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A MODERN FARM FABLE

I want to tell a story with a moral to it, a sort of modern
fable, about a man we all &now, or ought to know. He's farmer,
& real dirt farmer, the one that you know best, or the one you
know the most about. His name is Leglon - you've all heard the
expression, "Their names arc legion." It is true of the farmers
that thelr names are legion, so I'm golng to name this man Legion.
And since we all xnow him well enough to call him by his first
name, I'll give him a first name, I'll.call him Ferd.

Now Ferd, like all the rest of us, has a lot of problems. He
has the problem of getting up in the morning, the problem of the
weather, the problem of his wife's family, and finally the farm
problem. Now you'd think that Ferd, being a farmer, would have
the farm problem right in his lap. Well, he did.

But he found out that the farm problem that he knew a bout and the
farm problem the men in town talked about weren't the same thing
at all., After all, Perd wasn't so very articulate, he wasn't as he
sald himself, so good on the gab, so he wondered a lot about why
what the other fellows sald werd uvhe same as&?hings he knew. Because
we'll have to admit this right away about Ferd, maybe he isn't a
good talker, maybe he can't put ideas into words very well, still he
«nows & lot more than most people suspect.

His long dealings with nature have developed a kind of sixth
sensé and what ne misses by not knowing the sclence of lpgic, he
someétimes hits on by the feel of his bones. So when somebody tries
to put something over on Ferd and his intuitive sense which is some-
thing like the Quaker's inner light, says it is wrong, why, you are

Just pouring words down the sink if you think you can change him.



Lots of times he may look dumb, but just the same he knows what ne'knows.
Ané when he does decide to change his mind, all the king's horses can't stopr him.
He just rolls over the opposition like a gigantic and growing snowball,

Well, as I seid, Ferd thought a lot sbout the difference existing between
him and nis townsmen in thelr definition of the farm problem., He finally decided
that the difference was in their approach. The men in town considered it =s a
politicsl problem end therefore it was an academic question for them. That is,
if one or theﬁ was a Republican he seid that the Democrats had caused the farm
problem, and if he waz 8 Democrat he sald the Republicans ruined the rarmers. It
was like the guesticn of a debate, TYou state the thing and then eargue ambout it.
But Ferd lived with the farm problem sand he knew it was economic end politics mey
come and go but economics go on forever,

It used to amuge Ferd, and ennoy him too, when he'd be in town and out
of a clear sky the storekeeper or the gerage men or the banker would sey to him,

‘What have you farmers got to holler apout, you're getting paid by the government
for not working?”

But he never said much in reply beceuse usually he was in & hurry end then
you never know but whet the banker or garsge men or the storékeeper might be =
friend in disguise. He just rigured thet meybe they had all they could do to keep
informed about their own business and didn't have time to try to understend his.

But when he thought it over, he wondered if they didn't have some
responsibility for their criticism of what he and nhis fellow farmers were doing.
That is, 1f a person spits into the wind end the wind blows it back in his face,
thet person mccounts for his action right there. He felt that you shouldn't throw
things eround loose, anything, snowballs, or tacks, or mis-stetements, When you:
sey anything about the other fellow's job, you ought to know some of the facts about
it or you are apt to be unfair and talk nonsense,

He had a neighbor who was quite & fire eater, one of these men who act

twice while they think once. He said to Ferd one day,“I've & notion not ever to go

to town anymore, just sit out here and wear gunny sacks. (They lived near & town
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we can call Hypoth%;ia.} You know, Ferdf he saiJ;ﬁwa could get slong without
Hypoth%bis all right but Hypotniﬁis couldn't get along without ua.'

That sounded mll right if you were msd nut Ferd didn't tnink_it answered
anything. A hundred years ago, sure, out now now, The hive in which we live has
oecome more complex and interdependent then that., A case cen be made for isolation
but it falls to pieces ultimetely., It's the same with a man as it is with a county
or a state or & nation. .

Communication and transportation veing what they are, you are brought into
deelings with your neighbor whether you went to be or not. He needed the town es
much as the town needed nim. The thing is, according to Ferd, for everybody to
recognize this and heve some respect for the other fellow's job.

He was really a simple person and he used to wonder sbout a lot of things
that probably weren't very important. He'd Tigured out in his slow way some of the
relations of a farmer to nis community end he'd decided thet & town or a city can't
live by itself, Some new wealth has to be brought iﬂ continuelly from the outside,

And thet's where the farmer comes in, he's the fellow that brings in mater
iel for food snd clothing that nhe has menufactured out ot neture's resources. When
you get right down to it, Ferd thought, there's no new weslth in the world except
what comes from in the earth or off the top of it., “That's the source of everything
meterial in this complex life of ours, Teke away the earth and what have you got to
stand on. Of course he'd heerd of Henry Ford's mechenicel cow, out ne knew thet wouldn't
fool enycody out the editors of tne Saturday Evening Post.

It is this dependence of the people of the world on the land that mekes
the problem ot land menagement the No, 1 problem for everybody., And if it isn't
solved, nome of the rest of the problems are going to be solved, The farmer, the
miner, the lumberjack, these are the fellows who lay the foundation of the world's
economy becasuse they start the goods we use from tneir source into the channels of
processing and manufacturing,

Then according to Ferd, the banker, the industrialist, the pusiness men

builds his house on these foundations. And the government holds its wing over them

and seys, Boys, stey under here in the shede out of the hot sun of world competition.




Ferd arpgues that & little shade is good for the farmers too. And whet
irritetes him most is thet the panker, the industrialist, the business man won't
meke room for nim, ‘hese co-workers of his don't seem to have the slightest notion
of where he fits into the national economy.

When things get tough sndlferd quits spending money, why they try to ginger

him up a little., But he never quits spending money until he doesn't have any, FJL

Of course every four years the politiciens give him a dizzy trip down the
midway of their carnival. They alwﬁys start him out as & specisl guest of the
manegement with a welcoming committee constantly at his elbow, bBut he usually ends
up with his heed thru & hole in the sheet and the boys throwing baseballs at him.

It's always a headache no matter how guick he is on his feet. And though
Ferd is e loyal fellow and doesn't say this, sometimes he feels that somebody should
explain to his community the difference between back-slapping and cooperation.

Then they might understand whet he means by a farm problem. The farm
problem that Ferd knows about sterts from & single fact. It starts from the fact
that he is the first man in the line down which go thq products of the bus ness and
industrial world, the food and clothing products especislly. The miner and the lumber
men and the fishermen come in here, too, in Ferd's place, though not in quite the same
wey,

Well, F;rd can look down the line of hands thru which the materiel pesses
and see it turn out a finished product ready for use. It's a wonderful sight.

But a fine view won't keep him clothed and fed and in a contented frame
of mind, He's the first men on this endless belt of the economic factory end he sells
his goods and services for less than the price of the things he buys, He can't pass
his product on at a little higher price than the price he pald, esnd thus make a
profit, he can't beceuse he is the place where they start., ‘“Lhis is where the farm

problem really begins,



For example, Ferd takes his hogs to the nesrest packing nlant snd he is
offered & price usually based on the Chicago price which in turn is determined by
the number of hogs avnilable, the index of industrial setivity, the price of
competitive meats and meat substitutes end so on. Well, he can either taeke that price
or he can take nhis hogs home,

But the packer reverses the process right esway, ‘That is, he hes whet he
cells a cost price, or the price he paid for the hogs, end then he has a selling
price which included the cost of processing plus & profit for himself end he charges
the jobber that price.

The jobber adds on the cost of his servicss plus a profit, and sends it
to the wholesaler who does the same thingz and the retailer likewise. This is whaet they
do if they want to stay in business.

The sanme thing happens all thru the business world., A banker, for exsmple,
borrows money from his depositors at & certein rate and tries to loan it out at e
higher rate. Even the professional man may acquire his skill end knowledge et
wholesale retes at e stete supported university end dispense it in privete practice
at rates fixed by the association of which he is s member.

Well, Ferd has no quarrel with that. He knows thet that is the way buesiness
is carried on. But what he wonders is, how can he deal with these men when he lives
with Alice in Wonderland, a world where the things he buys cost more then the things
he sells.

How does he keep going? Nobalycould stay in e business long where he took
in less then he paid out. And yet Ferd does keep going in spite of 1t., Well, for
ope thing the farmers have been getting a reducing share of the nationel income end
that helps balence the deficit,

For another, they practise economics that are possible only to & producer of
raw materials--that is, the§ raise and process some of their own food, use the lebor
of the family, construct part of their own equipment, repsir their own machinery,

They barter among themselves, they mmnage capital sometimes without actusl-

1y having any cepital, they live pertly by themselves and partly by the system, But



in that respect they are snschronisms end es such their day is rapidly passing.
Nature will not tolerate the existence of orgauisms wnich do not it into their
environment. And these prectises of Ferd and his fellow fermers which do keep them
going, short:}hange the system end will ultimately either have to be thrown out or
else force a chenge in the system.

Ferd sees that all too plainly end he isn't very happy about it. Perhaps
beczuse he knows that the corrective measures are apt to be pretty severe. He
remembers that his grandfather was also s farmer back in the good old days where
eyeryone wants tc go when he uwo longer has guts enough to face the present.

His grandfather didn't have to make money farming, he didn't have to
make his books balence. The almost uninterrupted increase in the price of land
more than counter-balenced any losses he may have had in the business. Probably he
never even knew if' he was meking money or not.

But when Ferd came aslong that frontier of expangivaness wes closed, The
whole national economy had slowed down. And the fermer had to depend on the success
of his own operations to stay in business. Furthermore, due to some law or principle
inherent in our system of work end business, when one group }oses its place and its
income lsvel sinks, everybody feels the dislocation.

If the farm income shrinks, or labor payrolls decline, it doesn't take very
long for the blight to touch even the top man and of course averyOneuﬁklow him first.
When it hits himlhs yells and jumps out of hotel windows and resorts to all sorts of
ebsurd end desp‘i&te meesures without once investigating his itch nor perceiving that
other people heve hed it longer and in s more acutt.form thean he has.

That spectecle Ferd finds grimly humorous. He is also amused by the fact
thet men who respect government and laws when the goveranment and laws sre on their
slde, don't like the situetion when the same privileges that they have been enjoying
are passed around, Ferd thinks thet is funny, too,

But no doubt there sre many things he doesn't understend for after all Ferd

is only s simple farmer who enjoys more then enything else the process of putting ome

seeds and some westher and some ground together end meking =& crop.



But tc rerd, the capitelistic system is a dynamic systemt hat has to grow
and develop &5 long as we use {t, If you try to rix it at some point, to freeze it
80 thet only specisl groups are benefitted, you kill it. It has to spread out like
a8 tree over everyone alikej over Democrats, Republicens and New Dealers, over
laborers and farmers end pusiness men, or.it becomes just so much dead wood.

Ferd knows from experience that s calf caa't sey to itself, Now I will
always stey 8 calf snd this cow whom we will call the system will slways be my
mother and I will live forever milking the system. No, the calf grows up, the
cow goes dry, she gets old and dies, end another calf grows up and takes per place-—-—
1t's the life process., Ferd thinks it's the name way with economic systems. The
government can't always favor one particulasr celf,

He has read ikoremu's easay on Civil Disobediance and he csn conceive 0£
situations where s man might consider his independencs superior toc a bad government.
He is a pretty independent fellow himself, bull heeded in some wsys and opiniocnated.
But you'd have to be asserting yourself for some war ti¥moral principle such as the
rights of men snd not plesding for special penefits,

And Terd knows the difference between them, lots of people think he doesn't
but he really does. He thinks too, thet the moral erfect on a liberty loving
people like his fellow citizens in the United States would be pretty bad if the
system should suddenly be enclosed lesving large groups of willing people outside it,
with no chence of getting in,

Ferd 1ikes to call our economic system the house thet Jeck built. Everybody
knows that that isn't very originsl but then Ferd doesn't pretend to bs anyons urusual
and certainly not a hsavy thinker.

But one thing has led to anocther until he hes come to consider our economic
system es 8 whole, not just the farmer's part of it but the whole thing, He cells
it the house that Jack buily 'as¢suse ne finds thet since our free land is gone and
gince the change of our position from a debtor to a creditor nation,we have become

& very intricate social mechenism in which esch part is dependent on all the other

perts. That is, each ome of us is Jack, end esch ocne of us builds the house.
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He will meke it more concrete I1f you can cateh him scme day when he has time
to talk, T remember thet one of his examples goes something like this--he was
cemmenting thset dey on sn item in the newspaper vwhare somabQFy had sald thet the
farmers have too many sutomobiles and they ought te stay st home mores. The whole
point is, he said, that we aren't headed 1n thet direction,

Everything that we learned in school, 21l our from rags-to-riches stories,
our vhole mythology of success has been ewey from the theory of individusl self-
suffiefency. If I don't buy en sutomooile, my auto dealer goes out of business and
the town is that muci _.erer, the fellow in Detroit who mede my cer has no work end
eonesquently he doesn't buy my pork esnd beef.

If he can't buy food, the prices of my stuff go down end I cen't buy a tractor,
the fectory worker then can no longer buy my butter snd e ggs and my income shrinaks
kerther’, he Tinelly goes on rellef and the relief comes out of my taxes which I am
uneble to pey. Then I either go thru eviction end bankruptey or I join e farmers'
holidsy movement snd further upset the system by striking out in my ang;r at anybody
or anythinz. Keep on with this example and you come to the collapse finally of business
and then of government.

Ferd's wrestling coach used to tell him thet there wes s break for every
bold snd he hms been tryinz to find the breek for this toshold the acoﬁomic gysten
has had on him. He ia;s that you can start the whole system by increessing the farm
income. That seems to be the beginning of the chain, Probably becusse as T men-
tioned before, Ferd sees the fermer as the odd man, the fellow who buys high snd sells
lows

But 1t is true that an increase in the farm income is reflecteé in larger
peyrolls, quicker turnover, less unemployment--in fact better times all slong the
line, Ferd sgys with e grin thet e fermer never has & dollar more then two minutes
anyway, he puts it back into ecirculstion so fast it's # wonder it dossn't burn the
next fellow's hand. The farmer would buy out the town if he hed the money, there are

g0 meny things he needs,



Fard's thinking poes something like this, ever since the days of Alexander
Hemilton this country hss been commitbed to knepin'the price level up higher than
tha£ of the rest of the mworld. It weas the marriege of our country t# industriel
developmant and for better or for worse, in illuess or in health, for.rich or for
poor, we have kept that union unbroken, If we cell the eccnomic system the house that
Jack bullt es Ferd does, ha will go on with the =nalogy and sey that we gll live on
the ssme floor of that house, esch group in its own room with the door more or less
open to pemmit the membsrs to shift some from one group to another.

All right, then we jacksd up the floor of this house on stilts above the
level of the world, We have = lot of faney nmaai *;.his process but Ferd knows that
we d4id it to develop the country and to make money, Becsuse something went heywire
with the jecking up procese, the floor didn't go up level, Fart of it went up a
whole lot faster than the rest of it.

For over a hundred years the room the farmers lived in sagged pretty badly
end never got back to the level of the reet of the house. The farmers got so used to
it that they thought paybh that was the normal tilt for a floor to heve, that when
you built e house you could not do it eny better than that,

Then along cems the end of World Wer the first and kicked the props out

from under the farmers’

room in the house. Boy, says, Ferd, if they were sagging
before they were sure dragging now, And the worst of it was thet the rest of the
country unier the lesdership of--well, I won't repeat what Ferd hes to sey about the
‘country's leeders in those days., But for yeers the farmers bumped along in the base-
ment while the otler part of the floor wes being jacked up nigher and higher.

Finally, Ferd, says, he and his fellow farmers caught on to what had
been going on mll these yesrs, ‘he rest of the country hzd been jecked up so high
thet 1t had turned over and fallen smesh, And Ferd segs thet the elevating machinery
wes left in plein eight and the farmers saw it, At first they were dumb with surprise

to find what they had always supposed to be & netural economic lew was nothing but =a

bunch of artifisial regulations made for the purpose of price boosting, Then they
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were med, end after tissk they cooled off zot some elevatinz machinery for t hemselves,
They hed finelly casught on,
Eerlier in this story something was seid of the irresistible movement of
farmers once they chenge their minds, You all remember that quotation from Emerson:
"Here the embattled farmers stood
And fired the shot heard round the world."
Well, Ferd things thet quotation is very ppt, he likes to say it. Because when the
fermers did get some jecks and start to 1ift up their corner of the sconcmic floor,
nothing could stop them.

They got the razzberry all risht, people gJBd they were ruining the country
and roubing the treasury snd all sorts of di sagreesble things, when they were only
doing what the rest of the country had been doine for years,

But just®the same, when the floor begen to level up everybody was surprized
how much more comfortable it was--the implement deslers besan to sell machinery, bankers
begen to sleep et night, the retail trade geined volume, and feed salesmen like locusts
began t0 sweep over the farms. And the farmers are going to keep on until they get
the floor level; they still have a shot or two that they haven't fired yet.

The one fhing that burned Ferd up was the sentimental nonsense thet was t alked
about killing the little pigs and restricting production to demend. Why, he said,
the industrialists have been doing that ever since they buklt and then shut dojn the
first fectory. And if the fermers hadn't been so dumb they would have caught on
to thet trick a huhdred years ego. Everybody ought to know thet when food prices are
lowest in this country, the bresd lines sre longest.

Then there is the conservetion side of the story too. Ever since the
first recorded dete in history, 42hundred snd something B. C. back there in Egypt,
we know that people have gotten hunery and farmers have raised food, I wouldn't
be surprised, Ferd 3aid; ir it keeps on quite e while in that way. And ir you treat
the lend right you cen keep taking crops off it, it won't ston producing like an oil

well or a coel mine.



All the farmers are trying to do, Ferd seid, is tc get under the government
wing slong with the other industries, to bring agriculture within the protectlve
system, end the boys under there dén't went to make room for them. DBut perity prices

for sgriculture mesns keeping the economic floor level, so when we go up snd down we
*

go up and down together,

Is this the only wey, I asked him.
oo Ferd grinned, No, there's another roed but it's kind oﬁ’scary.

Well, I told nim, I'm & farmer, let's have it,

Ferd said, All right, kick the stilts out from under tne floor and let it
settle back on the foundation. I mesn absolute free trade and apsolute free comprti-
tion, Let the folke thet talk about free competition have a taste of it., Abolish
ell tariffs, all pstent right, ell corporation charters, take away the governmént
St{pport from public utility and reilroasd retes, nullify the bargaining power of labor
unions, destroy all trade and price agreemsents--thet's the other road and lots of
farmers would just as soon travel it too,

I'1l tell yom,,he seid, when tractor tectories agree to run at full
production all the time and put their tractors on the market for what they will bring,
let demend meke the price no metter now low the price falls, why I'll go beck to
unlirited production and ten cent corn myself,

I told Ferd thet there should be a moral for thisstory sbout him.

Well, the moral is, he said, thet {t's easier to stand up on a level
floor then on a slanting one,end if you are going to telk about general welfare in =
democracy, it's got to be for all the people-.not just pert of them--a goverament

of, by, and for all the peoplse,

I. Sa HC



	University of Northern Iowa
	UNI ScholarWorks
	April 2019

	A Modern Farm Fable
	Recommended Citation

	page_01
	page_02
	page_03
	page_04
	page_05
	page_06
	page_07
	page_08
	page_09
	page_10
	page_11

