
Agriculture and the A A A

T h e  typical Iow a farm er had cause for rejoicing 
on N ew  Y e a r’s D ay  of 1935. O n ly  tw o years be ­
fore, his corn had been selling a t ten cents a 
bushel, his oats a t tw elve cents, and  his hogs for 
less than  tw o and  a half cents a pound. M ore ­
over, in January , 1933, the Iow a farm products 
price index stood a t 40 per cent of the 1910-1914 
average, the low est in tw enty-five years. D epres­
sion census figures revealed a sharp  decline in the 
num ber of autom obiles, tractors, and radios on 
farms. M an y  a farm er had to store his radio  be­
cause he could not afford to buy a new  batte ry  or 
tubes. M eanw hile, he had seen unem ploym ent 
reach G arg an tu an  proportions in industry .

Political scientists and  economists, D em ocrats 
and Republicans, philosophers and  fools —  all 
presented their own theories as to w hy the Iowa 
farm er w as more optimistic in 1935. Some said it 
w as because of F ranklin  D. Roosevelt, the N ew  
Deal, and  particu larly  the A gricultural A d ju s t­
ment A ct. O th ers  hotly denied such an exp lana ­
tion —  and none more vigorously than  Senator 
L. J. D ickinson and  M ilo Reno. M ost people, 
however, w ere willing to adm it times w ere better.
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By m eans of governm ent aid, Iow a farm ers had 
been able to hold their crops and  get the benefit of 
h igher prices. C orn  w as w orth  five times as much 
in 1934 as in 1933, an d  by January , 1935, the in­
dex of Iow a farm  p roducts  prices had  soared  to 
111 per cent of p re -w ar prices. In the short space 
of one year the value of sheep had risen 35 per 
cent, ca ttle  77, eggs 55, b u tte r 68, and  oats 89 per 
cent. B itter a rgum en ts arose  as to the cause of 
th is increase bu t it w as generally  ag reed  th a t the 
d ro u g h t of 1934 an d  the A A A  reduction  program , 
together w ith  the rising tide of business prosperity , 
had  com bined to accom plish it. It is significant 
th a t the price of corn had  risen 135 per cent and 
hogs 153 per cent during  1934. P a rity  for farm 
products, the goal of the A A A , w as reached  in 
Septem ber, 1935, w hen the price indexes of farm 
p roducts an d  th ings bough t by  farm ers both  stood 
a t  128 per cen t of the 1910-1914 level.

C ash  incom e is supposed to be the best m easure 
of the economic w ell-being of the farm er. D uring 
the first q u arte r of 1935 the cash income of Iow a 
farm ers show ed a 43 per cent gain. T h e  total 
figure w as $117,000,000, com pared w ith  $82,000,- 
000 for the first q u arte r of 1934, or $53,000,000 
for the sam e period in 1933. A  survey of 726 
farm s show ed an  average  cash income of $1700 in 
1935 com pared w ith  $1485 for 516 farm s in 1934.
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A lthough Iow a farm ers took in m ore cash, their 
net incomes w ere actually  slightly  low er w hen 
their decrease in inventories w as counted.

N evertheless, the increase in read y  cash w as 
reflected in the farm ers’ buying pow er. O n Janu ­
ary  1, 1936, there w ere 69,835 trac to rs  on Iow a 
farms, an increase of more than  11,000 over the 
previous year. T h e  num ber of autom obiles re­
m ained stationary, bu t the num ber of new  cars 
sold show ed the g rea test percen tage of increase 
in the distinctly  rural counties. A  radio  census re ­
vealed 107,320 sets, the highest num ber ever re ­
corded. F o r the first time over half of Iow a’s 
farm ers could hear M ajo r B ow es’s am ateurs.

T h e  year 1935 proved to be crucial for the 
A A A  in Iow a and  the nation. Polls of opinion 
w ere taken and  politicians fired their heaviest o ra ­
torical artillery  in opposition or defense of the 
m easure. T h a t the A A A  w as popular in Iow a w as 
dem onstrated  by the enthusiasm  of the farm ers. 
Between eighty-five and  ninety  per cent of Iowa 
farm land came under its varied program s. A l­
though the total benefit paym ents dropped during 
1935, the g rea t gain came from the increased 
prices for corn and hogs. M oreover, most of the 
w ork of adm inistration w as done by committees of 
farm ers them selves. T h e  average cost of adm in­
istration by these neighborhood volunteers w as
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sligh tly  over th ree per cen t of the benefit p ay ­
m ents. F urtherm ore , com m ittees perform ed their 
w ork  so fairly  and  efficiently th a t very  few  com­
p lain ts w ere reg istered . W e ll m ight the Lansing 
Journal declare : “T h e  A A A  has not been adm in­
istered  by partisans, and  there is noth ing about it 
th a t suggests  p a r tisa n sh ip / '

Less than  three per cent of the con trac ts  fo r­
w ard ed  to W a sh in g to n  from Iow a w ere found to 
be inaccurate , com pared w ith  erro rs rang ing  from 
fifteen to tw enty-five per cent in o ther com m odity 
program s. T h e  S ta te  com m ittee m aintained an 
aud it section w here the con trac ts  and  related  
form s w ere carefu lly  checked and  each coun ty 's 
expenses approved  before final paym ent w as 
m ade. T h is  service cost less than  tw o-ten ths of
one per cent of the benefit paym ents received in 
Iow a.

In the fall of 1935 the F edera l governm ent d e ­
term ined to find out w hether the farm ers favored 

a corn-hog ad justm en t program  to follow the 
1935 program  w hich expires N ovem ber 30, 1935“ . 
T h e  Belle P laine U nion  though t this unnecessary : 

A sking the farm ers w hether they  w an t to con­
tinue the A A A  is just like asking labor if it w anted  
m ore w ages and  sho rter hou rs .” Iow a farm ers 
endorsed  crop control by a vote of 160,653 to 26,- 
791. In K ossuth C oun ty  the vote w as eighteen to
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one in favor of the A A A . S enator L. J. D ickin­
son declined to comment. “ K nocked speechless, 
perhaps” , observed the Spencer N e w s-H era ld  
slyly. N ationally  the poll revealed tha t farm ers 
supported  the program  in the proportion of a p ­
proxim ately six and  one-half to one. “T h e  east 
may not like the A A A ” , the N orth  English R e c ­
ord  declared, “but they will have to take a little of 
their own medicine for a time to com e.”

T he  united streng th  presented  by this test of 
agrarian  opinion w as apparen t to keen observers. 
“ F or the first time in history, A m erican agricu l­
ture is organized and is able to deal w ith its prob­
lems collectively” , declared the M anchester D em ­
ocrat-Radio. A ccording to H arlan  S. M iller, a 
farm er in northw estern  Iowa w as asked w hether 
he w ould be a bulw ark  of the Republican party  
during the ensuing year. “W e ll ,” he replied, “ I 
have in my pocket a request from the G. O . P. 
chairm an for my usual $25 contribution, and also 
an A A A  check for $260, & I think the g rand  old 
party  will have to get along w ithout me this y e a r / ' 

A lthough the farm ers of Iowa had heartily  en ­
dorsed the A A A ,  a poll of a sam pling of voters of 
the S tate  by the A m erican Institu te of Public 
O pinion during D ecem ber show ed only fifty-five 
per cent in favor of the A A A . N ationally  this 
same poll revealed that fifty-nine per cent of the
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people opposed the A A A  and  only  fo rty -one per 
cent favored  it. O n ly  th ree  m idw estern  agricu l­
tu ral S ta tes  —  Iow a, N o rth  D ako ta , and  K ansas 
—  voted  in favor of it. Io w a’s affirm ative vote 
w as explained  by the fact th a t ru ra l farm  families 
com prised abou t one-th ird  of the total num ber of 
fam ilies and  th a t the equivalent of $216 per farm  
fam ily had  been paid  out by  the A A A  during  the 
first nine m onths of 1935.

T h o se  favoring  the A A A  did so because they 
felt th a t farm  p rosperity  m ade for national pros­
perity , th a t the farm er deserved  help, th a t the 
A A A  w as the m ost w orkab le  plan available, that 
it had increased  em ploym ent in both  farm  and  in­
dustria l areas, and  th a t it had  helped the average 
farm er out of a “bad hole” . T h o se  w ho opposed 
the A A A  believed th a t it ra ised  the cost of living, 
th a t it w as a false approach  to the farm  problem, 
th a t it w as sinful to restric t production, tha t it 
robbed the farm er of his freedom , and  tha t it fav­
ored one class a t the expense of others. In a 
speech a t W a v e r ly  in O ctober, S enato r Louis 
M u rp h y  adm itted  th a t the A A A  had defects, but 
o b se rv ed : “ N o  m an w ith  sense w ould pull dow n a 
house sim ply because he does not like the door 
knobs.“

Just as partisan  opinion w as crystallizing, the 
U nited  S ta tes Suprem e C ourt declared  tha t the
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processing-tax  feature of the A A A  w as unconsti­
tutional. “T h ere  are  brains enough in this coun­
try “ , storm ed the Sheldon M ail, “ to devise some 
acceptable m anner of giving to the farm er the 
same protection accorded  the m anufactu rer and  
both of the g rea t parties should join hands in such 
an effort.“ Said the R olfe A r r o w : “ N ow  we
have the w hole farm  proposition to go all over 
again, for it w o n ’t die until there is m ore justice” .

An incident in Iow a which a ttrac ted  nationw ide 
comment w as the hanging in effigy of the six S u ­
preme C ourt justices w ho ruled against crop con ­
trol by m eans of a processing tax. G rea tly  in­
censed, the M arion  Sen tinel declared th a t the per­
petrators “m ay have thought the act sm art, but 
they w ere sad ly  m istaken .”

W h ile  politicians w arm ly praised or condem ned 
the high court, a calm er note w as struck by D r. 
T . W . Schultz of Iow a S ta te  College. “T h e  a d ­
verse A A A  decision of the Suprem e C ourt is 
merely an incident in the h istory  of ag ricu ltu re’s 
attem pt to find w ays and m eans of acting collec­
tively in an econom y w here v irtually  all o ther m a­
jor economic groups have succeeded in a tta in ing  
semi-monopolistic positions. T h e  decision is likely 
to change only the form tha t this collective action 
will take.”

W illiam J. Petersen


