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1 Viewpoint I. by Raymond R. Beneke 

Progress Comes Dressed in Strange Clothing 

Struggling and toiling during the fron
tier years to create a New Eden in the 
Midwest left highly visible evidence of 
accomp lishment that lifted the human 
spirit. Bur now, progress is more diffi
cult to discern and sometimes comes 
dressed in strange clothing. Changes 
have transformed in painful ways the 
comm uni ty which I knew. On the 
other hand, modern farm life involves 
for the individual less drudgety, greater 
challenges to the mind, and greater free
dom to know and enjoy the world in 
whi ch he or she lives. T he benefits to 
those who consume the low-cost abun
dance of rural America are less visible 
but are enormous when viewed in the 
context of the total economy. 

The close of the 
Midwest frontier 
The thirty years following the close of 
the Midwest frontier at the turn of the 
CentulY was a time of consolidating the 
momentous developments of the fron
tier years. Land was no longer abun
dan t and cheap. T he work of draining 
and developing the virgin prairie was 
now complete. Residents of the area 
could turn their attention to building 
better roads and schools and to im
proving the accessib ili ty of medical and 
recreational faci lities. T he rural land
scape of the Midwest in 1930 consisted 
of hundreds of vibrant, effective, and 
proud communities. 

The Great Depression slowed the 
development of Corn Belt agriculture, 
with farm operators striving to hang 
on during a period of hardship and ad
versity unfathomable in earlier years . 
World War II followed in the 1940s 
and with it price controls and ration
ing. During this period there was al
most a complete cessation of the manu-

facture of new tools and the implements 
of production. The technology of Corn 
Belt agriculture had changed litrle in 
the years from 1925 to 1945, but wait
ing in the wings was an avalanche of 
new concepts that had been building 
through the depression and war years. 

The postwar years 
Followi ng the war came new technolo
gies, new inputs, and larger and better 
machines. One fundamental change 
that took time for farm operators to 
fully comprehend and to adjust to was 
the increasing cost of labor relative to 
all other inputs. Part-time help, freely 
available in rl1e prewar years at less than 
one dollar per hour, vanished as op
portunities in nonfarm employment 
improved. In a few short years, me
chanical power in ever more massive 
units replaced horse power completely. 
In the posrwar period rl1e public sec
tor, through the experiment stations 
and the extension service, invested 
heavily in the improvement of tech
nology. At rl\e same time, the private 
secror shi fted into high gear in devel
op ing new and improving old inputs 
used on the farm. On the ferti le soils, 
crop yields increased dramatically in the 
last half-century. Bushels of corn har
vested per acre have tripled since 1946, 
and soybeans just beginning to enter 
the cropping system a half century ago 
now have doubled their 1946 yield. 

Those involved in making decisions 
at the farm level, the operators them
selves, were a group different from those 
who had setrled the frontier. The same 
was true of input providers and money 
lenders. Many involved were sons and 
grandsons of the frontier immigrants 
and had more education and were more 
sophisticated than their predecessors. 

Where the frontiersman were often 
skeptical and even hostile to· science
based improvements, farm operators of 
the posrwar period thirsted for new 
ideas and adopted new technology ea
gerly. A major impact of much of this 
technology was to increase farm out
put. T he amount of field work that a 
fully equipped operator could accom
plish increased by leaps and bounds. 
Cropping activities were the first to be 
impacted by the revolution in technol
ogy, with livestock enterprises under
going profound modifications fifteen 
years later. The most conspicuous im
pact of this empowerment of human 
effort has been a decline in the num
ber of farms. Using Iowa as an example, 
the numbers of farms fell from 200,000 
to 90,000 in the forty years following 
World War II. 

Diversification ·no longer 
the gospel I 

Conventional wisdom of the last half
century insisted that crop and livestock 
diversification would reduce risk, make 
fuller use of crop and animal by-prod
ucts, and keep the operator busy year
round. But special ization has its advan
tages-most importantly in the nar
rower range of demands made on the 
expertise of the manager. As a result, 
specialized enterprises could be given 
more intensive management, an advan
tage that became increasingly impor
tant as technology grew more compli
cated. 

Livestock production has been trans
formed into a factory-type activity. Beef 
feeding in the past rwo decades has mi
grated from Corn Belt farms to huge 
specialized lots. Poultry production long 
ago left the Corn Belt farm. Sheep are 
rarely seen on Midwest farms. T he 



swine-producing enterprise, linked to 
corn production for decades, w ith 
present-day disease control technology 
can now be conducted in large concen
trations. Gargantuan swine producers, 
weary of present restraints and fearful 
of those yet to come, search aggressively 
for a fri endlier environment. T heir 
search will be in vain 'unless new tech
nology is developed which will deodor
ize concentrated hog production so that 
rural residents can tolerate its presence. 

The transformation 
T he prairie areas, which constituted half 
or more of the M idwes t farms, were 
particularly well adapted to the post
war changes that 
swept across the 
midlands. The 
transform ation 
of trus area into 
a New Eden has 
co ntribut e d 
mightily to the 
abundant, low
cost, and secure 
food supply now 
enj oyed by the 
A mer ican co n
sumer. Bur the 
impact of these 
changes on rural 
communities de
p endent up o n 
th e land has 
been devastating. 

A lifestyle 
worth 
preserving 
Swan Lake, my home farm in Iowa, 
was more than 160 acres of land, a 
house, and a set of farm buildings . It 
was more than its gently ro lling terrain 
and its magnificent view high above 
the old lake bed. Ir was a special place, 
tranquil and secure, a value system and, 
larer, a bundle of pleasanr memories . 
For years I could retrea t to that haven 
in my thoughts when life became tu
multuous and burdenso me. Indeed, 
much of me remained there in spirit 
for years after I had left the scene in 
search of greater economic opportuni ty. 

D uri ng rhe P<lS t' six -decades I have 

returned many times to my roo rs in 
search of the real world, where people 
were what they seemed, where you 
knew and helped your neighbor, and 
there was little anlbigui ty about the dif
ference between good and bad, righ t 
and wrong. It was a world where the 
rhythm of planting, growing, and har
vesting in the spring, summer, and fall 
and the struggle with snow, frigid tem
perarures, and bleal< days of winter gave 
evidence thar man was not fully in 
charge and that the universe no doubt 
was unfolding as it should. 

Now I can drive from Ames to 
Pocahontas COWlty a distance of 100 
miles on first-class highways by a dozen 

different roures and in so doing can 
travel rhrough a dozen differen t coun
ties. Bur, regardless of the route I rravel , 
I see the same distu rbing foo tprints of 
"economic progress." They are every
where. One sees disintegrating farm
steads one after anorher. Obsolete, ne
glected, but sti ll serviceable corn cribs 
dot the coun tryside. Once picturesque, 
well-designed farmsteads were the hubs 
of acti vity on the rural landscape. Now 
many are dilapidated and strewn with 
debris, wirh clusters of weeds poking 
their heads thro ugh obsolete and aban
doned farm machinery. I can see in the 
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distance three newly constructed cl us
te r of shi ny steel buildings de rined to 
house hog thar will never breath fre h 
ai r but will fo ul rhe counttyside with 
their disagreeable odor. 

One meanders rh ro ugh a string of 
villages that have been dying for de
cades. Dilapidated sto re fronts along 
main stree t hid e srructures that it 
emp ty and fo rl orn. I n many ma ll 
towns one see only a rave rn , a pos t 
office, and a half dozen homes with a 
lived-in look. T here are few sign of 
life on main Street aside from one or 
more well-wo rn pick-up trucks parked 
in front of the tavern , suggesting that 
the merchandising of beer remains a 

Dun Malh" 

viable activity . 
W ill eco

nom ic fo rces 
co ntinu e to 
push such dra
matic changes 
upon rhe rural 
M idwest? T he 
harsh but real
IStiC prospect IS 
for d eca des 
more of relent
less press u re. 
We can expect 
changes in the 
nexr half a cen
ru ty more dra
matic than we 
have yet w it
nessed . Nar
rowing our fo
cus ro Swa n 
La ke Tow n-
ship in 

Pocall0ntaS Coun ty, rhe Iowa area in 
which I grew up and which I sti ll know 
well , we can expecr rhar no more tllan 
a dozen aggress ive and well -capitalized 
operators, fully knowledgeable of the 
new rechnology, will be ready and able 
to cul t iva re all of the land in the town
ship. Before the changes that have al 
ready been se t in motion run thei r 
co urse, rh e n umb e r of far ms in 
Pocahontas Coun ty will have sh run k 
fro m 2,000 in 195 0 to less rhan 200 . 

We are not an ri cipating rhat huge 
co rporate LlI1i ts wi ll own and cultivate 
the land. T he system which now domi-
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nates the scene, skilled operators farm
ing their own land and that of three or 
four absentee owners, will continue to 
expand. Such a scenario is no longer 
speculation because the technology is 
here, along with an abundance of com
petent operators. 

Farm and trade centers will face con
tinuing problems which will grow Out 

of the abandonment of livestock pro
duction and depopulation of rural ar
eas. The decline or disappearance of 
schools, churches, medical services, re
tail establishments, and recreational fa
ci lities will continue. The years from 
1880 to 1920 were years of full-blown 
optimism. The positive outlook coupled 
with a booster spirit caused many more 
small towns to be formed than the eco
nomic base of the community could 
support and brought financial hardship 
and wounded the spirit of many loyal 
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cltlzens of these commUnIties. Many 
of the towns established in that era are 
gradually withering and dying. In 
Pocahontas County, Havelock, Plover, 
Ware, and Varina are cases in point. 
To a lesser degree the same thing is 
happening to Fonda and Rolfe. Laurens 
and Pocahontas, although not destined 
to become cities, should continue to 
exist for the next fifty years. 

Farm consolidation in Iowa currently 
produces at least 2,000 cases of farm
stead demise each year. The process of 
farmstead decay takes years (perhaps 
two or three decades), so in anyone 
year there are thousands of Midwest 
farmsteads in a state of unsightly de
cline. This rural landscape projects the 
illusion of carelessness, despair, and fail
ure on the part of Midwest agriculture 
in spite of its present vibrancy and pros
perity. Such a clutter demeans the rural 

lifestyle and depresses the human spirit. 
Many like me feel that the rural en

vironment brings out the best in the 
human species. Some may regard this 
scenario I have painted as too dark and 
pessimistic. I, too, hope my assessment 
is exaggerated. If efficient resource use 
ordains that rural communities must 
wither, we must . make their decline 
more humane. America needs more ru
ral residents. Decaying farms.teads 
should not become a symbol of dying 
rural institutions. The challenge com
munities face is to maintain the rural 
setting as a superior environment in 
which to live and work, and one which 
is inviting to potential residents who 
treasure proximity to the land. Present
day transportation means that distance 
from the workplace need no longer be 
a barrier for many to a cherished 
lifestyle close to the land. We need to 
modify the impact of unfriendly change 
by encouraging more rural industry and 
service activities. Each year new eco
nomic activities develop which do not 
require location in a heavily populated 
area to be efficient. We need such activi
ties in rural areas to help maintain rural 
schools, churches, and medical services. 
A thirty-minute commute in rural areas 
is surely less wearing than one of similar 
duration in a congested city. L! 

Raymond R. Beneke is professor emeritus of 
agricultural economics at Iowa State University. 
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