
Economics and A lphabetica l

From  a slough of economic despondency  Iowa 
rose in 1935 to w ithin abou t fifteen per cent of the 
p re-depression  level, accord ing  to G eorge R. D a ­
vies of the U niversity  of Iow a B ureau of Business 
R esearch . B usiness activ ity  increased fully 
tw elve per cent over 1934, w hich w as m ainly due 
to h igher prices for farm  products. T h e  same ten ­
dency  w as observed in o ther p arts  of the country. 
Even the gloom y U nited  S ta tes  C ham ber of C om ­
m erce adm itted  “ failures in 1935 w ere the few est 
and  liabilities the lightest since 1919” . From  A l­
bany, N ew  Y ork, a sta tioner sent out the cheering 
new s th a t the sale of red ink w as declining.

T h e  M ay tag  C om pany show ed a net income of 
$2,581,096 in 1935 com pared w ith  $1,960,836 for 
1934. P re fe rrin g  to “ let the figures speak for 
them selves” , the d irectors of the A m ana C orpo ra ­
tion reported  total sales had increased from $536,- 
524 during  the first nine m onths of 1934 to $703,- 
927 during  the sam e period in 1935. U nab le  to 
secure “sufficient cash grain  of milling quality” at 
their C ed ar R ap ids and  S ain t Joseph mills, Q uaker 
O a ts  reported  a decrease in earn ings from $5,478,- 
956 in 1934 to $4,552,501 in 1935.
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A survey of Iow a by the m agazine, Sales M an~  
agem ent, revealed the average Iow an’s ’spendable 
income w as $504 in 1935. D es M oines ranked  
third am ong the cities of the U nited  S ta tes as a 
m arket area, while Polk C ounty  stood fifth am ong 
the 3074 counties w ith an average spendable 
money income of $868. Scott C oun ty  stood sec­
ond to Polk in Iow a w ith $817, w hile M onroe 
C ounty  w as last w ith only $235.

T h ere  w ere o ther encouraging evidences of the 
trium phant em ergence of Iowa from the dep ths of 
the depression. N ew  car reg istration  increased 
149 per cent over 1933: M arch  sales actually
topped the “boom d a y s’ by four per cent. A u to ­
mobile reg istration  rose from 592,350 in 1934 to 
619,658 in 1935, and trucks reached an all-tim e 
high w ith 83,836 registered  in 1935.

U sing 100 per cent as the base in 1933, em ploy­
ment increased to 119.7 per cent while pay rolls 
advanced to 133.3 per cent. W a g e s  for farm 
hands im proved considerably. T e a c h e rs ’ salaries 
increased for the third consecutive year, though 
they w ere still approxim ately  tw enty-five per cent 
below norm al. S trikes, the most serious being 
among the mill w orkers a t D ubuque and  the 
bakers in D es M oines, indicated that industrial 
w ages w ere not keeping up to the rising prices.

Bank deposits increased 87.6 per cent, a condi­
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tion w hich few  Iow ans w ould  have been w illing to 
p rophesy  during  the gloom y d ay s of 1933. T h ere  
w ere 122 national banks in Iow a, 307 savings 
banks, 237 S ta te  banks, and  four tru st com panies. 
F ifteen  new  banks w ere estab lished  during  1935. 
A t the close of business on D ecem ber 31, 1935, 
S ta te  B anking S uperin tenden t D . W . B ates re ­
ported  an  increase of $54,831,319.28 in deposits 
over 1934. Loans and  d iscounts had  increased 
$36,141,850.85. T h e  A m erican  B anker  listed the 
Io w a-D es M oines N ational B ank & T ru s t Com ­
pany  as 146th am ong the banks of the nation  w ith 
$35,804,724 in deposits. B ank clearings in D es 
M oines w ere  the h ighest since 1930 and  tw enty- 
four per cent ahead  of 1934. T h ro u g h o u t the 
year closed banks continued paym ents to deposi­
tors —  the citizens of Bellevue rejoicing w hen the 
F irs t N ational B ank com pleted its final paym ent 
in full in time for C hristm as shopping.

W h ile  p rognostica to rs sought to read  the future 
and  econom ists endeavored  to in te rp re t the past, 
S enato r Louis M u rp h y  estim ated on A pril 19, 
1936, th a t the F edera l governm ent had  distributed 
$553,000,000 in cash in Iow a during  the three 
years beginning  w ith  M arch , 1933. A lthough 
R ichard  W ilso n , W a sh in g to n  corresponden t for 
the D es M oines R egister, believed these figures 
“ap p aren tly  w ere p repared  for p ro p ag an d a  pu r­
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poses” , he considered the total estim ate to be con- 
servative. “T h e  half billion d istribu tion” , W ilso n  
pointed out, “includes loans and  g ran ts  of federal 
funds to individuals, o rganizations and  the s ta te .” 
It more than  equalled Iow a’s farm  income in 1935.

Senator M u rp h y  listed the disbursem ents in 
Iow a to the principal A lphabeticals. O ver $200,- 
000,000 had been provided for farm  credit loans 
during the three years. A A A  benefit paym ents 
and corn loans accounted  for $160,000,000 more. 
T h e  R F C  loaned $73,000,000, relief cost $25,- 
000,000, and  the C C C  absorbed alm ost $20,000,- 
000. A  total of $21,000,000 had been expended 
by the P W A  com pared w ith a pa ltry  $5,000,000 
by the W P A . A pproxim ately  $120,000,000 of 
the huge sums loaned to Iow a had been re tu rned  
to the governm ent. R epaym ent on corn loans w as 
virtually one hundred  per cent, w hile $56,000,000 
of the $73,000,000 borrow ed from the R F C  by 
banks and private agencies had been paid back.

M ost Iow ans have been accustom ed to associate 
the alphabet w ith  elem entary education or soup. 
W ith  the inauguration  of the N ew  D eal the capi­
tal letters began to m arch and  assum ed a very 
com m anding position. T h e ir arrangem ent ac­
quired an esoteric significance about as com pre­
hensible to the average Iow an as cosmic rays.

A ccording to S enator M u rp h y ’s com pilation the
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F arm  C red it A dm in istra tion  w as the principal 
governm ent lending ag en cy  in Iow a. In 1935 
Iow a farm ers bo rrow ed  $53,000,000 th rough  the 
F ed era l L and B ank, the  la rg est an d  o ldest of the 
four perm anen t farm  banks g rouped  un d er the 
F C A . C om pared  w ith  the hectic rush  of refinanc­
ing during  previous years, G enera l A g en t F ran k  
O ’C onnor though t the 1935 figures ind icated  a 
re tu rn  to norm ality  in farm  financing. “ Instead  
of being driven to the land  bank  by  th rea t of fore­
c losu re ,” O ’C onnor poin ted  out, “ the g rea t m a­
jo rity  of app lican ts now  are  a ttrac ted  by  the low 
in terest ra te  and  the long term  repaym ent plan. 
T h e  four per cent ra te  on new  land  bank  loans, 
tem porarily  reduced  to 3.5 per cent, is the low est 
ra te  in A m erican farm  m ortgage  h isto ry .”

H e  explained  th a t the  “ general purpose of the 
F arm  C red it A dm in istra tion  is to provide a com­
plete, perm anen t cred it system  for agriculture. 
T h e  four m ajor units a re  in tended  to be se lf-sus­
tain ing  an d  independen t of governm ent capital. 
T h e y  now  opera te  w ith  p a rt of their capital a d ­
vanced by the governm ent. U ltim ately  the coop­
erative cred it institu tions will re tu rn  all of these 
funds to the public treasu ry , and  these farm ers' 
banks will be ow ned entirely  by  the borrow ers 
them selves.”

T h e  activities of the R econstruction  F inance
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C orporation  w ere believed to have been in some 
m easure helpful to every person in Iow a. T h e  
R F C  m ade loans to banks, tru st com panies, bu ild ­
ing and  loan associations, insurance com panies, 
and m ortgage loan com panies, ex tending  credit 
w hen all o ther sources had been exhausted . Its 
books on D ecem ber 31, 1935, show ed the pur­
chase of $5,863,000 w orth  of p referred  stock from 
banks, a small fraction of w hich had been re ­
funded. O f the $46,778,291.35 loaned to banks, 
$42,189,689.71 had been repaid . Building an d  
loan corporations had re tu rned  all of the $1,107,- 
689.75 they  had borrow ed. T w en ty -tw o  loans 
am ounting to $3,500,000 to Iow a insurance com­
panies w ere prom ptly repaid. A gricu ltu ral credit 
corporations had re tu rned  all but a few  thousand  
of the $45,000,000 advanced  to them. M unicipal­
ities w ere not so fo rtunate : only $31,000 of the 
$7,000,000 borrow ed w as repaid. T o  the R F C  
belongs much credit for easing the shock of defla­
tion in Iowa.

T h e  H om e O w n ers’ Loan C orporation  w as cre ­
ated on June 13, 1933, to “safeguard  home ow ner­
ship as a guaran tee  of social and  economic stab il­
ity, and  to protect home ow ners from foreclosure, 
tax deed or con tract forfeiture, and to relieve them 
of the burden of excessive in terest and  principal 
paym ents, as well as to provide for the necessary
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repa irs  or reconditioning  of their hom es.” T h e  
d istress  of Iow a home ow ners w as dem onstra ted  
by  the fact th a t 31,914 applications to taling  $65,- 
054,000 w ere filed in this S tate . O f these, a p ­
proxim ately  12,000 w ere elim inated by  rejection 
or vo lun tary  w ith d raw al and  abou t 19,000 w ere 
closed a t an  ag g reg a te  sum approach ing  $38,000,- 
000. W ith  the rem aining applications pending it 
w as expected  th a t close to 20,000 loans a g g re g a t­
ing abou t $39,000,000 w ould  be m ade by  June 12, 
1936, w hen loans to indiv iduals by  the C o rp o ra ­
tion ceased in acco rdance  w ith  the A ct of C on­
gress. T h e  benefits of the H O L C  w ere fa r-reach ­
ing. It no t only p reven ted  the loss of homes but 
it ac tua lly  stabilized and  even increased  the value 
of u rban  p roperty .

B eginning in M ay , 1933, w ith  sixteen camps, 
the Iow a C C C  reached  its peak in A ugust, 1935, 
w hen  fo rty -six  cam ps had  been established. A t 
th a t time there  w ere 177 officers, 6516 juniors, 
909 veterans, and  736 local experienced men en­
rolled. D uring  the year 1935 the C C C  expended 
$6,099,101.03 in Iow a. T h e  organization  has 
perform ed im portan t w ork  in Iow a, cooperating 
closely w ith various S ta te  and  F edera l agencies. 
H ighw ays have been cleared  of snow , assistance 
rendered  in flood areas, artificial lakes built, de­
pleted soils terraced , limed, and  fertilized, tern-
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porary  and  perm anent dam s constructed  in gullies, 
and trees p lanted on bad ly  eroded tracts.

M ore than  $60,000,000 w as d isbursed  th rough 
the Iow a E m ergency Relief A dm inistration  in the 
three years ending D ecem ber 31, 1935. D uring  
this period the num ber of cases receiving relief 
ranged  from 26,356 in D ecem ber, 1933, to the 
peak of 67,043 in January , 1935. By D ecem ber, 
1935, how ever, this num ber had dropped  alm ost 
one-half, and fo rty -four of the n inety-n ine coun­
ties w ere able to carry  their own relief load 
w ithout assistance from the IE R A . T h is  read ­
justm ent aroused  no local enthusiasm , however. 
“T h e  federal governm ent has cut into less than  
half its funds for Iow a relief in N ovem ber and  
tells Iow a counties to take care of their ow n unem ­
ployables and  pauper fam ilies” , p ro tested  the 
D exter S en tin e l. “ So, the dead  cat is back on 
our own doorstep  a fte r being d ragged  all over the 
neighborhood.”

O f the sixty millions expended on relief in Iow a 
the F ederal governm ent contributed sixty-six  per 
cent, local governm ents raised tw enty-seven  per 
cent, and the S ta te  provided seven per cent. F u lly  
$20,000,000 w ere required of these three agencies 
in 1935 to care for those persons regarded  as em­
ployables but needing tem porary  relief. T h e  
em ergency relief load w as fu rther lightened in
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1935 w hen  the W o rk s  P ro g ress  A dm inistration  
w as estab lished  by  executive o rd er on M a y  6, 
1935. Io w a’s quota  w as set a t 22,000 to be em­
ployed by T h an k sg iv in g  —  a figure th a t w as ac tu ­
ally  exceeded by  nearly  a thousand . T h e  con­
s tan tly  changing  personnel of families receiving 
unem ploym ent relief ind icates th a t m ost Iow ans 
are  no t stolid, sh iftless n e ’er-do-w ells. V e ry  few 
have refused  to w ork  w hen given a chance. O n ly  
a th ird  of the fam ilies receiving aid in O ctober, 
1933, w ere on the relief rolls in O ctober, 1935.

T h e  p a rad e  of the A lphabeticals aroused  oppo­
sition in Iow a as well as elsew here. A side from 
such problem s as S ta te  righ ts, individual liberty, 
regim entation , and  class discrim ination, conserva­
tives began  to w onder in w h a t m anner and  by 
whom  the ever-m ounting deb t w as to be paid. “ It 
is time the adm in istra tion  aw akened  to the folly of 
its p resen t ex trav ag an t spending  of the tax p ay e rs’ 
m oney” , w arn ed  the Le M a rs  Sentinel. T h e  
A lbia U nion-R epublican  w as equally  ind ignan t: 
“ O ne w ould think th a t eventually  the adm in istra ­
tion w ould  rem em ber its p lanned  econom y’ and 
plan a little of the sam e.” But in 1935 most 
Iow ans still believed strong ly  th a t times w ere bet­
ter an d  m any benefits had  been derived from the 
A lphabeticals.

W illiam J. Petersen


