
Restless Farmers

This statement of the conditions of agricul
tural depressions fifty years ago, prepared for 
the Palimpsest by Geo. F. Robeson, has 
been derived mainly from H. C. Nixon s 
“Populist Movement in Iowa” in T h e  Iow a 
Journal of H is to ry  an d  Po litics, Vol. 26, 
published in January, 1926. —  T h e  E d ito r.

T h e  “ p ligh t of the  fa rm ers” is a com m on phe
nom enon in th e  social h is to ry  of A m erica. A g ri
cu ltu ra l d ep ress io n s  have o ccu rred  w ith  in c reas 
ing  freq u en cy  since the  p assing  of th e  fron tier, 

an d  of cou rse  the  locale o f th e  problem  has been 
chiefly in th e  M id d le  W e s t  —  the g re a t food 

lab o ra to ry  of th e  nation .
D u rin g  th e  y ea rs  p reced ing  1880 the  p ro d u c 

tion of w h e a t an d  corn  “alm ost doub led  in Iow a. 
T h is  situa tion , how ever, w as  n o t en tire ly  local. 
B oth a t hom e an d  ab ro ad  the  increased  com peti
tion for m ark e ts  inev itab ly  caused  the  price of 

g ra in s  to  fall.
A s a  re su lt th e re  w as in the  eigh ties a no tice 

ab le  ag ricu ltu ra l tran sfo rm atio n . D u rin g  the  dec 
ad e  follow ing 1880, w h ea t p roduction  “declined
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by n ea rly  th re e -fo u rth s” , a n d  “ h u n d red s  of th o u 
san d s of w h ea t a c re s” in Iow a w ere  d evo ted  to  
hay  as “ca ttle  herd in g  gave  w ay  to  ca ttle  fe ed 
in g ” . In som e reg ions d a iry in g  su p p lan ted  w h ea t 
p roduction , w hile in o th ers  hog, ca ttle , an d  horse  
ra ising  becam e prim ary . “T h e  hog follow ed corn  
in the w es tw a rd  m ovem ent” , an d  Iow a w as tak ing  
the lead  in the p roduction  of bo th .

N o t on ly  w ere  the  prices of ag ricu ltu ra l p ro 
duce ad v e rse ly  affected  b y  the  rap id  increase  in 
m arketing  g ra in  an d  anim als, b u t b y  a new  com 
petition in the  field of science. T h e  price of hogs 
w as affected  by  the  developm ent of com m ercial 
substitu tes for la rd  an d  the  d a iry  in d u s try  w as  
in jured  by  the p roduction  of o leom argarine. Y e t 
desp ite  these  fac to rs  Iow a farm s “w ere  increasing  
in v a lu e” . Indeed , it m ay  be said  th a t farm ing in 
Iow a w as becom ing m ore an d  m ore a “m atte r of 
capital, business, an d  scientific m eth o d .” F arm  
m achinery  a lone had  b y  1890 reached  an  esti
m ated value of over $136,000,000.

T h is  developm ent w as  accom panied  ra th e r  n a t 
u rally  by  an  increase  in farm  ten an cy  an d  in d eb t
edness. By 1890 ten an ts  constitu ted  alm ost th irty  
per cen t of Io w a’s farm  fam ilies. F u rth erm o re , 
farm ers “occupying  encum bered  farm s in their 
ow n nam e m ade up an  add itio n a l 37.53 per ce n t” . 
T h a t farm  indeb ted n ess  w as  m ounting  is a lso  evi-
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d en ced  by  th e  fac t th a t d u rin g  th e  d ecad e  p rio r to 
1890 a h a lf m illion m o rtg ag es  w ere  execu ted  to  an 
am o u n t o f m ore th an  one-fifth  of th e  estim ated  

v a lu e  of th e  lan d , includ ing  im provem ents. O n e  
estim ate  in 1890 w a s  th a t fo rty -sev en  per cen t of 
th e  tax ed  lan d  in th e  S ta te  w a s  u n d e r m ortgage . 
A n d  d eb ts  o f cou rse  m ean an  especially  b u rd e n 
som e fixed ch a rg e  of in terest.

M ean w h ile  p ro d u ce  prices d u rin g  the  decad e  
end ing  in 1890 seem ed to  sag  w ith  each  passing  
y ea r; corn  d ro p p in g  from  fo rty -fo u r  to  n ineteen  

cen ts , w h e a t from  one d o lla r an d  six cen ts  to 
s ix ty -th ree , ca ttle  declined  over th ir ty  per cent 
from  1885 to  1890, w hile hogs sold low er th an  a t 

a n y  tim e since 1879.
C lea rly  th e  Iow a fa rm er w as  in som ething  of a 

“ p lig h t” d u rin g  those  y ears . E v ery th in g  seem ed 
ag a in s t him a n d  his in te rests . T h e  dec rease  in 
farm  p ro d u ce  prices m ean t an  increase  in the 
“com m odity  v a lu e” of d eb ts  an d  w ag es, since 
th ese  did  n o t fluctuate  w ith  prices.

T h e  decline in ag ricu ltu ra l com m odity  prices 
w as  n o t due  en tire ly  to over-p roduction . T h a t  
w ould  have been  b ad  enough. B ut the  belief w as 
cu rren t th a t the  dep ression  w as  due  in a la rg e  p a rt 
to  “ com binations on the  p a r t of those w ho  h and led  
ag ricu ltu ra l p ro d u c ts  or p rov ided  im portan t item s 
for the fa rm er” . C hief am ong these  “com bina-
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tio n s” w ere  said  to be the “big fou r"  —  m eat 
packers, the  union stock  y a rd s , th e  line e leva to r 
com panies, a n d  th e  ra ilro ad s. T h u s  w as the  
farm er affected  as a seller. A s a b u y er the fa rm er 
had  to con tend  w ith  the  b a rb ed  w ire  “ sy n d ica te” , 
the b in d er tw ine “ tru s t” , an d  the  farm  m achinery  
“com bine” . In ad d itio n  he believed th a t the  in 
su rance  “in te re s ts” also  d iscrim inated  ag a in s t him.

B ut above all the fa rm ers felt ag g riev ed  to w ard  
the ra ilro ad s. F o r  th is v iew  th e re  w ere  several 
reasons. In  the  first p lace the  ra ilro ad s  w ere  a l
leged  to have been the  rec ip ien ts of “ d o n ations 
an d  exem ptions” to  the  ex ten t of fifty  million do l
lars in Iow a alone an d  th a t tra c ts  of land  am o u n t
ing “ to  m ore th an  one-e igh th  of the  a rea  of the 
S ta te ” had  been a llo tted  to them . T h en , too, it 
w as  felt th a t the ra ilro ad s  w ere  no t pay ing  the ir 
just sh are  of tax es —  having  “one valuation  for 
incom e an d  an o th e r fo r ta x a tio n ” . M oreover, 
some counties “w ere  s tru g g lin g  u n d e r heavy  loads 
of bond  taxes, levied tw enty-five  y ea rs  ago , to  aid  
ra ilw ays, of w hich  n o t one fo o t” had  been built.

T h e  people w ere  convinced th a t th ey  w ere  be
ing explo ited  by  the ra ilro ad s  th ro u g h  escape of 
taxa tion  an d  ex o rb itan t ra tes . In 1887, a y ea r of 
d rou th  in Iow a, the n e t incom e of the  ra ilro ad s in 
this S ta te , am ounting  to $13,000,000, w as  one- 
th ird  of the value of the  corn  crop  an d  th ree  mil-
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lion d o lla rs  m ore th an  th e  v alue  of th e  w hole  

w h e a t crop .
B ut th e  Iow a fa rm er w as  n o t on ly  incensed  th a t 

ra te s  w ere  such  th a t  “ he h ad  to  g ive one ca r of 
co rn  to  p ay  fo r th e  tran sp o rta tio n  of a n o th e r to 
C h ic a g o ’’, b u t he com plained  b itte rly  of th e  ch a rg e  
of “ from  $60 to  $80 from  W e s te rn  Iow a, w h en  it 
is u n d e rs to o d  th a t ca rs  from  po in ts still fa rth e r 
w e s t” w ere  tak en  r ig h t by  his d o o r to  som e ea s t
ern  po in t fo r co n sid erab ly  less.

It w as  com m on k n o w led g e  th a t th e  ra ilro ad  in 
te re s ts  w ere  p lay in g  a p rom inen t p a r t  in th e  poli
tics o f the  S ta te  a s  w ell a s  in its econom ic devel
opm ent. T h e  p ow er of the  ra ilro a d s  w as  fu rth e r 
au g m en ted  b y  close re la tio n s w ith  th e  press. 
“ F ree  p asses  a n d  m ileage co n trac ts  for ad v e rtis 
ing w ere  im p o rtan t item s w ith  n ew sp ap e r m en in 
those  d ay s , a s  w ere  passes  fo r im p o rtan t sh ippers, 
po litic ians, a n d  office-holders in g en e ra l.” T h e  
p ligh t of th e  fa rm ers  seem ed hopeless indeed .

A n d  still the  p re ssu re  of declin ing  ag ricu ltu ra l 
prices w en t on, in tensified b y  co rp o ra te  d ic ta to r 
ship, an  un re liab le  p ress, an d  political p arties  d ea f 
to  the  p leas of the  d ep ressed . T a x a tio n  w as  con
s ta n tly  increasing , th e  a g g re g a te  am oun t ra ised  
fo r S ta te  an d  local pu rposes hav ing  risen  from  
eleven m illion d o lla rs  in 1881 to  fifteen million in 
1889, tw o -th ird s  of w hich  fell upon  farm s.



RESTLESS FARMERS 409

A ll th ro u g h  th is critical period  of Iow a h is to ry  
—  the eigh ties an d  ea rly  n ineties  —  ru ra l w ea lth  
w as increasing . Still th e  feeling p ersis ted  am ong 
Iow a fa rm ers th a t th ey  w ere  n o t g e ttin g  w h a t th ey  
rea lly  dese rved . A s ex p ressed  in one n ew sp ap er 
of the tim e the  Iow a fa rm er “ is ab o u t the on ly  
m an th a t is in com petition. N e a r ly  every th ing  
else is in com bination .’’

T o  cope w ith  these  d ish ea rten in g  conditions, 
the fa rm ers o f Iow a an d  the  M id d le  W e s t  du ring  
the eigh ties launched  various coopera tive  o rg an i
zations. T h e  G ra n g e  w as  revived  an d  the  eigh t 
locals of 1885 in creased  to  fifty -tw o  by  1890. 
Som e of the  old  g ra n g e  sp irit w as  a lso  ca rried  
over in to  the  new  o rg an iza tio n s, one of w hich  w as  
the Iow a F a rm e rs ’ A lliance, fo rm ed in D es 
M oines on Jan u a ry  12, 1881, to  p ro tec t the fa rm 
ers ag a in s t “c lass leg islation , m onopoly, an d  
sw in d ling ’’.

T h is  S ta te  F a rm e rs ’ A lliance w as  officially in 
terlocked w ith  th e  F a rm e rs ’ P ro tec tiv e  A ssoc ia 
tion w hich  w as  o rg an ized  th ree  m onths la te r for 
the pu rpose of fighting the  b a rb ed  w ire  tru st. 
A . B. C um m ins becam e chief a tto rn e y  fo r the 
A ssociation , an d  a  “ free fa c to ry ’’ w as  estab lished  
in D es M oines to  m an u fac tu re  w ire  “ for sale  a t 
reasonab le  p rices.”

O u t of th e  F a rm e rs ’ A lliance a lso  g rew  farm -
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e rs ’ m utual in su ran ce  o rg an iza tio n s . B y 1886 
“ab o u t half o f th e  co u n tie s” h ad  such  o rg a n iz a 
tions, an d  th ree  y ea rs  la te r th e re  w ere  “ one h u n 

d re d  a n d  s ix teen  m utual fire a n d  to rn ad o  in su r
an ce  com panies, com posed la rg e ly  of fa rm ers” , 
h an d lin g  o n e-sev en teen th  of the  to ta l non-life  
in su ran ce  b usiness of the  S ta te . F a rm e rs ’ coop 

era tiv e  e lev a to rs  a n d  sto res  w ere  a lso  set up.
T h a t  ru ra l d issa tis fac tio n  w o u ld  tu rn  in to  po lit

ical ch an n e ls  w as  n a tu ra l an d  inev itab le . T h e  
Iow a G reen b ack  p a r ty  h ad  becom e th e  “ partia l 
h e ir” o f the  A n ti-M o n o p o ly  p a r ty  of the  G ra n g e r  

period . In d eed , th e re  w as  som e con tin u ity  of 
lead e rsh ip  a n d  personnel “ from  the  A n ti-M o n o p 
o ly  p a r ty  th ro u g h  th e  G reen b ack  p a r ty  to  the 
P o p u lis t p a r ty  —  th e  real political o rg an  of the 
d isaffected  ru ra l reg ions w hich  reach ed  a clim ax 
in the  ea rly  n ineties. M a n y  rem edies fo r the  eco
nom ic ills w ere  p ro p o sed  —  inflation of the  cu r
rency , free  co inage  of silver, w ith d raw a l of privi
leges from  co rp o ra tio n s, incom e tax a tio n , g overn 
m ent loans to  liqu id a te  m o rtg ag es, an d  above all 
m ore political con tro l b y  th e  people. T h e  list, w ith  
th e  excep tion  of the  last item , seem s rem arkab ly  

fam iliar.


