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My associalion wilh Gilbert C. Fite
began when T first walked into his office
in Gittinger Tlall at the University of
Dklahoma, In Scptember, 1959. 1 was a
beginning  Teaching  Assistant, newly
arrived [rom the Unmiversily of Soulh
Dakola where [ had complelcd my
M.A. degree the previous summer. Prior
to that first meeting, I had no idea Lhat
Gil and ! had anything in common, but
1 soon lcarned that pot only did we
both have 1wo degrees from South
Dakota, we both wrole our M.A. thescs
under the direction of 1lerbert S. Schell,
he in 1942, and I in 1959. [ learned all
this in a very short period of time
because Gil was not one for long

conversations with graduate students in
those days. Still, there was something
about him that put me at ease and
instilled confidence. 1 knew that I
wanted him to be my mentor. He took
me on as his student and under his
direction 1 complcted the requirements
for the Ph.D. in npear record lime.
Beginning in 1959, T graduated in May,
1962. I [elt like I owed Gil an
enormous debt of gralitude for guiding
me through the mine fields of graduate
school then and 1 feel the same way
loday. We have always been friends.
Gilbert C. File was born in Ohio
on May 14, 1918, although his parents,

Gil Fite (in middle) on farm near Wessington Springs, South Dakota in 1930.
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farmers and school 1eachers. They
happened to be in Ghio in the spring of
1918 10 atlend the funeral of Clyde’s
father. Gil grew up in rural South
Dakota speading most of his youth on
the farm of his mother’s parents in
Jerauld County. There he received his
earty education in a one-room
xchoothouse afier which he entered the
Free Methodist Academy and the Junior
College at Wessington Springs. He was
inspired a1 Wessington Springs by a
teacher named Clifford Roloff whose
influence he remembers vividly 1o this
very day.

After junior college Gil attempled
to complete his education ar Seattle
Pacifie College, but became seriousty ill
and had to rerurn 10 South Dakota,
The nurse who cared for him during his
illness and recuperation in Mitehell,
South Dakota, was June Goodwin. They
became close friends and were married
on July 24, 1941, In abour a year they
will celebrate 1heir Golden Wedding
Annjversary.

Unabie to return 1o the West, Gil
enrolled in the Unijversity of South
Dakota, in 1939, as a history major.
There he was directed and influenced
by Herbert S. Schell and Bert James
Lowenberg. It was Lowenberg who
secured him an assistaniship for Ph.D.
work at the University of Missouri in
1942. He compleled his degree there in
1945, and went direcly to Oklahoma
where he was to remain for twenty-six
years, In 1971, he resigned to become
President of Eastern Iilinois University,
and in 1976 he returned to the
mainstream of academie life at the
University of Georgia where he was
named Riehard B. Russell Professor of
History. He relired in 1986, and now
lives in Bella Visla, Arkansas,

While teaching at Oklahoma,
Gilbert Fite trained thirty-three Ph.D-s,
many of whom have gone on (o

ilustrious careers ©Of their own as
classroomn teachers, rescarch professors,
department chairs, deans and college
presidents. To a man, these people
recall him as a kindly yet demanding
taskmaster who prepared them well to
meet the rigorous ehallenges of a career
in higher education. Most alo regard
him as 1 do as a friend and have
maintained elose personal contaet over
the years. Many were present in Billings,
Montana in Ociober, (985, when we
presented him wilh a Fesrschrift entitled
Agricultural Legacies. He was President
of the Wesiem History Association that
vear and had just retired at Georgia. It
was a fitting time to honor him and we
all felt a great sense of pride and
pleasure in doing it.

Gilbert C. Fite is Lhe author of
eight books, co-author of seven, editor
of three and conrributing author to
thirteen. Even in relirement he is
aetively writing and is presently putling
the finishing touehes on his biography of
Scnator Riehard B. Russell of Georgia,
a work soon 10 be¢ published by the
University of North Carolina Press.

Among his many books, the most
important, probably, are Cotton Fields
No More: Southern Agriculture, 1865-
7980 (University Press of Kenlueky,
1984);, American Farmers: The New
Minority (Indiapa University Press,
1981Y; and The Farmers Frontier, 1865-
1900 (Molt, Rinehart and Winston,
1966). Any sludent can oblain a solid
grounding in the faels and essential
interpetations of American agrieultural
hislory from the Civil War o the
present by reading these three books.

In addition to his major
publications, Gil is also the author of
fifty-five articles and essays and an even
larger number of book reviews, The
interview which follows was conducted
in the study of Gil's spaeious and
comfortable home in Bella Vislg,
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Fite on "Sammy” (1930s).

you could teach in a rural school in
South Dakoia, with what they called a
first grade certificate which required one
year of college. So they both (aught

school (o supplement their farming
income. In fact, they taught school in
Perkins County when we were on the
homestead and my mother and brother
and I lived in one of the schoolhouses.
My father rode horseback 1o the school
where he taught several miles away.
They believed deeply in education.
While they did not have a lot of formal
educalion, they were both very literate.
They liked literature, they read a good
deal and it was just assumed that their
children would go lo college and go
further educationally than they had
gone. They were very encouraging and
made considerable sacrifices so that my
brother, Frank, and 1 could go to
college. So 1 had strong parental
support for anything I wanted to do.

I had assumed very early in life
that I would probably not be a farmer,
mainly because my grandfather and my
parents went broke on the farm. My
parents lost the homestead through
unpaid taxes, and my grandfather lost

all of his land in the 1920s long before
the Great Depression. On top of that,
during my early years, 1 had a lot of ill
health and 1 did not think I would ever
be strong enough to farm. I began to
have trouble with stomach ulcers when
I was in grade school. It was diagnosed
when I was in high school, and my
condition continued to gel worse until
finally in January 1939, I was operated
on in Mitehell, South Dakota, for
stomach ulcers. Dr. C. S. Bobb did the
operation and 1 found out later he had
never before performed one of those
operations, although he had observed
one al the Mayo Clinic in Rochester,
Minnesota. Anyway, it worked out real
well. It was in the hospital that I met
June Goodwin, my private nurse, who in
July 1941, became my wife. She had
recently completed her R. N. degree al
the Methodist Hospital in Mitchell.

I wanted to go to school and my
parents strongly supporled that. It was
then, after I was operated on for
stomach ulcers, that I went to the
University of South Dakota to do my
junior and senior years and my Masters
degree. My father had also gone a year
to the University of South Dakota so
we had a connection there. Earlier, I
had enrolled at Seattle Pacific College,
a Free Methodist denominational college
in Seattle following my two years of
junior college at Wessington Springs. |
went to Seattle in the fall of 1937, to
start my junior year but soon became ill
and went back home. I returned to
Seattle in the fall of 1938, to begin my
junior year again and finished the first
quarter before becoming seriously ill. In
January 1939, I went back to South
Dakota, and entered the hospital for the
operation. By that time 1 had made
trips 1o Sealtle in two succeeding years
and my father said that he could not
afford to send me that far away from
home again. It was then that he said



Arkansas, on Saturday, February 3,
1990. 1 had arrived the previous day
and we played a leisurely round of golf.
Golf is now Gil's favorite pasttime and
he is fond of remarking that if ooly he
had not written his last couple of books
he could have taken up the game a lot
sooner. Luckily, it rained on Saturday or
we would probably have played more
golf and would bhave had difficulty
completing the interview. But as it
happened, it was cold and wet and so
we spent a cozy day in conversation.
Here the humor and humanity as well
as the professional dedication of Gil
Fite show through clearly. If only all
academicians were like him the world of
higher education wouid be a much
better place.

Bella Vista, Arkansas (1990).
The Inlerview

H: This is a conversation with Gilbert
C. Fie in Bella Vista, Arkansas,
February 3, 1990.

Tell me about your youth on the
farm in South Dakolta and how the
effect that experience had on your later
career.

F: My mother filed on a homestead in
Perkins County in northwest South
Dakota in 1916 and after my father
came back from World War I we lived
on the homestead till 1924, then we
moved back to a farm near the town of
Wessington Springs, and lived with my
maternal grandparents. So I had a rural
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background. Out on the homestead it
was very isolated, and, while I started to
school there, my parents decided to
move back to eastern South Dakota
because of the need for better
educational facilities and churches. So I
was really raised on the farm in Jerauld
County where I did all the normal work
farm children did in the 1920s and
1930s. We had a general farm. We
raised sheep, cattle, hogs, chickens,
grain, and hay. My first job when I was
thirteen, was to operate a one-row
cultivator in the comn field. Also, I had
a lot of experience with livestock. I rode
over the pasture to make sure the
sheep were all right, and I milked cows.
When I went away to college, especially
when I went down to the University of
South Dakota and talked with Dr.
Herbert S. Schell about a Masters
thesis, he knew of my farm background.
Dr. Schell believed that I might be
interested in some kind of a rural topic.
By that time, I had studied enough
history to know about the Homestead
Act and land policy, so my interest in all
aspects of rural history was growing.

I think I was definitely influenced
by my early life on the farm up through
high school, and, as a good many
people have said, you simply cannot get
away from your background, your own
experiences or from your roots. I found
that I could not. I was greatly
influenced by my parents. My mother
was raised on a farm in South Dakota
and my father came from Ohio. His
parents were not farmers, but they lived
in the very small town of Santa Fe,
Ohio, which was nothing more-than a
crossroads. After he went to South
Dakota about 1914, and after he and
my mother were married in 1917, he
lived on a farm for most- of the next
twenty years.

Bolh my mother and father were
also rural school teachers. At that time



that T shouild go to the Unijversity of
South Dakota and finish there. This was
one of the good fortunes of my life
because there I met 5o0me people who
had a life-time impact on me and my
career.

The University of South Dakota
was a very small institulion when I
enrofled in September 1939. There were
about eight hundred students, and only
four professors in the Thistory
deparument. Dr. Herberl 5. Schell was
a spectalist in South Dakota history and
had wrilten a good deal in the feld.
Then there was Dr. Carl Christol, who
was chairman of the department and
taught European history. Besides Dr.
Schell, it was Dr. Bert James
Lowenberg, who taught everything from
ancicnt history 10 modcrn American
inicllectual history, who influenced me
the most. He was a recent Ph.D. from
Harvard. He was a brilliant person and
I have never forgotten his lectures.
Most of the people in his class who
came from South Dakota high sehools
and junior colleges had a hard time
understanding him. Berl Lowenberg
would use a difficult word when he
could have much better used a simple
one, and he kept many siudents
gucssing whal he was talking aboul a
good share of the time. Neverlheless,
he was a most stimulating teacher.

My favorile, and Lhe person who
had the greatest influence on me was
Herbert Schell. The classes were small,
usually not more than fifieen or twenty
siudenis. We got a lot of personal
altention so after 1 finished my
Bachelors degree and starled on my
Masters, I worked very closely wilth Dr.
Schell who directed my Masters thesis.
He suggested thal 1 do something on
ithe farm bloc as a political force in the
early 1920s, and that siruck a respoensive
chord with me. This topic really started
my interest in the study of farm policy
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and farm politics, and all things relating
1o rural America. I have always been
indebled to Dr. Schell [or gelling me
siared in an area that [ was basically
interested in, but perhaps I did not fully
realize it at the time. From that time
on I guess I ¢an say that T did most of
my work in agricultural history.
H: Tell me a little bit about what it
was like to be a student at the
University of South Dakota in the late
thirties and early forties,
F: Vermillion was a town, of about
three Lthousand people. We had abour
eight bundred siudents at the
University. The fraternity and sorority
system was fairly strong. My friend
Roscoe Dean, also from Wessingron
Springs, and [ renied a room just off
the campus for $15.00 a month and did
light housekeeping. Both Roscoe and 1
were busy. Since I had been out of
school the equivalent of nearly 1wo
years, I was very anxious to make up
for lost time and so I took a heavy
load. From my point of view there
wasn't much social life, although Lhe
University was a very social place. The
sororities and fraternities regularly had
big parties. 1 got a bid to one of Lhe
fratenities but of course could not
afford it, and really did not have time
for it anyway. My two years at the
University of South Dakota centered
around my room, the library, and the
classroom. T must confess T did not
make a great many [riends at the
University of South Dakota, but mostly
that was my fault. It was a friendly
place. I knew many siudents in a casual
way, but | never gol 1o know very many
students well because of my work load.
In my judgment, we had a very
good faculty. In fact, as I think back, I
believe the University of South Dakola
was one ol the finest small schools in
the couniry. When I went on for my
doctorale, and was in competilion with
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students from bigger and supposedly
better institutions, 1 did not have any
trouble competing. { have atways had a
very warm spol in my heanl for the
University of South Dakota and there is
nothing 1 am prouder of than the fact
that in later years the University
awarded me an honorary doctorate.
H: How did you happen to go on for
your doctoral work al the University of
Missouri?

F: When 1 was fnishing my Masters, I
also earned a certificate to teach in high
school. In the spring of 1941, I applied
for a number of teaching positions in
the area, bul I failed to get a teaching
jobr. Teaching positions were hard to get
in the spring of 1941. Late in the spring
when il was obvious ] was not going to
get a teaehing position, my mother who
worked at Wessington Springs Coilege
as the secretary 10 the president, said
they were going (o need somebody in
public relations and o teaeh debate. I
had been active in debate all through
college, and so she arranged a job for
me at Wessington Springs Junior
College for 1941-1942. 1 had registered
for the draft, bul becausc of my pasl
health record I was not called up in the
carly years of World War II. I iravelled
a good bit doing publie relations for the
college and during the fall of 1941 I
slopped by the University to see my
former professors. One of those with
whom I visited was Dr. Bert James
Lowenberg. Dr. Lowenberg and I had
become good friends by that time,
although we were about as different as
two people could be. He was an
easterner and I was a westerner. He
was Iarvard, T was Soulth Dakota. He
was an agnostic, I was a Christian. We
talked about graduale school and 1 told
hitn that I wanted io go on for a Ph.D.
He said, "1 can get you a scholarship at
two places, either Missouri or Clark
University." | knew I did not want to go

back East 1o Clark and so I said,
"Would you help me get an assistaniship
at the University of Missouri?® He said
he would, He tocok out a half sheet of
paper and wrole a longhand note on it
and sealed il. This was in late October
or November 1941. He said, "When you
go down to the University of Missouri,
you take this letter and hand il 10 Tom
Brady.” Dr. Thomas A_ Brady was the
chairman of the history depariment at
the University of Misscuri and a good
friend of Lowenberg’s.

During Christmas vacation of 1941,
my wife, June and I drove to Kansas 10
visit her parents, and after Christmas we
wenl 10 Columbia, Missouri, with this
precious note in my pocket. I conlacted
Dr. Brady. He tore open the note, read
it and turned to me and said, "we will
have an assistaniship for you in the fall"
This was the way assistantships were
often granted at thal time. Teaching
jobs were obtained in a like manner.
There was no advertising of posilions
and the difference was whelher or not
you had an advocate. I had an advocale
for which I have been forever grateful
because 1 probably would not have
made it wilhout one.
H: Whal do yeu think about that
system as you look back today? It
operated for a long time in higher
education, and T guess in some ways il
still does.
F: 1 think i1 still operales 10 some
extent, but surely not the way it did in
the 1930s and the 1940s, and even into
the 1950s. It was not a fair system, if
you inferprel fair as judging people on
the basis of ability, or competing for a
post. However, while it was not fair in
that sense, I don't think the sysiem we
have 1oday has improved the guality of
graduate students or faculty. The old
sysiem has some flaws but I don™t think
it was all bad. T say (his not just
because 1 benefited from it bul because



I think a lot of good people benefitted
[rom it. T basically favor the pew syslem
but T don't think it has done anything
for Facuity quality. Tl is a matter of
being fair In giving more people an
opportunity. So far as inviting minorities
and women candidates and urging them
1o appty, I tiok thar is all 1o the good.
I remember, when 1 was chairman of
the history depariment of the University
of Oklahoma, we 100k 2 very dim view
of giving a graduate assistaniship 10 a
woman portly because there was a
feeling, probably unsubstantiated, that if
we granicd an assistaniship 10 a young
woman she would go 4 year or two and
then get married, and drop out of the
pragram, or if she did finsh she would
not realty devote a career Lo hisloty bul
to scmething else. To break down thal
mind-sel [ think has been a good (hing.
II: Tell me about your experience as a
graduate student at the University of
Missouri.

F: T was there during World War I1, 50
we had relatively few graduale students.
Most of them in history were older.
Some of them were returned high
school teachers, and some were [rying
10 get a Ph.D. for a purpase other than
making a career in teaching college
histary. In some ways then I was pol in
a Iypical graduale program. We had
people fike Homer Knight who later
became ehairman  of the  history
departmemr &l Oklshoma  State
University, William A. Settle who taught
al Tulsa University for many years, and
Emno Krache who studied European
history and eventuwalty went o the
University of Virgimia. I was a small
program somelhing like when | was al
the University of Soulh Dakota working
on my Masters. It was a very
personalized  program. My major
professor was Lewis €. Alberton, a very
tough lask master. But he had the time
Lo take a kind of raw, country boy, then
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24 years old, and try to mold me inlo
someihing resembling a seholar. He did
noi spare the rod. When he retumed
the first chapier of my dissertation, [
was about ready o leave the peogram
and go back w farming because that
seemed more appropriate in light of my
shoricomings. Bul be spent alot of time
with me and if 1 fearmed anything about
researeh and writing, I learned most of
it from Lewis Athenion. | did my
doctoral dissenation on Peter Norbeck,
former Senalor from Somh Dakola. 1
was able 10 gei access 1o the Norbeck
Papers, ship them from Redlicld, South
Dakota, 1o the University aof Missout in
aboul rwenty big boxes, and then
rescarch them in a separale room
alocdled 10 me in the library, The
university was very accommodating,
which would not have been possible if
there had been more studems.

H: You finished your doclorale in 1945
and then you wenl 1o the University of
Oklahoma. How did you happen Lo go
therc?

F: You have heard me say Lhal my last
book, and some people have said they
hoped it would be my last, was going 1o
be "Luck in History.” The way I got w
the University of Oklahoma would be &
good illusiralion. Near the end of World
War 11, the Uklahoma legislaluie passed
a law requiring six hours of American
History and Government ©f all studenlts
at stale institutions in Oklahoma. This
law was passed rather larc in the session
in 1945. While rhat law was being
considered, the Universily of Oklahoma
made aa offer to my fricnd and feitow
graduate siudent Bill Sertle. But, the
legislalure cominued in session and M
was Nnot ceetain that the law was going
o be passed. S0 Bill gov a litkke
frightened. He was afraid that the
legislaiure might not act on the bil,, and
when he got an offer from the
University of Tulsa, he accepted it
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Some weeks later the legislature did
pass the law requiring American
History, so they needed (0 add two of
Lthree hisinry professors. By thal time it
was Augusl,

After 1 finshed my dociorate in
June of 1945, 1 got a job with lhe
Western  Historical  Manuscripts
Collection at the University of Missouri
going around the state gathering up
manuseripl material. T got a call one
night from Elmer Ellis when | was in
Southwest Missouri. Ellis was also one
of my professaors and later became
President of the University of Missouri.
He said thai the department at the
Uaiversity of Oklahoma had just called
and wanted to know if he had a
doctoral candidate who could 1ake a job
and teach 1he American History survey
course. Dr. Ellis told me to go to St.
Louis, get on the Frisco that night, and
go to Oklahoma City and on down 10
Norman to be inlerviewed for the job.
He said he had it all set up and it was
not even necessary for me (o call the
department or anybody at Oklahoma. 1
did what Dr. Ellis said.

When I gol to Norman I called Dr.
Morris Wardell who was then Chairman
of the department, and spept the day
interviewing. T'll never forget the
interview. It was gaing pretty well and
I was lelling departmental members
about what I was doing that summer in
collecting manuscripts. They seemed
intcrested in this because the Universily
of Oklahoma had been thinking about
seiling up a similar program, A young
man came inlo the interview who I
assumed 0 be some assistant professor
that 1 had nol yet met. But a Jitile later
they introduced him as the President of
the University, Dr. George Lynn Cross.
I do nol know how many inlervicws he
went to in lhose days, but at least he
went (o mine. Before ! left that night,
Dr. Carl Rister, who was the incoming

chairman, said that they were going 10
offer me the job, but he was not cerlain
about the salary. They had told Dr. Ellis
that the salary would be 32400.00 a
year, but Rister said he believed that if
they put as much pressuce as posable
on the Dean they might be able to offer
$2600.00. He said he would write me
about that. | 100k the train back 10 S1.
louis and wenl on gathering
manuscripts the rest of the summer.
laier 1 heard from Rister and the
salary was 32600.00. We mowed to
Norman on Labor Day of 1945.

I At the time you moved to Norman
had your disserialion on Peter Norbeck
been published?

F- No, my dissertation on Norbeck
turned oul to be very lang, something
over five hundred pages. Lewis
Alherton had done his besl to cul jt
down, bul with only partial success.
When 1 made plans to publish it, the
University of Missouri Press said 1
wauld have to redoce it. So [ spent the
first year or 50, probably eighieen
months after T had arrived at OU,
revising and  culting  dowm  my
dissertation  before it was finally
published in 1948, My work on Norbeck
strengthened my interest in agricultural
history because when he was a scnalor
from South Dakoda in the 1920s his
main inlerest was agriculture and fann
relief.

H: During the early years af your
career al OU did you ever worry much
about whether you were going Lo get
tenure?

F. I never worried about getting ahead
in the profession or gelling tenure at
OU. 1 think the Lhing Ihat some Of us
younger professors at OU thought or
wondered about was, if we got Lo the
lop, woulkd we be anywhere? The
salarics were low and the workloads
were heavy even for the full professors.
We ail taught twelve hours a week apd



had big classes. I used to have one
hundred sixty to two hundred students
each semester and | graded all my own
papers and reports. I never really
worried about tenure because Carl
Rister who became a close friend, liked
me. I think it was not so much because
of my talents in hislory as the facl that
I didn’t smoke or drink. That was an
important crilerion with him. T had not
been there two weeks before he called
me into his office and we had a very
frank talk. He did the laiking. He said,
"Gilbert, do you wamt 1g get abead in
this department?” I assured him that I
did, and he then said, “Well, this is what
it is going L0 take. We expect you 1O
publish, we expect you to teach well and
if you do these things, there isn't going
to be any question about your progress
here." He was then a research professor
and he made $4500.00 per yeat, which
is what research profesors made at Lhat
time, 1 dreamed that someday 1 might
hecome a research professor and, if 1
did, 1 believed it would be something
near Heaven. So, wilh that example
before me, apd with thal very stern
lecture as to what was expected, I did
not worry about tenure, or getting
promoted, althaugh I did not pgel
promated with any greal rapidity. All
promotions at Oklahoma were slow at
that time. It took me ten years and
ihree books 1o become a full professor.
I became a full professor in 1955, 1
published  Peter  Norbeck, FPraine
Sratesman, Mount Rushmore, George
Peek and the Fight for Farm Partty and
I don’t kniow how many artictes during
the period and had the Agricidiural
Regions of the United States almast
ready [0 go to press. So I was promoled
10 Professor on four books and a score
or so of articles. I think Rister’s lecture
had probably done some good.

H: During that period did very many
people come and go in the department

n

aL OU?
F: Not many. I think (here were only
two that we did not keep on and during
lhat period we hired only a few new
people, Jorn Ezell came in aboul 1948,
1 think, and we hired one or two olbers,
but the faculty was fairly stable. Also,
the department was small for the
number of students we had. Therc was
no question aboul that. T alwayg said in
the years that I was at the University of
Oklahoma 1hai Oklahoma got more for
its educational doflar than any place 1
know aboul. Faculty members had
heavy studen! loads and by and large
did a good job ar whatever they were
doing. The department was very
productive in those years. Carl Rister
was Lhere for a few years afier 1 armived
and then he went out (0 Texas Tech
Of course Dr. Edward Everett Dale was
there. He retired a few years after [
arrived but still continued 1o teach now
and then. And of course Dale and
Risier had been the backbone of the
department so far as American History
and Western History were concerned,
Dale was a Tumner studenmt and had a
sirong repulation. Ther the younger
group that came in. W. E. 1lollon was
a Webb student from Texas and
interested in the Southwesl. He was
publishing regularly. Max Moorehead in
Latin American history was a Bolion
studenl. He was also a consistent
publisher. T was publishing steadily, and
so we had a group of very productive
people even though ihey were all
teaching heavy loads. By 1the 1950s tbe
department began ‘o be recognized
more Lhan it had been earlier and there
were some observers who thought the
University of Oklahoma was as good, of
perhaps  better, than any other
instilution in the country in Western
hisiory.

Also, by the ecarly 1950s, we were
beginning to auract graduaie siudents,
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that is, Ph.D. students. The depariment
had a few Ph.D. students prior 10 1945
but not many, and we had few the st
five years I was there. More began 1o
come in the 1950s and one of the
things 1 tried 10 do when | was
chairman of the department from 1955
to 1958 was to build up the Ph.D.
program. We already had a good
undergraduate program, a sirong group
of teachers, and I (hought it was time
to do something for the graduate
program, especially if we were going (o
develop the Western History field. 'We
necded advanced studenis and people
who would go out (o other inslitulions
and make their mark. We were able 1o
get some graduate assistantships during
that period, and thal heiped. One of
our mast distinguished siudents from
ihe early 19508 was Arreil M. Gibson. 1
had my first Ph.D. student in 1953 and
then Gibson finished with me in 1954,
He had started with Dr. Dale who
tetired before he finished.” Then in the
late 1950s we began to attract quite =
number of students becauvse we had
more financial aid and contacts with
instiluiions a1 &id not have Ph.D.
programs. We had quite a few students
enroll from the Universily of Soulh
Dakota, including Kenneth Hendrickson,
Peter Risinben, Nuane leach, apd a
number of others.® We were gelting
students from quite a few of the
universities and colleges, especially in
the plains siales. They were coming to
us partly I think because we had
financial aid, and parly because we
were concerned about students, and we
wried our test 1o heip them. That was
always my goal anyway, and [ guess 1
had iaken Lhat from Herberi Schell at
the University of South Dakota and
Lewis Atherton at Missoun because
they had been so considerale of me and
my nceds. T thought it was my job to
try to do that for the next generation of

students. The depariment at the
University of Oklahoma did change
some in that fimt fifteen yearm [ was
there, say from 1945 to 1960, because
the younger professors tended to make
the depariment more productive from
the viewpoaint of publishing and that vaz
forflupatc because the fwo  biggest
publishers in American History from the
tarlier pefiod were gone. Dr. Dale had
retired and Dr. Rister had gone on to
Texas Teeh. So, it was left to 3 newer
generaiion,

H: Those of ut who were trained ai
OU in the 1950s felt that we were
being trained by a group that either had
already achicved greatness in the field
oF was right on the verge. Did the
faculty have that view of themschves?
F: I think we did, partly because mosi
of us were being recognized in (he
profession nationwade. That is, we were
beginning to hold offices in the main
associations, and publish in the best
journals and book presses. I published
an article in the Amencan Historical
Review in 1960, and Max Moarehead
had published in the best jpumna! in his
field and so had Gene Hollon. 5o 1
think we recognized, as we looked
around the Creat Plains, Lhe Midwest
and the Rocky Mountain areas, that we
were cmerging as a very strong
depariment. As we got more good
graduatc  studerds  that  feeling
strengthened. None of us s very good
al self judgment bul 1 think we
recognized that we were fairly good and
we Lalked from 10 Lime ta time how we
compared with departments at other
universities in the area.

I We also felt that we were being
trained by people wha took an interest
in us and were conscious of the needs
and feclings of siudenls whereas
doctoral candidates duaring ihat period
at some other universities didn’t have
that feeling at all. They felt they were



often abused and not treated very well
by the faculty. Did you have a conscious
sense that you were attempling to deal
with your students in Lthat way?

F: 1 think we did and I think thal was
partly due 10 the fact that several of us
had gotten our doctorates at a time
when there weren’t that mamy graduale
studens where we were working and
our professors had spent a lot of time
with us. I 1hink there is a tendency on
our part to Iry to emulale our best
professors. Nobody teaches us how 10
teach or how to do research, realty. We
are in seminars and all bul most of us
emulate our best teachers. 1 think back
fifty years or more, [ can name all of
the teachers in my lifetime from grade
school through the Ph.D. who really
influenced me. When I was a high
sehool and junior college student | had
a professor by the name of Clifford
Roloff. He was a greal teacher for
young people at that level. He jusi
made history so fascinaling 1o me that
he led me into the field. And then there
were  Herbert  Schell and  Lewis
Atherton. Those were Lhe three. When
you have had greal mentors, I think,
when you gel your own students, (rying
to do the best for (hem just comes
naturally. While all of us at Cklahoma
were very busy, [ don’t think our
students felt that there was any lime
they eould not come in to talk if they
had a problem or needed help. We gave
them the time. I don’l think we spent a
lot of time talking aboul the weather or
wasting time, but still, I 1hink our
sludents sensed that while we were
busy, we always had time for them.

H: In 1971 you left OU to become
President of Eastern Illinois University.
Whal motivated you 1o do that?

F- Well, I think maybe the devil made
me do ji. By way of background, we
were in India in 1969-1970, where I was
director of the American Studies

13

Research Cenler in Hyderahad and 1
got a leuer from a former OU graduate
sludent, Jimmy Franklin, who was on
the faculty at Eastern lilinois University,
He said they were looking for a new
president and asked if I would be
interested. He would like to put my
name in the list of candidales, 1 wrote
back and said, "Jimory, you know they
are not going o hire anybody who
hasn't been a dean or vice president.
But, you can put my name in if you
want (0." S0 Jimmy submilled my name
to the search committee. It happened
ihat the chairman of the search
committee was a history professor by
ithe name of Donald Tingley. Don
Tingley had not been (00 happy with
the previous president. Faculty members
are [requentty unhappy with their
president. Bul anyway, the president
who was retiring had been a great
campus builder, having built a beauliful
plant. He had been president about
fifteen years, during a period when
there was a Iot of money for higher
educaticn in Illinois. Many of the faculty
felt, however, that he had not spent as
much Lime as he should encouraging
scholarship. S0 1he commitlee was
convinced that il wanted a strong
scholar as president. When I got home
from India in 1he spring of 1970, I had
a letter from Jimmy saying that he had
submitied my name. The next thing I
knew, 1 was among the (op twenly
candidates, and they wanled to know if
I wanted 10 be considered further. T
took this letler home to June and said,
"I think I will just write them a lefter
and tell them yes, 1 will go one more
round.” I had no idea T would be
selected. I said T was sure they would
not select a person from the faenlty who
had not at least been a dean. So [ sat
down during my office hour and banged
oul a Jetter. It was sort of with tongue-
incheek. They had a sc1 of questions
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Lhey wanied me (o answer. One of
those was, "What makes you think you
are qualified?” Well, what was I going
to say? 1 had been a professor a long
timé¢ but I hadnt had much
adminisirative experience. So, I wrole
samething like, "The fact that I haven't
been a dean of a vice-president is a
marked advanlage for me because 1
think our administrators have become
oo far removed from the facuity and
the students in recent years." OF course,
this was at the end of the 1960s when
there had been vigorous student
discontent. I said, "Really, T think my
experience as a faculty member having
done aboul everything there was to do
on campus would qualify me.” I thought
that would be the end of it. Bul before
long T got a letter saying that I was
among the final five candidates and they
wanled me to come for an interview, 1
went 1o Charleston and met the search
committee and later visited with the
Board of Governors in Chicago. By that
lime ] was at the place where there was
a possibility T might get the job, 1 had
1o make up my mind whether I would
take it il it were offered. There was
another faclor that was lurking in the
back of my mind. By 1971, it was very
difficult 10 place graduate studenis and
I had one or two very good students
who [inished in 1970 and 1971 for
whom we juslt could pot find a job. 1
was gelting sort of discouraged about
placement and graduale work.

Furlhermore, I was getting a little
burned out with my own work. 1 don'i
remember how many books 1 had
published by that time but 1 had done
five or six.

I was finding that when one of my
oeéw books came out, I hardly opened i
1 seemed 10 be losing a little of my
enthusiasm. S0 [ thought, "Well, I
pursue 1his.” | still wasn’l convinced Lhat
I wouid be offered the job but June

and I bad to seriously discuss what we
would do if they did offer it 10 me.
Suddenly, we learned 1 was among the
final whree candidates. In the spring of
1971 June and 1 were invited to
Charleston, Illinois, for the final
interview. We wenl !0 the campus
where we visiled with several of the
adminisirators and altended a big
faeulty reception. We were there on
displey, The Board of Governors was
meeting at Springfield so after our day
Oon Campus was over we drove 1o
Springfield for the final interview.

Meanwhile, T did not know a lot of
things thar had been going on. Ben
Morlon, the executive sccrelary of the
Board of Governors for Eastern Illinois
and four other institutions in Illinois,
was a great admirer of Elmer Ellis at
the University of Missouri, T don't know
what their past connectinns had been,
but Eliis apparently had helped him
either get his current job or some other
pasition. Ellis was one of the people
who had wrillen for me and when
Morton saw Ellis's signature on 1his
letter of recommendation he probably
thought, "Well, we had betler look at
Lhis guy.” Again, this was an aspect of
the okl boy sysiem, bul more than
anylhing else it brought me (o the
atleniion of the executive seerelary who
was guiding the board as well as Lhe
committee in the seareh. Moreover,
none of the other candidates had a
siropg scholarly background and the
commillee wanted a scholar, or sc the
mermbers said.

After arriving in Springfieldd we
had dinner with the Board of
Governors. Following dinner, June and
I were inlerviewed together. Al Lhe
close of the inlerview the chairman of
Lhe board said, "doa't go 10 bed because
we are going to make our decision
tonight and we will let you know one
way or another.” I guess they 1oid Lhal



1o the other twe candidates as well. So
we went back to the motel room. It was
about 9:30, and we waltched lelevision
for a while. Finally it got 10 be about
11:00 PM and we hadn’t heard
anything, 50 I said to June, "You know,
J'm poing 1o bed. Te heck with these
guys. I really don’t need this joh" And
50, we went Lo bed. We barely gol in
bed when there was a knock on the
door, and someone said, "This is Mr.
Phelan and Mr. Stipes.” Mr. Phelan was
the chairman of the board. He said,
"We've got to talk with you." I replied ,
"We're in bed." "Well," he said, "You've
gol 1o get up.” So I got up and pulled
on my trousers and my shirl. I had a
cuff-link shint and 1 didn’t have time to
get the cuffs folded or buttcned and the
sleeves hung down over my hands, and
I was barefooled. 1 opened the door
and they came in. June was in bed with
the blanket pulled up to her shoulders.
They said, "Well, we've just decided that
we want you to be our next president.”
By that time June was laughing at the
whole scene; me about half-dressed and
these two leaders in their business suits
talking Lo me about the presidency. She
said, "Well, il he takes this presidency
he is going in bare-footed." I hope he
doesn’t leave it the same way." They
had a good laugh, but anyway, hey
made me the offer and said, "We've got
an appointment set up in the moming
for a news conference." Thatl is how il
came aboul.

H: You were President of Eastern
Illinois for five years. Tell me aboul that
experience.

F: I think I had a very good
experience. I soon found that many
faculty members really did not want a
scholar for a president as much as they
thought. One of the things I sel oul o
do was to upgrade the scholarship on
campus. I think we had a very good
teaching faculty ar Eastern lllinois. It
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was a former teacher's college, and 1
wanted 10 lransform it into a real
university. I 10id the faculty that T
boped 10 make the inslitution a
university in fact as well as in name.
This sort of frightened quite a few
people, especially when they found out
how much publishing I had done. There
were ceriain reactions on the part of the
faculty that sort of surprised me at first.
I had been a faculty member longer
than most people on the faculty there
and I still viewed myself as a faculty
member. They did not view me in that
light, of course. You are always the
enemy in that job, Bur overall, things
went very well. We had a strong
democratic operation on campus. I had
a faculty budgetl committee and we had
other committees and groups thal were
advising the president and the other
administrative  officers. We  had
something of a problem with affirmative
action because we were not getting
many minority students. I hardly knew
what the termn affirmative action meant
before I went to Eastern Illinois
University and we had to work hard on
that. We improved the academic level
of our student body, although, by and
large, we already had wvery good
students. We had a fairly large faculty.
When I went to Eastern we had a little
over eight thousand students and about
Fve hundred [aculty members.

I did not have to work on physical
facililies because my predecessor had
done a very good job at thal. We
concentrated mainly on academics, and
also iried to get the university into the
community in a more direct and
creative way than it had been. And
then, as I said, we were trying to raise
the level of faculty performance in the
area of research. I think we made some
real progress there. | gave support (o a
number of younger faculty who had
come out of praduate school recently
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and wanted to do research. 1 managed
to get some special raises for people in
that group. 1 met with some of our best
researchers from time to time to
encourage them and support them the
best T could. So, from that point of
view, il was an interesting experience.

We did have some racial problems.
Of course there were no blacks to speak
of in the Chatleston, Illinois, area but
we had quite a few studenis from
Chicago. The black students felt as
though they were not gening all they
thould from the university. | had several
sil-ins in my office, which scared some
people. However, | never found it very
threatening. In fact, one day the offiec
was jammed with studenis. They were
sitting on the floor and everyplace. 1
always kept a jar of candy on my desk,
and so I passed the candy around and
tbey talked and gor whatever it was off
their chest and lefi.

I think the most annoying things
were the lawsuils. We were very careful
in our procedures butl we had a number
of lawsuits that defied all common sense
- crazy, I said. For example, we had a
man in the library who said he was ill.
Since we had a sick icave policy, 1
directed that he be put on sick leave.
Three or four weeks [ater the rumor
came 10 campus that he was working in
Decator’s public library while enjoying
our sick lcave pay. We could not
understand that, so the vice president
actualty went up 10 the library in
Decatur and asked the librarian if they
had employed this person, "Yes, he is
working here.” 50 we wanied to recover
what we had paid him. We believed that
he had been dishonest with vs. Then he
turned around and sued the university
for discrimination. He happened to be
Jewish. Qur jawyer said that we ought
Lo seule out of court, and get rid of Lhe
problem. [ objected, bul the attorney
finalty convinced me that it woulkd be

best for the institution. We setiled, but
I always Feli it was one of my worst
mistakes at the unfversity. Another time
we had a Chipese woman take us
before the FEPC because she did not
gel 1o teach Ibe courses she thought she
ought to teach, and charged the
university with racial discrimination. It
was one [hing after another like thal
Those were conptentious times, but on a
whole [ think we had good relations
with the faculty and s1aff, and many of
them are slill our friends.

The presidency was a good
experience but I felt that T did not wani
io do that for the rest of my working
life. T felt that if 1 was going 10 get back
inte history that I must do so soon. At
about Lhe third and fourth year, June
and I talked a little about my going
back to leaching and writing. June did
not like her role as the president’s wife
at all, and g we decided to begin
looking for anoiher posilion,

The opportunity 10 leave lllinois
and go te the University of Georgia was
again something of a siroke of luck. T
was invited (o China in 1975 on an
educational mission. Shortly afier T got
back there was a meeting in Washington
ai which 1 was asked 1o give Lhe
luncheon talk on China. ARer the 1alk
A C. Land, who was in the deparimeni
of history at the University of Georgia,
came up 10 me and said he wanted lo
visit a little bil. I1e explained Lhat they
were looking for a person 1o fill a new
post—that  of the Richard B. Russell
Professor of History, The chair had
been funded he said, and (hey were
looking for the first person to fill the
position. T had had a leticr [rom the
Chairman of the search committee
carlier, asking if T had anyone to
recommend and ¥ had recommended a
couple of individuals, but the Georgia
departmeni members could not agree
on anyone. Chris Land said, "Would you



consider it at all?” My quiek reply was,
"I surely would.” He explained, "that we
had not contacted you earfier because
we did not think you would feave the
presidency to go back to being a
professor.” 1 replied, “Well, why don’t
you try me?" As | left for the airport,
Chris said, "Well, you will hear from us
shortty." Within a few weeks, | received
a letter from the scareh committee
wanting to know. if I would be
interested. I wrole back that T would,
but T had io keep this matter very
secret so that it did nit get back to my
campus. Then early in 1976 they asked
me down for an interview. The
department recoinmended me and the
Dean made me Lhe offer, but it would
take some time to make il official
because the appointment had to be
cleared with the regents. It was April
before the official offer came, after
which 1 announced my resignation as
president. I had my lelter of resignation
all drawn up and ready to send to the
press and to the Board of Governors. It
was nice leaving, because I left under
very good circumslances. The faculty, as
a going away present, took my books
and had them bound in red buckram,
and presented them to me at an official
occasion. The students presented me a
clock and all kinds of things happened
that gave me a good feeling as I left. I
guess 1 can put it this way, I would not
care (0 be president again, but I would
not have wanted to miss it. It helped
me see thc other side of university life.
As 1 told the faculty at Eastern in my
first talk, "The president is nol smarter
than the faculty. The only advantage the
president has is that he sees the total
university and the faculty, generally, oniy
sees one small part of it and so the
perspectives are considerably different.”
I always tried to keep that in mind,
realizing that when somebody came in
with a complaint that they were seeing
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a problem from one viewpoint and I
was seeing it from another.

H: You left Eastern and went 10 the
University of Georgia as a research
professor and you spent ten years there.
How would you compare that
experience wilh your career in (eaching
and researeh earlier?

F: My experience at the University of
Georgia was one of the happiest and
best times in my career. I was treated
extremely well there. President Fred C.
Davison was very interesied in the
Russell Chair. It was one of the most
prestigious chairs at the University.

' O -A‘ (A '
Professor of History a1 the University of
Georgia (1983)

Friends of Senator Russell had raised
about $1.5 million to support it. The
Russell Chair brought a good deal of
recognition on the campus. Il carried a
lot of "perks," especially in the early
years. I had two research assistants for
several years. I always had a personal
secrelary. There wasn't anything reaily
that I could want that T did not have. I
was free 10 do about what 1 wanted to.
If I wanted to teach 1 could teach, and
if I did not want to teach I did not
have to. Usnally I taught a graduate
seminar in the fall and then in the
spring 1 would teach something else
usually a large survey course. They had
never had large classes in history at
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Georgia. Many of the classes were
taught by graduaie assisianis when they
had a big Ph.D. program, but thc Ph.D.
program declined in the mid-1970s, so
they did not have thal Gbor force.
Hence we had 10 go 1O large classes.
My colleagues at first resisted teaching
large classes ard were opposed (o them.
50 1 said, ™Well, I will teach one"* We
had a big auditorium thal wouid seat
about three hundred students, so in the
spring quarter I would teach ane of
those classes. But § had graders and my
main responsibility was to give the
lectures.

Also. 1 became quile involved in
broader university affairs. For instance
when the univemity had a hundred
million dollar drive for private Fands, 1
was cochairmman af the effort to raise
moncy among the faculty. One of our
godls was to get faculty members 10
make a §10,000 gift 10 the university
and some scventy-five 10 one hundred
made that kind of commitment.
Ahogether from the faculty in our drive
we raised something over five million
dollars. One year they asked me 10 give
the university’s Founders' Day address
which apnually commemorated the
founding of the unrenity. [ was
involved with the university as a whole
mare than [ had ever been, except
possibly when 1 was president,

The unpiversity gave me, as [
indicated, strong support for my
rescarch. During the time I was at
Georgia I revised and added about one
hundred pages to my book on Farmland
Indusiries, which was a business histary
of a big cooperative. Then 1 did
American Fanmers, The New Minority
and my book on the history of sputhern
agriculiure, Cottonflields No Mare. 1
wrote maost of mry biography of Senator
Richard B, Russell, too. 1 did a number
of articles during the period, and I
lectured quite a Jot. There was a great

contrast belween Georgia and
Oklahoma. T was at Georgia at a lime
when they had a lot of money for
higher education and faculty salaries
were raised in a very dramatic Bshion,
We had fairiy liberal budgels, al leasl
during the first five or six Or seven years
I was there, Compared (o Oklahoma
and Eastern Ilincis University, where it
seemed we were atways fighting for a
dollas 1© Keep tings going, GLorgia was
quitc different. And, Athens, Georgia,
is a very nice place to live. So, overail
1 would say that our eaperience dt the
University of Georgia from 1976 1o
1986 when 1 retired was one of the
mesl happy and fullilling periods of my
career,

M- Lets turn now more specifically to
the hislary of agriculture. In the last
three quarters of a cenlury or so, let’s
say in the twenlieth cenlury, what have
you seen as the major changes in
American agriculiure?

F. Well, I think the main changes
have been he decline in the farm
population, the increase in size of farms,
and much grealer specialization in
agricullure. There have also been
dramatic changes in labot requirements.
Efficiency has increased much faster
than in indusiry in the last seventy-five
years mdinly due 0 the (raclor.
improvements in  (ractors and the
increase in size and power of tractors,
and all of the machinery that tractors
puil of power have made a iremendous
difference. Then you've had the
chemical revolution and the use of
fertilizers. When ] was a boy on the
farm in the 1920s anobody used
commercial fertilizer. Farmers used
manure from their bams. Commercial
fertilizer, which began ta be used in a
big way in the 1940s, and has become
essential now in the view of most
farmers. The other side of the chemical
revolution is the use of insecticides 10



kill insecls and herbicides w0 destroy
weeds. And then, of course, there have
been (remendous improvements in the
breeding of livestock and crops. The
greatest revolution in crops, I guess, was
hybrid corn which came in during the
1930s. The increase in efficiency of
breeding and feeding in the pouliry
induslry is perhaps the besl example of
@ revolution in Lhe liveslock industry.
Efficiency in conversion of feed to meat
has greally improved. and much of that
revolutionary activity has come oul of
our agriculiural colleges that have had
very good seienlists, wheeher it is in 1the
pouilry industry or in the raising of
wheat or corn. Those are the things that
1 think have greally changed farming
since I was a boy on lhe farm in the
1920s and the 1930s. At 1hat lime we
were just beginning to see the siarl of
the agricultural revolution. We were not
seeing it in our part of South Dakota
but in the better areas of thc Midwest
it was beginning.

H: When you were a boy in the 1920s
on the farm did you have electricily?
F: No.

I When did eleetricity come to your
family’s farm?

F: We did not get electricity on our
family farm uniil (he 1940s. 'm not
sure just when it was, but South Dakola
did not move as fasl wilh electric co-
ops as some of the oiher siaies. There
were a lot of farms in South Dakoia
that did not have eleciricily until aller
World War II. This was a parl of the
revolutionary aclivity on the farm, of
eourse, because with the coming of Lhe
REA and electricity farmers could now
have a modcrn home. You had power
to pump water and you could have hol
waler and all of the conveniences so lar
as farm living was concerned. A
moment ago 1 was speaking of only
whal was happening in the barnyard and
the ficlds, bul as far ax the farm home
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is concerned, probably eleciricity was the
mosl important thing that happened (o
rural America. As 1 have wrillen mauay
times, il literally 100k farmers oul of the
dark. Whiie the kerosene or gas mantle
lamps gave you some lighl it was not
anything like what you see in the
movies! Eleciricity was very impartant.
H: Some people have said that a
number of the 1irends that you
mentioned a moment ago arc leading
inevilably towards thc decline ar maybe
the disappearance of thc family farm,
Whal do you Lhink?

F- The family farm has been an
institution that has stimulaicd a lot of
emolions in many Amecricans, of whom
I am one. I think I am what you would
call a true Jeffersonian. T have many of
thase views that Jeflerson expressed
when he was wriling aboul farmers as
the most democralic, lhe purest, the
finest and most independent people in
our society. A greal many people still
Lthink that. Perhaps farmers themselves
do not view il that way as much as
people who havc lefi the farm and who
are looking back at how Lhey Lhink it
was, or how they wish it was, sometime
in the distant past. But, the family farm
has been on ils way out for many years.
For inslance, in the 1950s, we lost more
than a hundred thousand farms a year.
We lost over a million farms in the
1950s alone and that 1rend has
conlinued. It has slowcd up now simply
because when you gel Lo a <ertain size
consolidation lends to slow up. The
farms 1hat "disappeared” were simply
incorporated nlo other farms. T still
own our old family farm in South
Dakota. I have 720 acres, which is more
than most people tried 0 0wn or lease
when 1 was a boy., But now anyone
would starve (0 death in about ninety
days on that farm i it wecre not
consolidated  with  additicnal land. 1
wauld sday thal 10 Qur area now you
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peed aboul three (housand acres O
make 8 modern living. Another reason
the family farm has beer disappearing is
simply because people have not been
abie (0 make a satisfactory living there,
that is, a salisfactory modern living. And
farmers have wanted [0 live in a
modem way with modern conveniences
and life style. Small farms by and large
will not produce enough income (0
provide electricily, an automobile and all
of the things 1hal modemn Americans
have come 10 expect. So the (small)
famity farm & going to fade gul. We
will coplinue to have family farms, but
they (will be) much, much larger. They
are a business more than they are a way
of life. Of course, farming was always a
business, but it was not a very good
business, and in my research [ found
that people have atways lefi the farm
simply because the opportunities for a
salisfactory living were not there. This
s partjcularly true for young people. I
have explained this in an  arlicle
published in the fail, 1989, issuc of
South Dakota History. 1 show thal as
many es forty (o fifty per cent of the
young people on farms in some South
Dakota counties lefl in the period after
World War 11. The family farm i5 a
nostalgic  thing which has been
propagated more by non-farmers than
by farmers, and this has been true at
the highest leveis. People like Theodare
Roosevell were atways talking aboul Lhe
value of Lhe Family farm and the rural
emvironment, Roasevelt spent a little
time on his North Dakota ranch, but he
really did not know anything aboul
farming, and he did not have t0 make a
living at it.

H: What would you say have been
among the most posilive and on the
other hand the most negative features
of government policy toward agriculiure
since the 1930s?

F 1 think government policy has

slowed down the elimination of farmers.
Thal is, price supports have kepl people
farming who would have gone out of
business much earlier without
government help. So government policy
in one way has been a Factor in keeping
people in agriculture longer than they
would have been otherwise. They would
have simply gone broke and would have
had 1o do somelhing else, or gonc on
welfare. Now Lhat has happened anyway,
but, T think at a slower rare than would
otherwise have been the case. We know
that the majority of the government
farm payments go to the bigger, morc
prosperous farmers. Bul there was a
trickle down effect and if you look at
the statistics by county, you will find
that the smaller farmers got imporiant
benefits. This was nothing compared (o
what Lhe big coiton grower in Weal
Texas got, but still, it was enough to
help him get by and stay in business. 1
would call thar a positive factor because
I think if we had had people leaving the
farm at a faster rate we would have had
more umemployment and more urban
problems than we already have. I do
nol think it was either wise or possible
o keep lhe great majority of farmers
on the farm that lived there in the
1920s and 1930s. Particularly thar was
true in the South where there was a
very heavy out-migration of blacks
There were simply more people on the
farms than the land could support. Even
as late as the 1920s and the 19305 there
weie many [armers in the Soulh,
sharecroppers, who had only 20 10 40
acres of lend. Some of it was pretty
produclive; it was not enough to
pravide a decenl siandard of living. So
it is not surprising that during World
War II and, aferwards millions of
farmers, both black and while, lefi Lthe
Soulh and migrated to the nonhemn
cilies. In the South I don't think the
paymeats made much difference in



slowing thic (rend owards the ciry, but
in the Middle West and Lhe Great
Plains states it had that positive impact,
It had the influence of giving people
money that they would not have
otherwise had. I consider Lhis & benefit-

On Lhe other hand, a good share of
the money went 10 the bigger farmers
who (hen were able to take it and buy
the machinery, fertilizer and other
inputs they needed to completely
modemize. This made them much more
productive and greatly increased ioal
agricullural outpul, Now there would
have been change without the
government funding, but price supports
and payments to take land out of
production placed money in the hands
of people who could buy the lales
equipment and use lhe most modem
techniques. They could buy the best
machinery, the best seed and all of
these things that made agriculture so
successful. This steady flow of money
from government to farmers was a kind
of transfer program, in economie (erms,
from government to millions of
individuals. Some of them used it
produciively, some were able only to
just get by.

Being a kind Jeffersonian, 1 have
abways believed that farmers were on
the shon end of the economic double-
tree, as they used 10 put il. They were
more than pulling their load, they were
in an vnfavorable economie Siluation in
that they have no control over the price
they have to pay for non-farm goods. So
they are often in a cosl-price squeeze
and I Lhink that one of the positive
faclors of the governmeni programs, has
been 10 even that up a little bit, Price
supports have tended Lo be geared to
some kind of parity relalionship berween
farm and non-farm prices.

I think some of the worst results of
the government programs have been
that they tended to freeze agriculiure in
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stable patierns. That is, if you are going
to support corn and bean prices, the
farmers in thosc programs are not going
1o think much sbout mising anything
clse. Price supports for wheat or com,
or eny crop, tend 1o Feezc the
productive system into thal mokd and it
is very hard to get out of it because
farmers are afraid 10 kose the advantage
that they have from their wheat or corn
alloiment. Now Lhis has to do mainly
with crops and not wilh livestock
because since the 1930s, we have never
had a real support program for livestock
although the government has helped
suppart prices by buying chicken 1o
distribute (o the poor or buying pork or
beef products from time Lo time to
strengthen the market,

Now I suppose from the consumer
paint of view this made prices higher
than they would otherwise have been.
However, we all know that the price the
farmer gels, is 3 very small perceniage
of the price the consumer pays for a
finished product like cereal. The farmer
gets a bigger slice of the price of meat
and some other things, but consurmners
have probably paid more than would
otherwise have been the case. T've
always believed that we ought Lo pay
enough for food to give the hasic
producer & decent wage and I think
many farmers have not had a fair return
on their labor and investment for years,
T do think that many farmers brought
problems on themsehves in the 1970s by
buying land av ridiculously high prices
when there was no way it could pay for
itself. By and large, 1 think farmers have
worked hard and been very efficient
producers and in many cases have nol
been adequately rewarded even with
government price sUpports.

H: Some people are saying that
perhaps we cannot afford government
price supparts any more and think they
should be phased out. That would leave
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farmers at the mercy of the unchecked
forces of 1he marketplace as they were
before the 1930s. What do you think
would happen if that should gocur in
our sociely today?

F: I think we would see more rapid
ooasolidation of farms because more of
the medium size and small farmers
would go out of business before long. A
few of them would adjust if they were
pear a city where they could do some
direct marketing, but the average small
farmer in the Midwest with 320 acres or
maybe 500 acres, would have a very
tough time operating. Without price
supports, prices of those supporied
commodities would be much lower.
Farmers cannot control  production
which has teen one of their great
problems over the years, We see on
every hand that indusiries with surpiuses
reduce Or guil producing. Farmers tend
to praduce more il prices drop so Lhat
they have more units 10 sell at the
lower price. They inerease produclion so
they can still maintain their income. The
probicm for farmers is thal because of
wecather and other faetors, they cannot
produce a precise amount of a
commodity. Moreover, farmers have
tried to get together and produce whal
the market! will absorb at fair priees but
they have not sueceeded. They have not
been  sueeessful  in  eonirolling
produetion.

H: How do you aeeount for that?

F: 1 intervicwed a lot of farmers and
had a survey thalt 1 handed to many
operators when I was working on my
back American  Farmers, The New
Minority, the results showed (hal most
farmers are jusi too independent
minded. One of my questions was, "Do
you lhink farmers ought Lo try Lo get
logether to control their prices?”, and 1
got such replies as, "I don’t think we
ought 1o try,” or "I don't even belicve
in the principle." 1 cannot really

understand that except to say that
farmers have a long tradilion of
individualism &nd independence, and &
lot of them are sort of curmudgeons
who do not wanl other people telling
them what to do. And when you think
of it, farming is somewhal isolated even
in the modern age. If you are in a farm
tommunity you tend not 1o see the
whole picture clearly. Their fathers and
their grandfathers operated in Lhis same
fashion and so they just do not seem 10
believe in that kind of group activity.
Furthermore, there is a lot of conflict of
intcrest  within  agriculiure.  Poultry
producers, for instance, want cheap
grain prices, while grain producers want
high prices. To get them 1ogether in Lhe
same organization is almost impossible.
That is also true of other crops and
livestock producers. There is a conflict-
of-interest there. What is good for one
is not necessarily good for ihe other. Tt
is hard o get farmers together. Farmers
have in reeent years lended lo organize
in crop and livestock associations ratber
than in overall groups. You have the
wheal growers association, the corn
growers  association, livestock
associations, etc. But T 1hink 1he lack of
more effective farm organizations is
basically due 1 a kind of innate
individualism and independence the
farmers in this country have had from
Lhe beginning, and that many still have,
You see it hest, I think, in wesiern
ranches. T do nol think this is going to
change a greal deal. Farmers have this
feeling Lhat, "I don’t want people telling
me whal to do." They are willing fo
accepl government help bul they say:
"once we get it we wanl 1o delermine
what we are going to do on our own.”
H: Recenlly two scholars, Frank ).
Popper and Deborah Epstein Popper,
a1 Rutgers University, published an
article in which they proposed the idea
that conditions are such Loday that the



Great Plains will probably, in the pext
balf cenwury of 830, reverl to nature, to
the buffalo. Whar do you think of that?
F: I have rcad the Popper thesis with
some interest and it i3, as you expressed
it, the idea that the Great Plains from
about the hundredith meridian, west to
tbe base of the Rocky Mountains is an
area that is going (o be gradually
deserted and that it ought to be
returned 1o the government. It could
become a huge federal grassland where
the buffalo could roam as they did 125
years ago. Some pegple  have
humorously referred 10 the Papper
thesis as the Buffalo Commons, or
restoring the Buffalo Commons. Now,
without any posilive aclion by
governmenl, I agree that much of the
area will be abandoned in time. It will
be a region where very few pecple will
be living In fact, the populalicn has
been declining since the 1920s in much
of the area. This does not apply 1o the
eastern edge of the Plains. But in areas
like western South Dakota, west of the
Missouri River, and eastern Wyoming,
castern Momtana, and western North
Dakata the population has been
deelining for many years, and will
coatinue to do so, [ think the High
Plains from the Canadian border to
West Toxas in the next twenty-five to
Rity years will look something like this:
There will be a few ceniral towns thal
will supply the needs of the people in a
relatively large area. These trading
centers will have medical care and
enough businesses [0 meet the needs of
the few farmers and ranchers that
remain in the area as the process of
depopulalion accelerales. I do not think
we will see it as a buffalo commons in
our time but there will be a vas(
geographic area wilth a very sparse
population with many economic and
social problems. Many of the small
towms will cease to exist. Many of them
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already have except foc a filling station
and some kind of a bar oc restaurant,
These Lowns are going 10 vanish simply
because there 8 0o business in the area
to support them. When the region was
originally settled, il had towns about
every cight 1o fifleen miles. Thar was a
distance you could travel with a team
of horses and go o town and get back
i a day. But with trueks and
aulomobiles and rubber-tired (ractors,
the mobility of farmers and ranchers has
greatly increased. We just do not need
thase small towns anymore. I think
there are a lot of crocodile tears being
shed over the small town as it
disappears. And they are disappearing,
all you have 1o do 1o see Lhis is 10 drive
through one afier anoclher as you head
nocth, let’s say from Texas 10 North
Dakota. You go through scores of these
litte 1owms that have storefronts all
boarded up. Many of them may yet
have a post office but they will not have
even Lhat indefinilely. There is going to
be nothing 10 keep them going and as
the farm population forsakes the region,
nothing will take its place. Frankly, [ do
nol have much hope for those little
Chambers of Commerce who think they
are going to bring in some industry 10
save the community. The staristics show
that even the county seat fowns in most
of the Great Plains counties have been
losing population. There was £ time
when T Airst began studying this situation
around 1960, that T thought (he county
seat 1owns would hold their own, but in
looking at the two Dakotas, I found
back in the 1960s that aboul half of the
county seat (owns were losing
population even that early and thar is
going to ocontinue. My hometown of
Wessinglon Springs, South Dakota, and
many others, have suffered sharp
declines. They are barely holding on.
And so I think the high plains region
does not have mueh future as a
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population base. But we are nol going
lo turn it back to the [federal
government, in my judgment, not fof a
long, long while anyway.

H: In your stndy of this region, heve
you given much thought to the
consequéences that woukl accrue if,
particularly in the semi-arid regions west
of the 98(h meridian, waler Sshould
gpproach its true market value?

P 1 do not think there is any doubt
that you would change the Face of
agriculiure in the region if waler
brought what it cost to produce it
Where people have drilled thcir own
wells, as in West Texas and weslern
Nebraska and weslern Kansas, they
probably arc paying the true cost
because it belongs to the owner. Aboul
all ihe costs a farmer has are the
drilling of the wells, pumping ihe power
to run the pumps and a disiribution
syslem. But we are going to run out of
underground water, I don't think there
is any question about Ihal. All of the
studies that [ have seen show Ihat the
water Jevel has been falling dramatically
from West Texas up into western
Nebraska where some of the heaviest
irrigation is going on. And that area will
rever,, I think, within Lthe next half
century or so, to dry land agriculture.
This means it will, for the most parl,
reven back to grazing. Now, therc may
be some exceptions to this in various
parts of the high plains, hut, in general,
I think that’s going to be the pattemn.
And 1 chink we are making a sad
mistake as a nation to waste water, as [
ste il anyway, growing corn in wesletn
Nebraska. You can succeed under
imigated conditions bul we do not need
more corn for one thing, and we do not
need (O suppornt the price of com in an
environment like that. It is pot a natural
eoviranment for corn growing. So, 1
think we are misusing our underground
waler o a considerable extent end 1

believe we could say the same thing on
the high plains of West Texas where
they are raising cotlon urkler irrigated
conditions.

Where the cost of water really
enters into the picture is when yon get
to New Mexico or Arizona or
California. In those areas farmers
benefit from expensive dams and
conduils paid for by the federal
government. If it were nol for the
politics of water we would never have
provided such cheap waler to large
cotlon growers and others in Arizona or
in the San Joaquin Valley of California.
1 think that is not good national policy,
but 1he realilies are Lhal the peaple who
benefit from cheap walcr have a lot of
palitical clout. So the farmers have done
very well on the waler siluation up Io
now. 1 believe the long range trend will
change becanse Lhe demands for water
by urban areas are going to increase
and when you gel right down to i,
political power is going 10 decide how
waler is allocated. City people are going
to get far more of i and farmers wil
gel less even if they are willing 1o pay
for it. If you paid the full value of waler
in Lhe San Joaquin Valley of California,
I think farmers would be our of the
couon growing business in a hurry. A,
50 we have got different problems with
waler in the West bul in the Great
Plains area the question oi exhausting
the underground water supply it the
most serious probiem. Where we are
using it 10 grow crops thal we do not
nced and crops that are often in surplus
seems unwise fram a national viewpoint.
But we are a counlry of individualists
who say 10 ourselves, we ought to be
able (0 use Our property any way we
wanl tc and so if we wasle waler
growing com that we do not need, that
is our own business. So I do nat see us
tightening up on the use of pump
irrigation warer in the near future,



aithough 1 do think we will see some
changes where water is being supplied
from Lthe dams buill with tax money and
then distributed at very cheap rates to
the farm users.

H: As you look a1 New Deal agencies
like REA and some others that you
might think of, do you think there are
any which have ouflived their usefulness
and ought (o be abolished?

F.  As you know, we have long
subsidized agencies like the REA, the
Rural Telephone sysiem and others.
Originalty, this was something thal was
a great public service by (he federal
governmenl. It served a great many
people but in all honesty I do not see
that there is conlinued need for
subsidies to permit local REAs (o
expand today where the privale utilities
could fill the bill withoul any taxpayer
support. Consumers are not getting
cheaper rates from REA anymore, and
il is a matter of supplying a service that
people need. In many cases, il is a clear
duplication of services and it has
become a political battle betwecn the
cooperatives, which have become very
sirong in Washington, and in state
legislatures, and the private utilities. To
talk against the REA is like talking
against motherhood and appic pie. It is
very difficult to get political support for
reducing the subsidies, mainty very
cheap interest rates. Bul I really think
that (he lime has passed for special low
interest loans 1o REA cooperatives. The
same serviee could be provided by other
utilities, and I do not see Lhat the
cooperatives, now thal they have
established their service among Lhe
farmers, have any real excuse [or
further subsidies. But, once an agency
is established il is almost impossible to
change its direetion. The administrators
wanl to keep expanding and kecp
growing. That is a mark of their success
and 50 it is very difficull to change. I
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think it cught o be changed, and some
political leaders have suggesied pulling
the Rural Electrificaiton Administration
on its own, but [ do not sece that
coming soon because of politics.
Eventually, it will probably come
because there will be more wurban
influence than there is rural.

While we are talking aboul this I
would just like to say that [ think one
of the most remarkable developments in
thc twentieth century has been the
strength of the rural influence in our
political life. 1 mean, we have wo
percent of the American people who
now actually live on farms and less than
that who make a living from the farm.
It is true thal we have a lol of people
who own farmland and do not live on
the land and they are still sympathetic
lo these agricultural issues. But, with
such a large percent of our population
living in urban areas, il is remarkable
how long the rural influence has
perpetuated a kind of mystique that is
very difficult to explain rationally, except
1o say that people are motivated by
certain myths and ideas. A lot of
Americans hold the Jeflersonian view
that the farmer is the salt of the earth,
the best citizen, and we ought 10 do
something for him. So fcderal support
for agriculture continues, By any logical
reason you would think that in a
democratic society the great majority of
non-farmers would demand reductions
of federal aid to farmers. To the
contrary, this mystique and myth of the
imporiance of the farmer in American
life has heid on frmly. Rural agencies
have a great pull on (he political
heartstrings of the nation, there is no
question about it. How long it is going
10 take 1o cul thal heartstring I do not
know. However, it secems [0 me Lhat we
are in the last generation when
agricultural influences will be strong in
American society. Most people in the
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Unpited States under forty have never
had any connection with the farm or
ranch. They do not know anything
about farm life, and so I think they are
going Lo see things from a litue different
viewpoint than the present generation.
H: Let us lum our attention nDow to
the historica! profession. Have you given
mueh thought to the ehanges that seem
10 be occurring in our profession with
respect (0 such fhings as research topics
and research techniques? There seems,
for example, 10 be a trend toward
socioiogical or sociologicalty-oriented
sludies in history. What are yout views
on that?

F: Well, cenainly the research and
wriling of bislory has changed over the
last forty or forty-five years. I has been
influenced not only by sociological
concepts but by economics and a lot of
other areas of study. But | really think
that two things have happened that are
not in the best interest of history. In
recent years we have seen more
hislorians writing histary to prove what
they already believed before they did
their research. There has atways been
some of that in history and 1 am not
saying thal historians can be compleely
objective, but I think we have gone 100
far away from objectivity or even
attempting 1o be objective. This is
damaging, I believe, to the best kind of
history. Secondly, 1 think we have gone
way overboard in dealing with history as
though il did not amount to anything if
it does not have some connection with
class, race, sex, or ethnicity. Perhaps we
wenl too long wilhout giving enough
attenlion 1o the role of women in
history, although really it has never been
jgnored. Women probably were not
given the place they deserved in many
cases, but some of us, in our younger
days as histarians, long before this
present emphasis came along, were
wriling about the role of women in

pioneer life, working on the farm, ar in
other ways. I Lhink we have seen some
historians in the 1970s and tbe 1980s
who acted as though nothing had ever
been done in this area; that women and
minorilies had been completely ignored.
This was not the case. Today I think
there is an overemphasis on class, race,
sex and ethnicity, and 1 think we'll see,
before 0o long, a change from this
emphasis. It seems 10 me that it has
become almost a fad. If you Jock at the
programs of some of the historical
associations you find they have nothing
to do with many broad and important
lopics in American history but are all
dealing with some form of class, race,
sex and ethnicity. [ think there will be
a reaclion againsl (hat which is already
becoming apparen(. We are beginning
o see a number of ouistanding women
historians who are dealing with other
lopics and I think this is a healthy sign.
So these are two things 1hat 1 do not
think have been particularly heallhy in
the profession. T think we have lost oor
objectivity, and we have tried 10 use
history to try to prove some political oc
social point. We get away from our best
historical wriling when we do that.
Now the profession has ehanged in
a lot of other ways. There are many
more peapie in it than there used (o be.
Departments are larger. They are much
more diverse. They are much more
specialized. In fact, I think we have
over-specialized. Much of history has
become so  specialized that  often
historians do not have the broader
outlook that 1 think they should. In the
19405 and 1950s people taught in more
than one field. When [ started teaching
at the University of Oklahoma T 1aught
modern European history from 1500 up
1o the present, Qur [raining was
somewhal broader in earlier days both
in hisiory and related fields. So we have
more specialization and concentration



on small research Lopics; one wonders
how important many [opis are, Of
whelher they oughl to be researched at
all. But on the other hand, I would say
that in this generation of historians, we
have some of the most brilliant
historians and some of the finest
scholars that we have ever had in the
history of American historiography. [
think the prolession is strong, despile
the fact that we had about twenty years
of very discouraging limes so far as job
opporunities were concerned,

H: You mentioned over-specialization
and 1 know there has been some
concern among hislorians about the fact
that much of the literature these days
seems lo be aimed only at other
historians. We seem to be geuing away
from the old narrative style of historical
writing. Iave you been concerned about
that?

F: I have always said Lhat there is not
much use writing history if nobody
reads it, and I think there has b=en
some decline in the quality of wriling
and in laying out broad and meaninglul
themes. But you can do that with a
fairly narrow subjeet, I think, if it is
done right. There is no doubt bul that
we have had a lol of quanitative history.
Historians have developed models and
all kinds of mathematical formulas to
prove this or that and | think some
good has come out of this. The rtrouble
is no ope can read it except oOther
historians and in many cases even Lhey
cannol grasp it unless lthey have had a
proper malhematical and compuler
background. I guess we can subsidize
enough works of that nature so Lhey get
some circulation, but T think one of the
tasks we have as hislorians is 10 write
something that a broader public is going
to read. | think we ought 10 go back 1o
more narraltive history. Of course, that
is all T know how (0 write and (hat is all
that T have ever wrilten, so I am
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probably prejudiced.

H: There is much concern these days
about the quality of education in
general, oot only at the college and
university level but down to the level of
high school and grammar school. If you
had an opportunity Lo revise or reform
our educational system to make it more
effective, what would you do?

F I think that education, to a large
extent, begins in the home and I think
what has happened (o the family in the
last generation has done a great deal 1o
lower the quality of education. We tend
to generalize from our own experience
and I know that is not right, but when
I was young, parents scemed much
more inlerested in education. The old
country school was  pretty  well
structured and il had parenial support.
The children did not go home to empty
houses afier school and if we had
homework 1o do at night our parents
made us do it. So il seems to me that
our problems are not just in educalion,
they are in society al large. We have
seen the disintegration of the family as
one factor. I think, too, thart our worst
schools are in areas of poverty and
eoneentrated populations.  That
combination of numbers and poverty
cannot provide very good support for
education. Consequently, we have a
great deal of delinquency. In some of
the urban schools twenty percent of the
pupils are absent every day. You can
have the best reachers in the world, bul
they cannot deal with that problem. The
teacher cannot make students come to
school. So we've got these broad social
problems Lhat affect education. On the
other band, students in a school
comprised of middle or upper<lass
people, where the families are fairly
slable, are pgelting a wvery pgood
education. They are geiling a lot better
education in high school than I did in
my little high school where there were
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only thirteen in our graduating class.
Qur problems are generally in our big
ciies where we have a lot of poverty
and a poor tax base. The conditions, it
seemis to me, are just nol very good for
a Arst class education in that kind of
environment.

Now we have tried cverything from
magnet schools to two ticred syslems,
but what happens within the school
itself can only paraly solve the
problem. I think that if we paid teachers
more that we would attract betier
people into education, but I am not
sure that paying current teachers mare
is going to belp because if you doubled
their salary they probably would teach
aboul the same as they did before
receiving Lthe raise. [ have said this
repeatedly in my own case. When I was
teaching freshmen and sophomores in
the survey courses in Amertican History
at the University of Oklahoma in 1946,
if they would have tripled my salary [
would probably have Laught pretty much
the same Lhe next day and the next
year. What higher pay will do will be o
draw better people inta education in Lthe
first place, bul it is not going Lo have
much effect on changing people who
are already there. IL wijll make them
more comioriable but it is not going 1o
improve their teaching a great deal, in
my judgment. 1 remember President
George L. Cross al the University of
Oklahoma once told me, "1 think about
half our faculty are underpaid and
about half of them are overpaid.” I got
to thinking about that later and think he
was right.

Years ago, about 1960, I was on
the American Historical Association's
Teaching Committee. We visiled high
schools with the idea of finding ways to
help high sehool 1eachers do a better
job. We found some exceilent teaching
going on, and in some cases it seemed
beiter than in the colleges and

universities. But in some of the schools
we visited, like a lechnical high school in
Dakland, Califomia, the students were
asleep, lethargic, indifferent and couki
have cared less. T could not figure oul
what the teacher could have done 1a da
a better a job than he was already
doing. 50 1 Lhink we have got to have
more societal and family support for
education, and we have got o look at a
great many things that are standing in
the way of student performance. For
example, they must at least be able o
read when they finish high school T
think we have got some real prohlems,
bul T also think there are some signs
around the couniry that we are doing
better. Down in Georgia the past
president of the University of Georgia
now heads a program funded by a
group of businessmen to train reachers
in science and math. So, I think we are
seeing some good rhings, but we have a
long way o go.

Back in the 1950s and maybe in
the early 1960s, we had a two tier
system in a lot of the high schools but
it was thrown out in most places
because it was considered undemocratic
and it hurt students’ and parents’
feelings. But I strongly favored this,
Every student in America does not need
ta know advanced math and science,
but we ceriainly need a ot of people
who do and 1 think we ought to
separate these so (hal they are not held
back by studenis who have no interest
in these subjects and keep the classes
from really daing much of anything. I
have glways favored a two tier system
where the students that really want to
learn and are bright and want to go
ahead can be given the opportunity.
Oul of that group then, 1 think we will
get your leaders and enough math and
science people (0 meel the needs of the
nation. If this sounds elitist, it comes
from a ope LUme poor farm baoy who



ammved at that conclusion many years
ago.

H: President Bush in his State of the
Union message, mentioned his desire
thar by the year 2000 we have got to be
the best in the world in acience and
math and ail adult Americans must be
literate. Those are certainly laudable
goals bui in view of the problems we
face in education, how optimistic are
you that that can he done? And whai
about the humanities? 1 do not recall

that he mentioned the need for
emphasis on Lhe humanitics in his
speech.

F- ] am nol oplimistic that we will
reach such goals by 2000. A decade
goes by pretty fast and nothing is more
difficult 10 change in our society than
education. You do not have to have
been a university presidemt o know
that. You do nol even have to be a
depariment chairman (o know 1hat i is
hard to get changes at the college level
where it i easy compared (0 the
secondary schools. But | think if we
keep talking about lhe need to allack
Ihe problems wherever we can (thal we
will make some progress. We did it
back in Lhe lale 1950s and 1960s when
we emphasized science and math and
foreign language and some olher 1hings
that the government supported. Al that
lime we gave special training to Leachers
and 1 think we can do Ihese things
again. We may not do it on Lhat broad
a basis, but I think if we indicate that
these are our goals and we want 1o
achieve them, we will have some impacl.
We will make some progress. 1 would
not think we would do it in a decade,
bul we are lurning oul some very good
high school students, and T Ihink that
this will continue although it scems that
there is scarcely a school district in Lhe
United States that is not in some
Minancial wouble. But if we gel the
leadership at the top 1o set goals, and if
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we get adminisiraiors and teachers who
say this is what we have got to do, and
if we get parenis and communilies Lo
support it, 1 think we will make some
real gains. But 1 do not believe we will
do it by the year 2000.

H: Lets turn our altention to your
wrilings. Let's talk first about The
Farmer’s Frormgier. When you were
researching that book and when you
wrote il, did you think of yourself as
being influenced in any way by
Frederick Jackson Turner?

F: 1 do not think so. I have never had
any greal theories of history or any
great philosophical or inicrpreiative
models. My view of histary is a lol less
grand than that. Most of us go along
from day (o day trying to make a living,
1o raise a family and participate in
community affairs. We help build
communilies and Lhese somehow all
come (pgether as a nation. | do not
have any grand theory to tie this process
of nation-building all 1ogether. So far as
Turner’s thesis is concerned, when [ was
writing The Farmer’s Frontier 1 might
have been influenced to some degree as
a result of my earlier studies, but 1 did
not try w F what I was doing into
Tumer’s ideas. 1 was concerned about
how and why people moved inlo the
West, haw they saw (he conditions they
faced, how they met these conditions,
and how they adjusted to 1he
environment when they arrived on the
High Plains or when they got to the
Rocky Mountajn area. [ was coneerned
about things like the developmenti of
irrigation, for example. I tried 1o take
more of a people oOr Rrass-roois
approach than anything else. 1 wanied
10 write aboui the rush of people in the
1880s into the Dakotas, for example,
and what they found there and whether
or not lhey succeeded. 1 wanted 1o deal
in the same way with the rest of the
West, with the Kansas and Nebraska
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frontiers and West Texas and wesiern
Oklahoma and then on o ihe Pacific
coasl. It was the fammers who actually
sellled the western lands of this couniry.
The fur traders, cowboys, miners and
others had been there earlier but they
hadn’t really settied the couniry, It was
the farmers who did that. They were
ke people who [ wanted to write about
and 1 found, of course, thal they
brought their instilutions with them
which were nol mueh different than in
the stales FRrther east. They did
undergo some modification as a result
of the environmcent, space and lack of
rainfall and things like Ihai, bul in
general I did not see a lot of difference
between a commupity let’s say in
Central Kansas and onc in Central
Indiana except for the difference in the
environment. OF course [ was
concentrating on the farm communities
and only that,

H: How did you develop the idea for
the book, American Farmers: The New
Minorify? What were you artempting to
secomplish when you wrote it?

F.  The American Farmers book was
published in the early 1980s afier 1 had
been working in agricultural history and
farm policy for more than thirty years.
It was an outgrowth of a lot of other
things T had done. My book on George
Peek and the Fight for Farm Parnty had
gone inlo the agriculiural problems of
the 1920s, 1 had done a qumber of
articies on different agricultural maiters
and then in the 1950s T had wriuen The
Agricultural Regions of the United States
in which I looked at farming as it was
at that time in the United States, and
the revolution that was taking place in
agriculture. Then I did The Farmer’s
Frontier and slso a book on Farmland
Indusinies, the big farmers’ cooperative
in Kansas City, and had loocked at
farming from a business point of view.
These studies had eonvinced me thac it

was lime to do an overview book Lhal
would deal with the changes that had
taken place in American agricullure, and
what had been responsible for those
changes in the twenticth century. The
increased productvity of American
farmers and the decline in the farm
population is, [ believe, one of the most
important things that has happened in
American history. That is, the shifi from
a rural Amerika to an urban America,
and all that implies is of (remendous
long-term importance o the nation.
When I conceptuglized "Amertcan
Farmers," whieh is all I called it at first,
1 wanted to show what ihe farm
problems had becn, how they had
developed in (he 1920s and 1930s
particularly, how the government had
eniered the picture, whal changes were
brought aboul, parlieularly afier the
1930s, thc mechanical and chemical
revolutions and so forth, Then I wanted
10 see what this all added up o and
what had happened Lo farmers. [ found,
of course, thai agricullure had been
declining in relaion to the rest of the
economy practically every year since the
1920s. In the 1950s particularly there
was a great decline in the number of
farmers and that continued al &
somewhar slower pace i suocessive
decades. 1 wanted to analyze why that
happened, and lhen try to conclude
where agrieulture slood near the end of
the century, The more work T did, 1he
more obvious il was thal this group was
becoming one of the great minorilies in
American history even though peopie do
nol normally think of farmers as a
minority. Thus 1 came with that tille
The New Minority.

H: As rhat idea developed in your
mind did you come 10 think of the
farmers as a minority suffering from
discrimination or were you not Lthinking
of them in 1hose terms?

F: I do nol know that | was thinking



of il in those terms, but T had always
believed that farmers were discriminated
against in Lhe sense that they were pne
of the few major businesses in the
American economy that had no control
over the prices they had for
commadities and no control over the
prices they received for their products.
Now, that was no big problem for
farmers as long as they were seli-
sufficient, but as they were drawn more
and more into the commercial economy,
and as they sought to raise their living
standards, this became extremely
important, even crucial. Before 1920
farmers did not have a large cash
outlay. They raised much of their own
food. A midwestern farmer, for
example, had lvestock for meat, milk,
buller, and chickens for eggs, as well as
& vegelable garden. He wusvally had
something to sell and got along pretty
well. He had few if any regular bills.
But when farmers began to modemize
they found themselves in the same
pasition as the people in town. Afer
the REA went in they had a light bill
every month. When they used tractors
they had a gasoline bill. Earlier they did
nol have any fuel bills because they fed
their horses the oats they raised. Whea
farmers had to sell crops and livestock
o get money o buy electricity or
gasoline, they found themselves in an
unfair bargaining posilion. Farmers
complained about this even as early as
before the Civil War, although the
problem did not become really serious
untit the 1920s and the 1930s. Then
farmers began 10 buy gasoline and other
cash items that they had to hawe to
operate. 1 had always believed that
farmers should have a standard of living
equal 10 that of people in town. Bul if
they were going to have all of he
modern conveniences, they had o have
a steady cash flow to pay for them. So
1 became convinced earty, and I think
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cofrectly, as the slaligtics show, that
farmers were paying more Lhan they
should have for things that they had to
buy and receiving less than they should
have from the Lhings Lhey sold. This
occurred mainly because they had no
control over overall production. Prices
are determined by several factors, but
control over produclion s very
important in delermining the price of a
commodity. As 1 went through this
study, it seemed to me thal this
disparity between farmers and the non-
farmers was  becoming  greater.
Exeeplions Lo this situation were during
World War 11, and the Korean War
when prices went very high for farmers
and in the 19708 when Lhere were
upusual demands overseas for American
food. If you Iook back to the 1920s,
lhese were the only three perinds when
farmers were genuinely prospetous from
then until now.

H: You have also written on the
changes in southern agriculture over the
last decade in Cotfon Fields No More.
As you look at southemn agriculiure and
the changes it experienced as compared
1o Great Plains agriculture, whal are the
main differences that you see?

F:  People on the Plains and in the
Midwest were never as paor as they
were in the South, except in the depths
of the Great Depression in the 1930s
when farmers everywhere had extremely
low incomes. But owerall there was a
considerable difference in  income
because the Plains farmers had larger
operations and produced more. The
South was a peculiar swuation, of
course, because of the former slave
population. The whites by and large
owned the land and blacks had to adjust
to whatever the owners demanded. In
most cases the Jandowners required a
black family 10 farm about 20 10 40
acres of owners land. Those operations
were o small to produce @ decenl
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lrving in most parts of the South. Also
the landlords insisted that share
Croppers grow cotion because | was
always a  saleable crap. The
sharecropper could not steal it because
1here was only one of two places where
it could be sold and he could not eal it
as he could corn or some other grain or
vegelable crop. And so, the landowners
wanted all of their lepanls  and
sharecroppers (0 raise coiton. This
situation continued down 1o the eve of
worlo War Il. But during World War
IT literally thousands of people left
southern farms for jobs in industry.
With a scarcity of labor, southern
landowners consolidaled their holdings,
bought machinery, hired tractor drivers
and olher operators and farmed the
land themselves. So there was a big
movement starting on the eve of World
War 11 of consolidalion of farms in the
South, mechanization, and before very
long, the introduction Of pew crOps,
particutarly soybeans. The greal change
that (ook place after Warld War 1T in
southern agriculture was two-fold. One
was the increase in livestock production
because of development of new grasses
for the Sguth, and the other was the
introduclion of soybeans which ook the
place of colton on many farms. By the
1970s there was relatively littie cotton
grown in the Southeast’s old coiton bell,
except it the Mississippi delia. In the
uplands of Alabama and Mississippi and
Georgia, once a giant cotton area, very
little collon was being produced. ‘Lhase
Iarms had swilched ower 10 caitle. and
other crops. Whal brought about this

change in southcrn agricullure was (he
loss of cheap labor as whiles and blacks
both left the farms, during and afier
World War 11, und the development of
modern farming methods. So you had
the development of larger famms in ihe
South just like you did in tbe Midwest
and the Great Plains. By the 19%60s and
1970s there were moce similarities in
the major famming regions of the
country because the same farces were
at work all over the nation in
mechanization, the use of chemicals,
improved crop and livestock breeding,
and berter managemen:. Also with 1he
increase of poultry and cattle proctuctian
the livestock economy was more
significant (han e¢ver before in the
South, at least since colonial Limes. The
Soulh was brought inlo 1he nalional
midinsiream n agriculture.

M- As you lpok back from the
viewpoint af more than forty years, how
do you view your careel in agricultural
history?

F: We know that agricultural and rural
history i5 not a field that atiracted many
schotars. However, for me the study of
agriculrural  history bhas  been  most
interesting and rewarding. Indeed, I
have had something of a iove affair with
the history of American agriculiure.
Farmers have historically played a very
imporlant role in American society - in
the economy, in national values, and in
many other ways. 1 ibink that urban
Americans need to understand this
better. T hope my books and anicles
have in some srmall way contributed 10
this needed underslanding.





