1919. 
Foreword by Paul Corey. (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press. 1990). Recent studies 
with useful background material on women's role in agriculture are Deborah Fink, 
Open Country Iowa: Rural Women, Tradition and Change (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1986); Wava G. Haney and Jane B. Knowles, eds., Women and Farming: 
Changing Roles, Changing Structures in The Rural Studies Series of the Rural Sociological 
Society (Boulder: Westview Press, 1988).

3 Prior to 1900, rural school teaching was seen as improving one's life, whereas 
after 1900 teaching symbolized failure to succeed at anything else, according to David 
B. Danbom, The Resisted Revolution: Urban America and the Industrialization of Agriculture, 
1900-1930 (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1979), p. 14.

4 Paul Corey, "Lurching toward Liberalism: Political and Literary Reminis
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The C orey fam ily farm ed  160 acres in  Shelby C o un ty  in  
w estern  Iow a before m ov ing  to A tlantic, the  coun ty  seat of 
ad jo in ing  C ass C o un ty  in  1918, ab o u t th e  tim e Pau l en te red  
h igh  school an d  acqu ired  im ages of to w n  life th a t a p p e a re d  in  
the  second a n d  th ird  vo lum es of th e  trilogy. The M antz  farm  
w as located in  the  fictional coun ty  of M oss. The m ap  p late  
inside the  cover of Three Miles Square sh o w ed  the  re la tionsh ip  of 
the  M antz  farm  to  its ne ighbo rs a n d  the  ro ad  lead ing  to  Elm, 
the  tow n  to w h ich  the  M antzes even tua lly  m oved  follow ing 
W orld W ar I. The M antz  farm  w as 160 acres, identical to  the  
C orey farm  in  size .5 In  1910, Iow a h a d  217,044 farm s w h o se  size 
averaged  156 acres, v irtually  iden tical to C orey 's  M antz  fam ily 
farm  dep ic ted  in  the  trilogy, a n d  a t a tim e w h e n  farm  lan d  
constitu ted  94.7 pe rcen t of the  Iow a 's  to tal area. B etw een 1910 
an d  1930, these  figures d id  n o t change significantly  o th er th an  
to w itness a slight decline in  the  n u m b er of farm s. By 1930 at

cences," Books at Iowa, 49 (November 1988), 35-71.
5 See McCown, "Paul Corey's Mantz Trilogy," 15-16; and Gerber, "'I Could 

Write a Book': Paul and Elizabeth Corey," 43-45.

Corey farm near Marne, Iowa, as it appeared about the time of Paul Corey's 
birth in 1903
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th e  e n d  of the  M an tz  Trilogy, the  average farm  size w as 158 
acres w hile  th e  overall p e rcen tage  of to tal area  of Iow a in  farm  
lan d  rem a in ed  u n c h a n g e d .6

A s a fa rm ing  u n it, th e  M antz  place w as set in to  diversified 
p ro d u c tio n  un like  m an y  Iow a farm s th a t w ere  heavily  in to  corn 
a n d  livestock. C hris M antz , the  fa the r w h o  d ied  in  1910 at the 
s ta rt of C o rey 's  trilogy, advocated  p lan tin g  w h ea t, oats, barley 
a n d  hay , ra is ing  dairy  cow s in  ad d itio n  to stap le  corn  a n d  hogs. 
H e w as also com m itted  to  th e  idea of good  farm ing  by 
im p ro v em en ts  such  as s tra ig h ten in g  creek an d  river channels 
to  recover lan d  for cu ltivation  or p as tu rin g . C orey devo ted  
considerab le  a tte n tio n  to  the  im portance  of w hea t, especially 
w h e n  o ld est son  A n d rew  b eg an  o p era tin g  the  farm  an d  p lan t
ing  m ore  resilien t w in te r  w hea t. W heat p ro d u cers  d e p e n d ed  
o n  the  steam  p o w ered  th re sh in g  m ach ines, o p era ted  by  p ro 
fessionals th re sh e rs , w h o  m ade  th e  " rin g "  a ro u n d  the  n e igh 
bo ring  farm s to  p rocess th e ir  cu t w h e a t.7 (TMS 97-132)

The p e rio d  from  1897 to  1910 becam e k n o w n  as the  "G ood 
Y ears" before  econom ic in fla tionary  effects of W orld W ar I 
d is to rted  its long  cycle.8 A n  ind ica tion  of the  im prov ing  picture 
by  1910, in  w h ich  Iow a farm ers p artic ipa ted  an d  seen  in  
C orey 's  Trilogy, can  be traced  w ith  U n ited  S tates D epartm en t 
of A gricu ltu re  data . The USDA rep o rted  th e  national index 
value of farm  p ro d u cts , w ith  1899 equaling  100 as the  base year, 
a n d  ris ing  to  189.2 by  1910. This accoun ted  for alm ost a 90 
p e rcen t increase w ith in  a ten  y ear span . Iow a sh ared  in  this 
g ro w th  n o t on ly  in  value  of farm  p ro d u ce  th a t tran sla ted  in to

6 These figures are drawn from W. G. Murray, "Struggle for Land Ownership," 
in A Century of Farming in Iowa: 1846-1946 (Ames: Iowa State College Press, 1946), p. 11, 
Table 2.

7 The single best treatment of professional threshing is J. Sanford Rikoon,
Threshing in the Midwest, 1820-1940 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988). In 
terms of technological evolution, Rikoon discusses the impact of the small multi
purpose gasoline tractor and pull-type combine that replaced the large, cumbersome 
steam threshers going from farm to farm at the assigned "ring" of farms on the route. 
See esp. pp. 142-3.

8 The "Good Years" were preceded by economic hardship and agrarian political 
radicalism in the late nineteenth century. A useful background study of the midwest
ern region and of Iowa is Jeffrey Ostler, Prairie Populism: The Fate of Agrarian Radicalism 
in Kansas, Nebraska, and Iowa, 1880-1892 (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1993).
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greater incom e, b u t also w ith  rising  lan d  values. N ationw ide  
d u rin g  1900-1910, the  average value  of farm  lan d  increased  118 
percen t w hile  Iow a 's  va lue  of farm  lan d  rose  123 p e rc e n t.9

A n u n easin ess  lingered  n o n e th e less  in  ru ra l A m erica, an d  
C orey 's  Three Miles Square d u rin g  1910-17 revealed  th is am biv
a len t m ood  th a t th in g s w ere  good  b u t could  be be tte r. The 
C oun try  Life C om m ission , a p p o in te d  by  P resid en t T heodore  
Roosevelt in  1908, g a th e red  da ta  th a t confirm ed  the  d ru d g ery  
of farm ing, n eed  for m echan iza tion  to  achieve m ore p ro d u ctio n  
w ith  less labor, a n d  e n h an cem en t of life for ru ra l A m erica .10 
The com m ission 's  rep o rt u rg ed  farm ers to  o rgan ize  am ong  
them selves th ro u g h  cooperative m arke ting  associations in  o r
der to  drive u p  com m odity  prices a n d  th ereb y  derive g rea ter 
incom e.11 The im portance  of cooperative m arke ting  w as p e r
sonified th ro u g h  Ed C rosby, one of th e  M antz  ne ighbors, w ho  
u rged  farm ers of M oss C o un ty  to  o rgan ize  because  if th ey  d id  
n o t look o u t for them selves, no  one else w o u ld  do  so. (RR 
47-48) The com m ission  rep o rt also observed  th a t farm  w om en  
deserved  am enities such  as in d o o r p lum b ing , electric lighting, 
an d  be tte r cooking ranges. Fear th a t ru ra l p o p u la tio n  m igh t 
decline w as expressed  by  Wallaces' Farmer in  1914: " U ntil w e 
m ake life on  the  farm  satisfy ing  to  the  fa rm er 's  w ife, w e will 
labor in  vain  to check the  d rift of ru ra l p o p u la tio n  to the  tow ns 
an d  cities." 12 As an  exam ple in  1913, Bessie M antz  felt finan 
cially com fortable to s ta rt rem ode ling  th e  farm  h o u se , an

9 Theodore Saloutos and John D. Hicks, Agricultural Discontent in the Middle 
West, 1900-1939 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1951), pp. 21-23.

10 A standard study of the Commission set against the broader background of 
the Country Life Movement is William L. Bowers, The Country Life Movement in America: 
1900-1920 (Port Washington, New York: Kennikat Press, 1974), esp. pp. 24-27, 62-66.

11 Saloutos and Hicks, Agricultural Discontent, see Chapter III "Early Phases of
the Cooperative Movement" with discussion of the Country Life Commission. A 
broader survey can be found in Henry C. and Anne D. Taylor, The Story of Agricultural 
Economics in the United States, 1840-1932 (Ames: Iowa State College Press, 1952), 
reprinted by Greenwood Press, 1974. See "Cooperative Marketing Studies," pp. 
641-709.

12 [July 31, 1914] cited from Katherine Jellison, Entitled to Power: Farm Women and 
Technology, 1913-1963 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993), p. 5. 
Jellison's study draws heavily from the rural press and USDA records in the Farm 
Women's Bureau. The premise of mechanization as necessarily beneficial is questioned 
by Danbom, Resisted Revolution, see. vii-viii, and pp. 25, 40-46.
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activity  w h ich  w as one  of th e  m ore obvious m anifesta tions of 
farm ers ' sen se  of w ell-being  d u rin g  the  " G ood Y ears." (TMS 
178)

L end ing  h a d  also becom e easier, a n d  C orey em phasized  this 
tre n d  w ith  th e  local b an k e r p u sh in g  loans to  m eet the  com pe
tition  from  a n ew  farm ers ' sav ings bank . A s a technological 
innovation , au to s  reen fo rced  p ro sp e rity 's  im age; b u t as one 
M an tz  ne ig h b o r rem ark ed  " Lots of m oney  floatin ' a ro u n d  the 
co u n try  these  d a y s ,"  an d  to  w h ich  a n o th e r  re to rted  " N ow  if 
folks '11 ju s t sp e n d  it r ig h t."  (TMS 248-9) C orey ap p ro v ed  of 
reg u la to ry  action  by  the  federa l g o v e rn m en t to assist farm ers, 
w h ich  reflected  h is sense  of liberalism  an d  later adm iration  of 
the  N ew  Deal. The Federal R eserve A ct of 1914, as seen  
th ro u g h  Ed C rosby, go t h ig h  m arks as an  exam ple of bank ing  
stabilization. (TMS 174) Sim ilarly the  R ural C red it Act of 1916 
p ro v id ed  low  in te res t loans to ease farm er deb ts. Yet Crosby 
rem a in ed  suspicious: " W h en  th e re 's  p len ty  of m oney , the 
specu la to rs  a n d  ban k ers  ge t it first, a n d  the  farm ers alw ays lose 
o u t in  the  long  ru n . W hat w e n e e d  is a law  to fix the  value of 
lan d  a n d  rem ove it from  sp ecu la to rs ."  (TMS 297)

W orld  W ar I in  E urope d u rin g  1914-16 offered A m erican 
farm ers th e  b es t of tw o  w orlds: h igh  prices for their p roducts  
a n d  n o t actually  h av ing  to  fight. W hen  A m erican  invo lvem ent 
in  the  conflict cam e by  1917, an  a lready  fast m oving  farm  
econom y accelerated  in to  w ild  specu lation . T roubling  to rural 
m in d s  w as th a t " Things th a t h a p p e n  to the  farm er have no 
im m edia te  effect; th e ir effect is cum ulative. It isn 't  felt un til 
m o n th s  after the  troub le  h a p p e n s ."  (TMS 413) C orey closed the 
first vo lum e of h is trilogy w ith  an  eery  foreboding . The local 
b an k e r called for A m erican  invo lvem en t in  th e  conflict to 
su sta in  lucrative E u ro p ean  p u rch ases  of farm  com m odities. 
(TMS 448) C orey  w as clearly an ti-w ar an d  traced  the  w ar's  
begu iling  effect on  farm ers by  lu lling  th em  in to  overp roduction  
an d  a false sense  of p rosperity .

C orey  o p e n e d  th e  T rilogy 's second  vo lum e, The Road Returns, 
in  A pril 1917 w h e n  the  U n ited  S tates e n te red  the  w ar on  the 
side of the  Allies to w h o m  A m erican  farm ers h a d  been  selling
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food com m odities since the  conflict's ou tb reak  th ree  years 
before in  1914. From  the  farm ers ' p erspec tive , A m erican  p a r
ticipation w as patrio tic  a n d  profitable. Selling farm  com m odi
ties to the  allies p rom ised  m ore p rofits an d  rising  lan d  values. 
W ith buy -ou ts  from  neighbo rs an d  th e  lu re  of re tirem en t, an  
o lder g enera tion  of farm ers w h o  h a d  stuck  it o u t d u rin g  lean  
decades saw  the  o p p o rtu n ity  to take p rofits  a n d  m ove to  tow n. 
Their ne ighbors w ere  eager to b u y  th em  out; cynical g reed  
affected even o therw ise  sensible Ed C rosby w h o  to ld  h im self 
th a t "  . . .  if a fellow  h a d  m ore land; if I h a d  th a t e igh ty  of the 
C arens, or th a t Frazier q u a rte r  section  a long  w ith  m in e  — a n d  
prices the  w ay  th ey  a re  — I 'd  m ake a b u n c h  of m o n ey ."  (RR 
9-10) Even farm ers n o t close to  re tirem en t m u lled  the  go lden  
d ream  of selling an d  m oving  to  tow n , such  as M an tz  ne ighbo r 
Pete T horne w h o  to ld  h im self confidently : "G ive m e tw o  m ore 
years like th is o n e 's  sh a p in ' an d  I'll be m ov in ' to  E lm ."  (RR 10) 

The w a r 's  im pact on  farm ing , especially  in  M idw este rn  sta tes 
like Iow a, crea ted  econom ic d isto rtions for w h ich  farm ers paid  
a heavy  price a fte rw ard  in  th e  1920s. H ere  w as a critical 
junctu re  n o t perceived  by  m an y  ebu llien t farm ers a t the  tim e 
and  w hose  en th u s ia sm  c louded  w h a t sh o u ld  hav e  been  tem 
p ered  restra in t. The w ar c rea ted  c h a n g es  — profitab le  for sh o rt 
te rm  — b u t d isastrous for long-term  in  the  p o s tw ar decade. 
P roduction  w as boosted  because  of patrio tic  u rg ing , h ig h  
prices, easy  availability of m ortgages to take on  m ore  lan d , an d  
add itional loans to b u y  extra e q u ip m en t a n d  consum er goods 
such as au to s  a n d  p h o n o g rap h  p layers. D uring  the  fou r year 
period  of 1910 to  1914, an n u a l va lue  of A m erican  agricu ltu ral 
o u tp u t reg iste red  m odestly  six billion dollars; b u t th is figure 
soared to fou rteen  billion by  1918 an d  incredib ly  w e n t h ig h er  to 
sixteen billion by  1919.13 The index  of w holesale  prices for 
com m odities w itn essed  a s tu n n in g  127 p e rcen t increase b e 
tw een  1914 an d  1919; a n d  such  gains w ere  m ost p ro n o u n ce d  in 
the  M idw estern  sta tes, inc lud ing  Io w a .14

13 Saloutos and Hicks, Agricultural Discontent, p. 90.
14This percentage was extracted from figures in Murray R. Benedict, Farm
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The troub lesom e factor w as the  farm er's  s teady  accum ula
tion  of d eb t d u rin g  th is period  u n d e r  the  a ssu m p tio n  th a t h igh 
prices for com m odities w o u ld  con tinue  to prevail an d  m ake for 
easy  rep a y m en t of p rinc ipal a n d  accrued  in terest. Farm er deb t 
w as acqu ired  too easily from  b an k ers  w h o  p u sh e d  loans tha t 
ex ten d ed  th e ir cu stom ers b ey o n d  a safe m argin . Bessie M antz 
strong ly  res is ted  such  over-ex tension  of d eb t a n d  d isp layed  a 
conservative a ttitu d e  b o rd erin g  on  d is tru st of the  p rosperity  
a ro u n d  her. In  S ep tem ber of 1917 after a good  harvest, she 
m ade  h e r p a y m e n t on  the  m ortgage  a n d  pa id  off the  no te  on 
the  Ford  au to  she h a d  earlier in  the  year b o u g h t g rudgingly . 
The b an k e r re luc tan tly  accep ted  h e r p a y m en t of the  au to  note 
loan  b u t offered n e w  credit: "W e'll be  g lad  to  let you  have  this 
for any  im p ro v em en ts  y o u  n e e d ."  H er curt response  w as 
"W e 're  n o t im prov ing  th is  fall."  (RR 35-36, 59)

M ost characters in  C orey 's  trilogy lacked B essie 's resolve in 
avo id ing  excessive deb t, a n d  the  issue  of ru ra l deb t ran  as a 
m ajor th em e  th ro u g h  all th ree  vo lum es of the  M antz  Trilogy. 
Statistics for ru ra l d eb t accum ulation  as a resu lt of W orld W ar 
I w ere  s taggering  a n d  ye t the  p layers  of the  gam e d id  n o t fully 
apprec ia te  or u n d e rs ta n d  th e  o d d s  in  th is false gam bler's 
p ro sperity . A gricu ltu ral lan d  prices a n d  va lua tion  on  bu ild ings 
a n d  im p ro v em en ts  h a d  risen  nationally  from  $35 billion to $66 
billion b e tw een  1910 a n d  1920. D angerously  decep tive w as the 
a m o u n t of in fla tion  bu ilt in to  th ese  values an d  sad d led  on  the 
backs of farm ers w h o  p re su m e d  con tinua l h igh  com m odity  
prices. A gricu ltu ral m ortgages soared  from  $4.7 billion in  1914 
to  $10.2 billion in  1920.15

By 1918, Wallaces' Farmer focused  w ith  m o u n tin g  u rgency  on  
th is tre n d  for Iow a farm ers in  term s of w h a t becam e k n o w n  as 
"co s t-p lu s ."  It w as p o in ted  o u t to farm ers th a t costs in  term s of 
o p era tio n  a n d  p ro d u c tio n  h a d  to  be figu red  in to  the  equation . 
For exam ple, an  acre of corn  before the  w ar cost $10 to p roduce. 
A s a resu lt of the  w ar, the  p ro d u ctio n  or cost-p lus factor h ad

Policies of the United States: 1790-1950: A Study of Their Origins and Development (New 
York: Twentieth Century Fund, 1953), p. 168.

15 Benedict, Farm Policies of the United States, p. 168.
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risen  for the  sam e acre of corn  to  $23 by  1918. C orey  u n d e r 
stood  th is factor th ro u g h  the  exam ple of farm er H en ry  C lausen  
w ho  took on  d eb t to a d d  electricity a n d  a n ew  silo to  h is farm  
b u t no ticed  th a t "  . . . w h e n  the  bills b eg an  to com e th ro u g h — 
the  big prices he  w as ge tting  w ere  ea ten  u p  by  th e  b igger prices 
on  the  stu ff he  b o u g h t."  (RR 62) Wallaces' Farmer c au tioned  th a t 
after figuring  in  costs, farm ers m ade  actually  less n e t profit, 
w ork ing  the  lan d  h a rd e r  th a n  u su a l for w ar-tim e profits  or 
letting  o u t acreage to  te n a n ts  — the  p o o res t k in d  of farm ing  in  
term s of its effect on  the  la n d .16 Farm  ten an cy  increased  
th ro u g h o u t the  M idw est. In  1910, ab o u t 40 p e rcen t of Iow a 's  
farm s w ere  o p era ted  by  ten an ts . For the  years  covered  by 
C orey 's  M antz  Trilogy, the  n u m b er of te n a n t o p e ra ted  farm s in  
Iow a rose to 41.7 pe rcen t in  1920, ju m p e d  to 44.7 p e rcen t in  
1925, a n d  ad vanced  again  over the  next five years  to  47.3 
percen t by  1930.17

The rise in  value of farm  lan d  re su lted  from  b o th  the  "G ood  
Y ears" (1897-1910) an d  th e  econom ic stim u la tion  of W orld  W ar 
I (1914-1918). This aspec t of farm  value  w as an  u n d e rly in g  
them e in  C orey 's  trilogy ab o u t the  M antz  fam ily, a n d  h is u se  of 
da ta  is rem arkab ly  accurate. In  1910 w h e n  C hris M an tz  d ied  
and  left the  farm  for Bessie an d  h e r ch ild ren  to  op era te , an  offer 
w as m ade barely  after the  h u sb a n d  w as laid  to  rest. C orey  u sed  
the figure of $45 p e r acre in  th a t y ear w h e n  Sorrel Jensen , a 
g rasp ing  an d  g reedy  ne ighbor, so u g h t to  take advan tage  of a 
help less bereaved  w idow . The M an tz  fam ily rejected  th e  offer 
a lthough  Bessie conceded  th a t it seem ed  attractive since lan d  
prices w ere  low  at th a t tim e. (TMS 22-24, 41, 44-5)

The no tion  of selling the  farm  arose again  in  1917 w h e n  son  
W olm ar, m echanically  inclined  a n d  w ith  little p e n c h an t for 
farm ing, u rg ed  h is m o th e r to sell th e  place, claim ing th a t it 
could fetch as m uch  as $100 p e r  acre. R easonably  accurate , th is 
figure rep re sen ted  a 122% gain  over Jen sen 's  p ro p o se d  offer of 
$45 pe r acre in  1910. C orey  u se d  th is  p o in t to  illustra te  the

16 Saloutos and Hicks, Agricultural Discontent, pp. 98-99.
17 Saloutos and Hicks, Agricultural Discontent, p. 14; Murray, "Struggle for Land 

Ownership" in A Century of Farming in Iowa, p. 12, Table 3.
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ru n -u p  in  farm  real esta te  a n d  W olm ar's  a s tu te  op in ion  th a t a 
p o in t w o u ld  even tua lly  occur w h e n  it w o u ld  be w ise to take 
profits. (RR 54)

C orey  flagged a n o th e r  w a rn in g  abou t la n d 's  sh a rp  ru n -u p  in 
early  1918. N o t un like  specu la tion  in  stocks w h en  the  m arket 
ap p ro ach es  its top , w ise sellers u n lo ad  w hile  fools en te r to buy  
a t overp riced  levels. C orey  is w o rth  qu o tin g  b ecause he u n d e r
s tood  the  om ens of th is  frenzy: " The days of the  new  year 
m arch ed  in to  February  a n d  th e  te lep h o n e  po les a t each road  
in te rsec tion  w ere  p las te red  w ith  yellow  m anila  poste rs  an 
n o u n c in g  public  auc tions of stock, m ach inery  a n d  househo ld  
effects of farm ers selling  out. O ne  of th ese  poste rs  w as for Ben 
Spangler, a ne ig h b o r to  the  so u th w e st of the  M an tzes ."  Corey 
described  S p an g ler 's  auction: " The farm ers w ere  buying-m ad. 
T hey  su rg ed  from  one p e n  of stock to  an o th er, one lot of 
m ach inery  to  an o th e r, b id  a n d  coun ter-b id  an d  p iled  u p  prices. 
S teuben , the  auctioneer, p layed  one  aga in st the  o ther, heckling 
a laggard , p ra is in g  a free b id d er, bu ild ing  a price th a t staggered  
the  b u y e r w h e n  he  tu rn e d  aw ay  an d  th o u g h t abou t it."  O ne of 
the  farm ers a tte n d in g  th e  auc tion  could  n o t see the  ironic edge 
of th e  precipice a n d  b lithely  ligh ted  a cigar w hile  saying: "This 
W ar's  the  g rea tes t th in g  th a t ever h a p p e n e d  to  u s  fa rm ers ."18 
The farm ers a t the  auction  cynically a d d e d  th a t such  lan d  could 
no w  be w ork ed  by  te n a n ts  — th e  w o rs t k ind  of farm ing  in  term s 
of p rese rv in g  lan d  quality  a n d  value. (RR 80-2)

The A rm istice in  N ovem ber 1918 b ro u g h t an  e n d  to the  w ar 
b u t d id  n o t im m edia te ly  te rm in a te  th e  sp ira ling  rise of specu 
lation . The g o v ern m en t, u n d e r  th e  Food C ontro l Act of 1917, 
co n tin u ed  to s u p p o rt w h e a t a t $2.00 to $2.20 p e r  bushel, corn 
rem a in ed  h igh , a n d  lan d  d id  n o t ind icate  any  re trea t to earlier 
p re -w ar levels d u rin g  1919. C orey  reco rded  casual farm er 
conversa tions filled w ith  b ravado  ye t sh a d ed  in  concern  w h en

18 The frenzy in buying used equipment at auctions in prosperity cycles tended 
to result in prices higher than real value or if purchased new. For insight into this 
aspect, see Alvin S. Tostlebe, Capital in Agriculture: Its Formation and Financing Since 
1870: A Study by the National Bureau of Economic Research (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1957), Appendix B, pp. 186-7.
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asserting  th a t lan d  w o u ld  n ev er go d o w n  in  price. But one 
farm er averred  th a t "If it does, th ere 'll be a lot of farm ers 
caugh t w ith  their p a n ts  d o w n ."  (RR 211)

In  A u g u st 1919, Bessie dec ided  to  sell the  farm  to Sorrel 
Jensen  for $350 p e r  acre, w ith  possessio n  tak en  in  M arch 1920, 
an d  assum ing  a first m ortgage  n o te  from  him . W ith  Jen sen 's  
d o w n  p ay m en t of $10,000, she  could  clear h e r  ow n  m ortgage  
on  the  farm ; how ever she h a d  becom e u n w ittin g ly  a c red ito r 
an d  d e p e n d e n t on  Jen sen 's  ability to  m ake th e  first m ortgage  
p aym en ts  in  the  1920s. (RR 214) Yet it seem ed  like a financial 
coup because Jensen  h a d  offered only  $45 p e r  acre in  1910, an d  
now  she received  $350 p e r  ac re  — a gain  of 678 p e rcen t over a 
ten  year period . These figures confo rm ed  w ith  p revailing  
acreage prices a t the  h e ig h t of boom  in  b o th  Illinois a n d  Iow a, 
w here gains h a d  been  g rea test in  th e  M idw est. By 1919, Iow a 
farm  land  sold  for as m uch  as $400 p e r  acre, w h ich  m ea n t the  
M antzes sold  w ith in  th irteen  p e rcen t of the  h ig h es t p revailing  
p rice .19

The M antzes h a d  d o n e  b e tte r  th a n  the  overall averages for 
Iowa. The figures for the  average value p e r acre of farm  lan d  
and  im provem en ts sh o w ed  $96 in  1910; $227.09 in  1920; a n d  
$124.18 by 1930. But d u rin g  the  1920s, the  average w o rth  of 
Iowa farm s fell a lm ost over 45 p e rc e n t.20 * This decline in  the  
1920s w as especially  severe because  of th e  accum ulation  of d eb t 
u n d e r the  w eigh t of w h a t Wallaces' Farmer in  1918 h a d  w a rn e d  
w ith  its cost-p lus calculations. H ere  w ere  th e  seeds of d isaster 
tha t w ou ld  befall Iow a, includ ing  the  M an tzes w h o  p rep a re d  
now  to m ove in to  tow n.

In early 1920, the  M antzes auc tioned  off th e ir farm  eq u ip 
m en t a n d  belong ings a t th e  farm stead  in  p rep a ra tio n  for th e  
m ove in to  Elm w h ere  Bessie b o u g h t a house . H er feelings w ere

19 Saloutos and Hicks, Agricultural Discontent, p. 102
20 Murray, "Struggle for Land Ownership" in A Century of Farming in Iowa, p. 14, 

figures and percentages extracted from data in Table 4. A useful discussion also for this 
period is Karl Scholz, "Trends in Farm Land Values in the United States from 1912 to
1928," in Clyde L. King, ed., The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, vol. CXLII (March 1929), reprinted as Farm Relief in American Farmers and the Rise 
of Agribusiness (New York: Amo Press, 1975), pp. 27-43.
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m ixed w ith  reflections ab o u t h e r dead  h u sb a n d 's  desire  th a t the 
farm  sh o u ld  have rem ain ed  in  the  fam ily. A t th is p o in t in  the 
trilogy, C orey focused  m ore  on  to w n  life; y e t th e  su rro u n d in g  
coun try side  ironically  he ld  a fateful key  in  term s of Elm 's 
econom ic w ell-being. Like the  M antz  fam ily, th e  to w n  could 
n o t ignore  its ru ra l roo ts  a n d  m ainstays. O n  the  surface, the 
econom y a p p e a re d  to m ain ta in  its w ar-tim e p rosperity . The 
local real esta te  ag en t b rag g ed  abou t good  tim es lasting  forever, 
w hile  Ed C rosby  rem ain ed  confiden t of h is ow n  farm ing 
p ro w ess  a n d  effectiveness as h e a d  of the  grain  cooperative by 
w ork ing  closely w ith  b an k er O scar R hom er. O tto  w as in  school 
a n d  W olm ar w as looking  for a m echan ic 's  job; b o th  w ere 
excited in  an tic ipa tion  abou t to w n  life in  con trast to the 
du llness  of the  farm  n o w  seem ing ly  b eh in d  them . W olm ar 
n o ted  h o w ev er an  u n d e rly in g  con trad ic tion  w hile  search ing  for 
a job. M oney  seem ed  p len tifu l a n d  peop le  felt w ealthy , b u t he 
observed  th a t m any  p eop le  w ere  look ing  for w ork . (RR 236,239, 
241, 247, 258)

D esp ite  the  conflict's e n d  in  N ovem ber 1918, w ar-sha tte red  
E urope c o n tin u ed  im p o rtin g  foodstuffs b u t only  po stp o n in g  
th e  inevitab le  d o w n tu rn . F arm ers w ere  conv inced  prices w ou ld  
n o t slum p . W h en  w h e a t lost its g o v ern m en t su p p o rt in  M ay
1920, the  s traw  broke the  cam el's  back. W ith in  five m on ths  
after g o v e rn m en t rem oval of g u aran tees  for w hea t, agricultural 
prices across the  b o a rd  fell one  th ird  by  N ovem ber 1920.21 The 
U SD A 's B ureau of A gricu ltural Econom ics calculated  the  aver
age farm  o p e ra to r 's  n e t incom e d ro p p e d  47% b e tw een  1920 and
1921, se n d in g  sh u d d e rs  th ro u g h  a d angerously  overex tended  
farm  econom y .22 C orey 's  M an tz  Trilogy w as p in -p o in t accurate 
w h e n  the  local e co n o m y  — b o th  for farm ers of M oss C oun ty  and  
to w n  folks in  E lm  — beg an  to cra ter an d  sucked them  d eep er 
to w ard  to ta l financial collapse.

The first tell-tale signs su rfaced  w h e n  Sorrel Jensen  s to p p ed  
by  Bessie M an tz 's  p lace in  to w n  to m ake his p ay m en t on  the

21 Saloutos and Hicks, Agricultural Discontent, pp. 92-103.
22 Figures extracted from Benedict, Farm Policies of the United States, see table p. 

231, fn 78.
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m ortgage no te. N ervously  he  m en tio n ed  falling prices an d  
tough  tim es, b u t Bessie reg a rd e d  such  agricu ltu ral p rob lem s as 
no  longer h e r concern . Yet it w as a p p a re n t th a t the  ru ra l tow n  
of Elm felt w h a t ailed  the  su rro u n d in g  coun try side . The au to  
shop  w h ere  W olm ar w ork ed  as a m echanic  fired  one  of its 
w orkers, w hile  A n d rew  a n d  his w ife sh o w ed  u p  a t the  d o o r
step  from  D es M oines w h ere  he  h a d  ju s t lost h is job. (RR 
268-75) By the  fo llow ing year in  1922, the  once con fiden t real 
esta te  agen t, tu rn in g  to  alcohol, reflected  rem orsefu lly : "A  year 
ago . . .  I h a d  equ ity  in  lan d  w o rth  a m illion. T oday  th a t lan d  
a in 't w o rth  the  m an u re  on  a m u le 's  fo o t."  (RR 288)

W hile the  M antz  fam ily m em bers  concerned  them selves w ith  
find ing  an d  k eep ing  em p lo y m en t in  to w n , the  w o rsen in g  
coun tryside  s itua tion  forced financially  s tra p p e d  farm ers in to  
bootlegging  alcohol to  m ake e n d s  m eet. C learly  n o w  w orried , 
Ed C rosby rev erted  to w ard  h is earlier sense  of rad icalism  a n d  
the  need  for farm ers to o rgan ize. In trigu ing ly  C orey  p u t 
no tions an d  w o rd s  in to  C rosby  w h o  ta lked  u p  the  idea  of 
farm ers w ith h o ld in g  com m odities to  force u p  p ric e s—clearly 
an  an tic ipation  of M ilo R eno 's Iow a Farm  H oliday  A ssociation  
in  the  early  1930s.23 Ironically C rosby  w as accused  of b e ing  a 
socialist for such  so lu tions. (RR 396-98)

The Road Returns c losed sym bolically in  1923 w ith  a series of 
psychological an d  econom ic jolts. W olm ar lost h is m echan ic 's  
job an d  w as tu rn e d  d o w n  by  the  b an k  for a loan  to  o p en  his 
ow n  garage. Bessie w as to ld  by  the  b an k  th a t h e r h o u se  in  
tow n, like ev ery th ing  else in  Elm, h a d  lost th ree -q u a rte rs  of its 
original value. Sorrel Jensen  to ld  Bessie th a t h e  could  n o  longer 
m ake the  n o te  pay m en ts . She w o u ld  have  to take back h e r  
farm . Shortly  a fte rw ard s  Jensen  com m itted  suicide by  h an g in g  
h im self in  the  barn . (RR402, 405, 428, 437). Bessie w as d ev as
ta ted  because she h a d  p lan n e d  to  u se  the  m o n ey  from  th e  sale 
of the  farm  to sen d  O tto  to college. In  re tro spec t, th e  M an tzes 
w ou ld  have been  b e tte r  off n o t to  have  sold  the  farm , an d

23 For discussion of Reno who had earlier been state president of the Farmers' 
Union during 1921-30, see Ross, Iowa Agriculture, pp. 165-7.
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in s tead  w o rk ed  off th e  rem a in d e r of the  m ortgage. W ithout 
excessive deb t, th ey  cou ld  have  h u n k e re d  d o w n  d u rin g  the 
1920s, lived w ell o n  the  farm , a lth o u g h  n o t m aking  m uch 
m o n ey  b u t a t least surv iv ing . It is obvious th a t C orey u sed  the 
trilogy h e re  to  em p h asize  w h y  farm ers sh o u ld  have stayed 
close to  w h a t th ey  k n ew  best: farm ing  w ith o u t excessive debt. 
But W orld  W ar I h a d  u n d e rm in e d  th a t tra it.24

The final vo lum e in  C o rey 's  trilogy, County Seat, fulfilled its 
title descrip tively  as th e  M an tzes s trugg led  in  tow n  to achieve 
elusive success. Elm  w as a p lace try ing  to  m ake som eth ing  of 
itself. The effort fell sh o rt w ith  ap p earan ces  th a t w ere  hollow  
an d  w ith o u t substance . E lm 's b ackd rop  w as a d istressed  agri
cu ltu ral co u n try sid e  th a t w as fa ted  n o t to  en joy  any  rep ea t of 
th e  g lory  days of 1914-20. C orey  s tru c tu red  County Seat a ro u n d  
lives of its in h ab itan ts , b u t  the  ru ra l coun try side  w as never far 
aw ay , o ften  ra is ing  its d e p re sse d  h ead  as a rem in d er th a t tim es 
w ere  to u g h  w ith in  a sh o rt d istance  from  th e  to w n 's  edge as 
w ell as th ro u g h o u t the  farm  belt.

Econom ic adversity  becam e a cen tral th em e  in th is volum e, 
p ittin g  p eo p le  aga in st one  an o th e r, especially  w h e n  changes 
occurred  th a t left th em  seem ing ly  no  longer in  control of their 
fate. The K u Klux K lan re su m ed  public  p rom inence  d u rin g  the 
1920s a n d  w as p u rp o se fu lly  u se d  by  C orey to em phasize  
econom ic change as an  ag en t of d isp lacem en t an d  frustra tion . 
The local Rollins C ream ery  in  Elm  faced stiff com petition  from  
larger a n d  m ore  efficient p rocessors. Its o w n er 's  resen tm en t 
su rfaced  by  b lam ing  o u tsid e rs  a n d  Jew s, fueling  a ttrac tion  for 
th e  K lan 's  sim plistic so lu tions. U ltim ately  the  C ream ery  w as 
acqu ired  by  a larger com pany , an d  th e  o lder em ployees w ere 
fired .25

24 A classic analysis of the war's impact, speculation, and the collapse in the 
early 1920s, see Henry C. Wallace, Our Debt and Duty to the Farmer (New York: Century, 
1925) Reprinted in American Farmers and and the Rise of Agribusiness (New York: Arno 
Press, 1975), esp. Chapters 3-5.

25 The Klan is interpreted as part of an "agrarian counterattack" and reflective of 
rural resistance toward change during the radical environment of the Nonpartisan 
League and the Farmers' Union, according to Edward L. and Frederick H. Schaps
meier, Henry A. Wallace of Iowa: The Agrarian Years, 1910-1940 (Ames: Iowa State
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A lthough  E lm 's econom y recovered  so m ew h at by  th e  m id- 
1920s, sm aller ou tly ing  crossroads to w n s th a t once serviced 
local farm ers w ere  w ith erin g  aw ay. In frastructu ra l decline of 
these villages resu lted  from  ex p an d in g  u se  of au to s  a n d  the  
good roads m ovem en t com m on in  Iow a a n d  o th e r s ta tes  d u rin g  
the  1920s. (CS 39, 66-71, 96) A cquiring  heavy  deb t, W olm ar 
expanded  his garage a n d  filling s ta tion  b u sin ess , w h ich  ser
viced the  increasing  vo lum e of farm ers ' cars a n d  trucks com ing 
to  tow n. C orey u sed  W olm ar's  b u sin ess  as an  exam ple of 
g rea ter traffic by farm ers d riv ing  in to  Elm  ra th e r  th a n  going  to 
nearby  sm all coun try  villages th a t w ere  a lready  dying . G ilbert 
Fite confirm s the  nation -w ide  p o p u larity  of farm  trucks d u rin g  
the  1920s w h en  th e ir n u m b ers  rose  from  139,169 to 900,385. 
Even m ore d ram atic  by 1930 w as th a t 90 p e rcen t of Iow a 
farm ers d rove to  to w n  in m o to rized  veh ic les.26 Ironically hard - 
surfacing of roads as an  im p ro v em en t led  to  a dou b lin g  of the  
farm  land  tax in  Iow a d u rin g  the  1920s.27

D espite  to u g h  tim es, O tto  m an ag ed  to  a tte n d  college a n d  
g rad u a ted  in  1927 w h e n  h e  ob ta ined  a job in  Chicago. But 
before leav ing  tow n , he v isited  the  M antz  farm , no tic ing  its 
poor condition . H e lis tened  to  its de jec ted  ren te r  w h o  com 
plained: " . . .  a in 't  m uch  u se  w o rk in ' an y h o w , 'cau se  by  the  
tim e a fella pays his ren t a n d  the  in te res t o n  the  loans h e 's  h a d  
to get a n d  th is an d  th a t an d  so m eth in g  or o th er, th ere  a in 't  
n o th in ' le ft."  (CS 231-2) C orey  su m m ed  u p  accurately  the  
treadm ill situa tion  of farm ers by  the  m id-1920s. W hether 
ren te rs  o r ow ner-opera to rs , th ey  w ere  locked in  p lace w ith  
heavy m ortgages, h ig h  taxes o n  d ep re sse d  p ro p ertie s , a n d  low  
com m odity  prices. Earle Ross defin ed  the  s itua tion  specifically

University Press, 1968), pp. 51-2.
26 Gilbert C. Fite, George N. Peek and the Fight for Farm Parity (Norman: University 

of Oklahoma Press, 1954), Reprinted in 1990 with foreword by Paul Simon, p. 120.
27 This issue of roads with the tax burden on farmers drew the concern of Henry 

C. Wallace. See his Debt and Duty to the Farmer, pp. 173-85. A survey in 1923 by Wallaces' 
Farmer showed that Iowa farmers were demanding " . . .  that earning power of farm 
land rather than reputed selling price be made the basis of valuation of farm property 
for purposes of taxation." Yet the same survey showed only modest support for a state 
income tax. See "Farm Taxation and Local Government" in Taylor, Story of Agricultural 
Economics in the United States, 1840-1932, p. 999.
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w ith  reg a rd  to  ren te rs: "T he price collapse m ade the  ren ta l 
charge  in  m an y  cases g rea ter th an  th e  cash  re tu rn , a n d  m any  
ren te rs  w ith  v isions of u ltim ate  p ro p rie to rsh ip  lost their entire  
in v es tm en t a n d  w ere  red u ced  to th e  s ta tu s  of h ired  lab o re rs ."28 
The recovery  of agricu ltu ra l prices d u rin g  the  m id-to-late  1920s 
w as anem ic a n d  n ev e r a p p ro ach ed  earlier w ar-tim e h ighs. At 
the  e n d  of the  decade  a n d  ju st before  the  C rash  of 1929, the 
index  of agricu ltu ra l p rices in  Iow a w as 33% low er th an  in  
1919.29

Iow a farm ers w ere  concerned  abou t the  n eed  for agricultural 
relief in  the  1920s; ye t th e ir in n a te  sense  of political conserva
tism  m in im ized  su p p o rt for the  N o n p artisan  L eague, Farm er- 
Labor m o v em en t a n d  politicians such  as Senator Sm ith W. 
B rookhart.30 The C apper-V olstead  A ct of 1922 exem pted  agri
cu ltu ral coopera tives from  an ti- tru s t p roceed ings, th u s  sanc
tion ing  m ark e tin g  associations, w h ich  w ere  so lu tions w orth  
try ing , desp ite  lack of su p p o rt from  the  USDA. C ooperative 
m arke ting  associations w ere  n o t alw ays w ell m anaged  and  
com peted  aga in st one ano th er. Farm ers d id  n o t see sufficient 
rew ard  for the  cost of m em b ersh ip  o r b u y in g  shares of stock in 
th ese  en te rp rises . By the  m id-1920s, lack of resu lts  controlling 
p ro d u c tio n  an d  g e tting  b e tte r  prices d iscouraged  po ten tia l 
farm er m em b ersh ip  w ith  the  overall percen tage  of partic ipan ts 
declin ing  by  1929.31

A side from  em p h asis  on  cooperative m arke t as a po ten tia l 
so lu tion , C orey  ig n o red  for th e  m ost p a rt such  considerations 
as G eorge P eek 's  idea of parity  a n d  the  ill-fated M cNary- 
H a u g en  Bills of 1924-1928. P eek 's  p roposa l a ttrac ted  consider
able a tten tio n  in  Iow a by  the  m id-1920s, by  w h ich  the  federal 
g o v e rn m en t w o u ld  have  su p p o rte d  h ig h er com m odity  prices

28  Ross, Iowa Agriculture, p. 154.
29 Percentage figure extracted from data in Ross, Iowa Agriculture, p. 160.
30 Ross, Iowa Agriculture, p. 159. For views of Smith W. Brookhart as a "cowhide 

radical" and advocate of cooperatives controlling production, credit and marketing, see 
James H. Shideler, Farm Crisis: 1919-1923 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1957), 222-23, 235; Leland L. Sage, A History of Iowa (Ames: Iowa State University Press,
1974), pp. 255-57, 264-68.

31 Danbom, Resisted Revolution, pp. 130-31; Shideler, Farm Crisis, p. 249 passim.
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an d  resto red  farm ers ' p u rch asin g  p o w e r by  d u m p in g  A m erican 
su rp luses in  overseas m arkets . In  1925, the  Iow a B ankers' 
A ssociation becam e a s tro n g  advocate  of p a rity .32 But h igh  
A m erican tariffs on  E u ropean  goods in v ited  re ta lia tion  aga in st 
A m erican farm  com m odities a n d  con tribu ted  to  low  prices. 
E urope 's  re tu rn  to agricu ltural self-sufficiency in  th e  1920s dealt 
a m ajor blow  to A m erican  farm ers. D onald  Blaisdell n o ted  the 
value of A m erican agricu ltu ral exports con stitu tin g  13.4 p e r
cent of gross farm  incom e in 1910, b u t d o w n  to a m ere 7 pe rcen t 
or approx im ately  one half by  1931.33

W riting the  Trilogy in  th e  contex t of the  1930s, C orey w as 
probably  u n aw are  of changes in  d ie ta ry  co n su m p tio n  aw ay  
from  heavy stap le  farm  p roducts . B etw een 1920 a n d  1925, the  
ratio of w h e a t exports as a co m p o n en t of n e t farm  o u tp u t fell 
from  over 50 pe rcen t to abou t 19 p e rc e n t.34 C orey  d id  perceive 
the declin ing role of trad itional d raft ho rses  for farm  tasks an d  
the g row ing  ad o p tio n  of trac to rs as w itn essed  by  W olm ar's  
fascination w ith  an y th in g  m echanical. W hen  m any  farm ers got 
rid  of unessen tia l ho rses d u rin g  the  1920s, p a s tu re s  norm ally  
reserved  for them  w ere  p u t in to  p ro d u ctio n , fu rth e r  co n trib u t
ing to excess p ro d u ctio n  a n d  w eaker com m odity  prices. N a
tionw ide the  n u m b er of trac to rs a d o p te d  by  farm ers increased  
from  246,083 to 920,021 d u rin g  1920-30, a lth o u g h  it is q u es tio n 
able if they  w ere  alw ays u se d  efficiently. Iow a 's  60,000 n u m b er 
of tractors ran k ed  second  in  th e  n a tio n  by  1929.35 C orey  saw  a 
significant p a rt of the  agricu ltural d ilem m a as self-inflicted by 
over-p roduction , over-expansion  of farm  land , g rea ter ou tlays 
for equ ipm en t an d  co n su m er item s, an d  fina lly  — p e rh a p s  m ost

32 A standard source on this aspect remains Fite, George N. Peek and the Fight for
Farm Parity. On the activities of the Iowa Bankers Association, see pp. 144-5. See also 
Sage, History of Iowa, pp. 261-3, and 268.

33 Donald C. Blaisdell, Government and Agriculture: The Growth of Federal Farm Aid 
(New York: Farrar & Rinehart, 1940), p. 16. Blaisdell was an assistant to M. L. Wilson, 
Under Secretary of Agriculture in the USDA during the 1930s.

34 See Harold Barger and Hans H. Landsberg, American Agriculture, 1899-1939: A 
Study of Output, Employment and Productivity (New York: National Bureau of Economic 
Research, 1942), pp. 51-55, esp. Table 10, Wheat: Ratio of Exports to Net Output, 
1897-1938, p. 53.

35 Danbom, Resisted Revolution, pp. 133-4; Ross, Iowa Agriculture, p. 154.
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im p o rtan tly  in  h is th in k in g  — th e  m assive accum ulation  of debt 
from  earlier p ro sp e rity  th a t sh o u ld  have  been  w orked  off 
p ro m p tly  in  o rd e r to  ride  o u t the  " d o w n  a n d  lean" cycle years.

C orey  q u es tio n ed  the  effectiveness of the  Farm  B ureau as a 
sp o k esm an  for ag ra rian  in te rests  an d  in stead  saw  the  solution 
th ro u g h  cooperative m ark e tin g  an d  p rogram s of th e  Iowa 
F arm ers ' U n io n .36 In  a revealing  exchange b e tw een  O tto  and  
th e  Farm  B ureau  co u n ty  agen t, questions  w ere  ra ised  abou t the 
fu tu re  of Iow a agricu ltu re . O tto , h av ing  recen tly  lost h is job in 
C hicago afte r th e  W all S treet C rash  of 1929, p rep a re d  to take 
over th e  fam ily farm  a n d  re tu rn  to  h is real roo ts. H e inqu ired  
ab o u t cooperative m ark e tin g  a n d  the  Iow a F arm ers' U nion. 
The coun ty  a g en t clearly d id  n o t w a n t to  talk  abou t those 
a lte rna te  ap p ro ach es, say ing  th a t the  Farm  B ureau h ad  tried 
w h a t w as possib le  an d  concluded: "T he on ly  so lu tion  is 
m echan iza tion  a n d  th a t m eans com bin ing  sm all u n its  to cut 
labor costs. It m ean s m ak ing  farm ing  in to  a b ig in d u stry  like 
au tom obile  m an u fa c tu rin g ."  W h en  O tto  resp o n d e d  th a t it 
w o u ld  be d e a th  of sm all fam ily farm ers an d  their ren te rs , the 
coun ty  ag en t e n d e d  th e  conversa tion  by  say ing  "O h , they 'll 
find  w ork  som ew here  e lse ."37 (CS 366)

C orey 's  v iew  of farm ing  closed the  trilogy on  a slightly  m ore 
optim istic  n o te  w ith  O tto 's  observations in  1938. The N ew  Deal 
saved  som e farm ers in  th e  1930s, b u t the  fu tu re  rem ained  
uncerta in . S peak ing  th ro u g h  O tto  an d  his w ife, C orey a lluded  
to  the  sing le m o st im p o rtan t reaso n  for w riting  the  Trilogy: "I 
guess  w e  w ere  p re tty  frank  in  telling  you  ab o u t th e  lives of ou r 
fam ilies, ou rse lves a n d  the  com m unity , b u t w e b o th  th ink  tha t 
som eone  sh o u ld  tell a sto ry  of th e  M iddle W est so tho rough ly

36 The rise of the Farm Bureau in Iowa and its philosophical differences with the 
more activist groups such as Farmers' Union, are described in Benedict, Farm Policies of
the United States, pp. 190-1; Ross, Iowa Agriculture, Chapter 10; Saloutos and Hicks, 
Agricultural Discontent, Chapters 8 and 9. Reflecting economic class differences, the 
Farmers' Union saw the county agent and the Farm Bureau as tools of wealthy 
"gentlemen farmers". See esp. p. 231.

37 Corey returned to this theme of fictional critique of mechanization and 
"combinations" with Acres of Antaeus (New York: Henry Holt, 1946), in which he 
extolled the virtues of traditional American family farms in their struggle against 
corporate agriculture.
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th a t readers in  the  res t of the  co u n try  could  feel th a t th ey  k n ew  
how  w e lived a n d  felt even  if th ey  c o u ld n 't com e a n d  see for 
them selves."  (CS 418) A half cen tu ry  la ter he re  in  th e  1990s, 
C orey 's  Trilogy ranks as a classic w h o se  dep ic tion  of m id w est
e rn  farm ing d u rin g  1910-1930 h as  re ta in ed  its force of clarity, 
honesty , adm ission , a n d  sad n ess  of w h a t w as a n d  w h a t could  
have been  b e tte r tim es a n d  c ircum stances for farm ers like the  
M antz fam ily.

http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol61/iss1




