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PREFACE

Widespread poverty , as C. Vann Woodward has cogently  w r i t te n , has 

been one o f  the  d is tin g u ish in g  fe a tu re s  o f  the S ou th 's  h is to r ic a l  ex

p e rien ce , s e t t in g  the  region  a p a r t in  a na tion  which has u su a lly  enjoyed 

m ateria l adequacy. Moreover, th e re  have been few tim es when th i s  im

poverishment was more ex ten siv e  or acute than during  the Great Depres

s io n . The 1930's ,  however, were no t only years o f  economic d is t r e s s  in  

the South, bu t a lso  th e  beginning o f  one o f th o se  g re a t periods o f  r e 

adjustm ent and development th a t  likew ise  have ch a rac te rize d  i t s  p a s t .

The Roosevelt a d m in is tra tio n 's  attem pts to  re l ie v e  hard times d id  much 

to  a l t e r  the  s e c t io n 's  in d u s try , lab o r c o n d itio n s , and no tab ly , i t s  

a g r ic u ltu re . The New Deal and subsequent economic growth e lev a ted  the 

l iv in g  standards o f m illio n s  o f  Sou therners, and th e  region has achieved 

an overall p ro sp e rity  which c o n tra s ts  w ith most o f i t s  h is to ry . Yet 

d esp ite  th is  p ro g ress , poverty  p e r s i s t s .  No longer so pervasive as in 

the  1930's ,  i t  remains in  ru ra l pockets, and in  the  c i t i e s .  North and 

South, to  which the poor have m igrated . D eprivation e x is ts  today among 

a residuum o f  the  oopulation  which was obviously not u p lif te d  by the  

New Deal o r anything th a t  has happened s in c e . This s tudy , concen tra ting  

on the  ru ra l South, w ill  a ttem pt to  examine th e  reasons why an adm inis

t r a t io n  noted fo r  reform  in  b eh a lf o f  the  " fo rg o tten  man" a t  th e  bottom, 

and recognizing b e t te r  than i t s  predecessors t h a t  poverty was a sp ec ia l
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problem, could n o t a l le v ia te  the  p lig h t  o f  some o f  the  co u n try 's  most 

d e s t i tu te  c i t iz e n s .

This study was w ritte n  in  p a r t ia l  fu lf i l lm e n t  o f  the  requirem ents 

f o r  the Ph.D. degree a t  the  U niversity  o f  Oklahoma. I t  o r ig in a te d  w ith 

a suggestion from Professor G ilb e rt C. F ite  th a t  I undertake a new syn

th e s is  of prim ary m a te ria ls  on the  su b je c t o f  th e  New D eal's f a i lu r e  to  

cope with ru ra l poverty . My in te r e s t  in  th e  1 9 3 0 's , sharpened by work 

in  Dr. F i te 's  sem inar, and my in c lin a tio n s  toward Southern i i s to r y ,  

guided by Dr. John S. E z e ll, combined to  produce th is  to p ic . I have 

attem pted to  concen tra te  my research  on m anuscript sources wherever pos

s ib le .  I have a lso  t r ie d  to  survey as thoroughly  as I could the  i n 

exhaustib le  q u a n tity  o f published  m ateria l on ru ra l and Southern cond i

tio n s  o f the 1930's ,  re g re tt in g  th a t  some th in g s would in e v ita b ly  be 

overlooked o r  n o t f u l ly  e x p lo ite d , b u t recognizing  th a t  in  a l l  research  

th e re  comes a tim e when one must w r ite . Several e x c e lle n t secondary 

works have been o f  g rea t b e n e f it  ; .e. Sometimes my conclusions have

concurred with those o f the  a u th o rs , and a t  o th e r  times d if fe re d . But 

in  a l l  cases th e  syn thesis  has been the r e s u l t  o f  the  b e s t c r i t ic is m  

and judgment I could apply to  my sou rces .

Regarding the  c i ta t io n  o f primary m a te r ia ls ,  i t  should be mentioned 

here th a t  two abbrev ia tions have been used throughout th is  work. I 

have used the  standard  n o ta tio n  "FDRL" to  designate  the  F ranklin  D. 

Roosevelt L ib rary  a t  Hyde Park, New York. As exp la ined  in  the  b ib lio g 

raphy, the l e t t e r s  "OF" (O ffic ia l F i l e ) ,  "PPF" (P re s id e n t 's  Personal 

F i le ) ,  and "PSF" (P re s id e n t 's  S e c re ta ry 's  F ile )  denote the major sub

d iv is io n s  o f  th e  Roosevelt papers, and a re  follow ed by the  app rop ria te
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f i l e  number. Other persons' papers located  in  the Roosevelt L ibrary 

are  a lso  c i te d  as "FDRL" with the  name of the  c o lle c t io n . Another f r e 

quently  used form employed in  th i s  d is s e r ta t io n  i s  "NA" to  designate  the  

National A rchives, followed by "RG" and the  app rop ria te  number to  in d i 

ca te  a record group.

Many persons have extended e s se n tia l  help  to  me in  research ing  and 

w ritin g  th is  d is s e r ta t io n .  I have been fo r tu n a te  to  have as an advisor 

Dr. G ilb e rt C. F i te ,  who has been generous w ith h is  tim e , adv ice, en 

couragement, and co n s tru c tiv e  comments. Dr. John S. Ezell a lso  counseled 

me during a l l  s ta g e s  o f wy work, o ffe rin g  valuab le  in s ig h ts  and sugges

t io n s .  Throughout iny graduate school years I have regarded these  men as 

models o f  what h is to r ia n s  should b e , and I hope th a t  th is  study can a t  

le a s t  approach t h e i r  high standards o f sc h o la rsh ip . They have c o n tr ib 

uted to  whatever s tre n g th  o r m erit my work po ssesses; I t s  d e f ic ie n c ie s , 

o f  co u rse , a re  my r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .  I am a ls o  Indebted to  th e  members o f 

my d is s e r ta t io n  conm ittee who read  the m anuscript.

I must a lso  acknowledge a second group o f  persons who have aided 

my re sea rch . Among these  are  s t a f f  members o f a l l  th e  research  I n s t i tu 

tio n s  I v i s i t e d ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  Joseph M arshall o f  the Roosevelt L ib ra ry , 

Helen T. Finneran and Joseph Kvasnlka o f th e  National A rchives, Gladys 

Baker o f  the  Department of A g ric u ltu re 's  H isto ry  Branch, and Anna Brooke 

Allan and Clyde Wilson o f  the  Southern H is to r ic a l C o llection  a t the  

U niversity  o f  North C aro lina . I am g ra te fu l to  a l l  those l i s te d  In the  

b ib liography  who gran ted  In te rv iew s, as w ell as to  Mrs. Jerome Frank, 

Brooks Hays, Frank Graham, and Jonathan D an ie ls , who gave perm ission to  

use papers in  various l ib r a r i e s .  Special thanks Is  extended to  John T.
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Nixon fo r  allow ing me to  use the  papers o f H.C. Nixon, and to  Dr. George 

B. T indall o f  the  U niversity  o f North C aro lina , who took time to  d iscuss 

th i s  to p ic  w ith me and o ffered  valuab le  in s ig h ts  and leads to  m a te r ia ls . 

I a lso  received s ig n if ic a n t  f in a n c ia l a id  in  th e  summer o f 1969 through 

the  H istory Department o f  the  U niversity  o f Oklahoma.

F in a lly , throughout more than two years o f  research  and w r it in g , 

my w ife , L yndall, has given me ind ispensab le  help  and encouragement.

For her pa tience  and understanding I am deeply g ra te fu l .
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"ECONOMIC PROBLEM NO. 1 ,"  THE NEW DEAL AND SOUTHERN POVERTY

CHAPTER I 

SOUTHERN POVERTY-A CHRONIC PROBLEM

On June 19, 1933, K. D. W ells, a Vicksburg, M iss iss ip p i, co tton  

b ro k e r , wrote to  th e  new S ecre tary  o f  A g ricu ltu re , Henry W allace. He 

enclosed  a l e t t e r  from W illie  W hite, a Negro manager o f  a p la n ta tio n  

a t  Frogmore, L ou isiana , to  i t s  absentee owner, D. S. Compton o f  Vicks

burg . W ills regarded th e  l e t t e r  as "both amusing and tra g ic "  and to ld  

th e  S ecre tary  i t  "p ic tu re s  t ru ly  the  s i tu a tio n  on cotton p la n ta tio n s  in  

th i s  s e c tio n ."  White wrote in  answer to  Compton's inqu iry  about the  use 

o f te n  sacks o f o a ts ,  intended fo r  mule feed . He reported  th a t  "some o f 

th e  ten a n ts  was w orr[y]ing  me th a t  th e [y ] had no feed" fo r  t h e i r  work- 

s to c k , and no t w anting them to  n e g le c t th e i r  crops he had issu ed  the 

fodder to  them. But when the  sharecroppers re tu rn ed  to  the p la n ta tio n  

commissary w ith in  a few dqys and requested more o a ts .  White demanded to  

know "why th e[y ] run ou t so soon." He discovered the  reason: " th e [y ] 

had to  e a t  a l l  th e  tim e out o f [ th e  feed] them s e lv e s ."  The Frogmore 

p la n ta tio n  was p robab ly , lik e  most o thers in  th e  sp ring  o f  1933, in  

poor fin an c ia l cond ition  and White ev iden tly  had o rders to  c u t expenses 

by c lo se  management o f  the  commissary and by advancing only minimum 

food and supplies to  the  croppers. "I am try in g  to  keep them down a l l
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I can ,"  he w ro te , "but some are allw ays coming f o r  something and are 

hungry and can t work w ithou t ea tin g  and then I give them some th in g  so 

th e [y ] wont have no excuse. . . . "  O ther croppers p ressed  him to  fu rn ish  

more c lo th in g , and s t i l l  o thers were "talking about th e [y ]  [k]no[w] theCy] 

a re  going to  be s ick  [w ith m alaria ] because th e  m sc e a te rs  a re  e a tin g  

them up and th e [y ] a n t [ a i n ' t ]  ab le  to  g e t A b a r [m osquito n e t ] ."  He 

noted th a t  th e  ten an ts  were "allways grumbling" about high p rice s  f o r  

n e c e s s itie s  a t  the commissary, "but I dont [k]no[w] why th e[y  th ink  con

d itio n s ]  are  much b e t t e r  e l ce Where."  Wells to ld  Wallace he hoped the  

l e t t e r  would help "enthuse your co-workers to  r e l ie v e  th is  s i tu a t io n  

under the  co tton  plan which you have announced to -d a y ."  Then, th in k in g  

o f  another Cabinet member's recen t remarks on the  Impoverishment o f  th e  

Soutii, Wells added, "You might show i t  to  your f r ie n d  Miss P e rk in s , and 

t e l l  her we need more than shoes in  t h i s  southern country ."^

As Wells suggested , d is tr e s s  was widespread in  the  ru ra l South in  

1932 and 1933, a t  the  n a d ir  o f  the  G reat D epression. But hunger and 

dep riva tion  were no t new to  the  re g io n , which had known a p e r s is te n t  

and pervasive ru ra l poverty th a t  hard tim es only worsened. This was 

widely recognized among scho lars during  the 1930 's . For example,

Charles S. Johnson o f  Fisk U n iv e rs ity , a leading  black  s o c io lo g is t ,  

wrote th a t  "the general depression reached the  South when i t  was a lready  

p ro s tra te  and sad ly  c rip p led  by an outworn ten a n t system ." Mordecai 

E zek ie l, an economist w ith the Bureau o f  A g ricu ltu ra l Economics, saw 

the  cotton b e l t  as "the g re a te s t  farm problem" because o f  the  low

1Wells to  W allace, June 19, 1933, enclosing  W illie  White to  
D. S. Compton, June 6 , 1933, NA RG 16.
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p ro d u c tiv ity  and Incomes o f  masses o f  I t s  lan d less  farm ers. H istorian  

Frank Tannenbaum, w ritin g  In 1924, concluded th a t  co tto n  tenancy had 

"pauperized the  ru ra l South.

In the  e a r ly  New Deal p e rio d , r e l i e f  agencies were probably more 

aware o f  th e  e x te n t and In te n s ity  o f  ru ra l  d e s t i tu t io n  than anyone e ls e  

In government. Throughout 1933 and 1934 the f i e ld  re p o r ts  which poured 

In to  the  Washington o f f ic e s  of the  Federal Emergency R e lie f  Adm inistra

t io n  re f le c te d  a r e a l iz a t io n  o f  the chron ic  poverty o f  m illions o f 

S ou therners.

Some o f  the  most Impoverished liv e d  In re so u rc e -d e f ic ie n t areas o f  

the  Appalachian and Ozark m ountains. In November, 1934, fo r  example, a 

s t a te  r e l i e f  d i r e c to r  repo rted  th a t  "the average o f  ru ra l  c lasses  on 

r e l i e f  In Kentucky have never had an adequate standard  o f  l iv in g . In 

th e  mountain coun ties . . . where from 30 to  60 per cen t o f the popula

t io n  Is  on r e l i e f ,  average standards o f  l iv in g  a re  perhaps h igher now 

than  they have ev er been—c e r ta in ly  no low er." A V irg in ia  ad m in istra to r 

concurred th a t  "among . . . those 'p o o r w h ite s ' In th e  remote mountain 

a reas  . . .  the  r e l i e f  program Is  probably bring ing  them a subsistence  

standard  somewhat h ig h er than th a t  to  which they  have been t r a d i t io n a l ly  

accustomed." Another o f f i c ia l  observed th a t  h i l l  fam ilie s  In northw estern

^Charles S. Johnson, "The E ffe c ts  o f  th e  Depression and Recovery 
on th e  Negro," ty p e s c r ip t ,  n .d .  [ c .  1934], Charles S. Johnson p ap ers , 
F isk U niversity  (h e re a f te r  c i te d  as Johnson p ap ers); Mordecai E zek la l, 
"Two Hundred D o llars a Month, th e  Townsend Aim Is  Not Im possible," 
ty p e s c r ip t ,  n .d . ,  1914-1539 f i l e  o f the  H istory  Branch, Economic and 
S ta t i s t i c a l  A nalysis D iv ision , Economic Research S e rv ice , U.S. Depart
ment o f A gricu ltu re  (h e re a f te r  c i te d  as USDA H istory  Branch); Frank 
Tannenbaum, Darker Phases o f  th e  South (New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 
1924), 133.



4

Arkansas ra re ly  had more than $25 p e r y e a r  In cash and e x is te d  on a d ie t  

lim ited  to  fo u r o r f iv e  item s.^

Other poverty re s u lte d  from th e  farming o f  land which was worn ou t 

o r  never r e a l ly  su ite d  f o r  a g r ic u ltu re  in  the  f i r s t  p la c e . In June,

1934, an FERA f i e ld  in v e s tig a to r  described  one such a rea :

F a ir ly  ty p ic a l ,  f o r  Western Tennessee, I g a th e r , was a d i s 
t r i c t  I v is i te d  y e s te rd a y . Table land . Thin s o i l .  T e rrib le  
housing. I l l i t e r a c y .  Evidences o f  prolonged under-nourishm ent.
No knowledge o f  how to  l iv e  decen tly  o r farm p ro f i ta b ly  even i f  
they  had decent lan d . "Five y ears  i s  about as long as you can g e t 
any crop on th i s  la n d ,"  one farm er th e re  to ld  me. "Then i t ' s  gone 
and you have to  c le a r  some more and s t a r t  over a g a in ."  Crops grown 
on I t  a re  s tu n te d . . . . E astern Tennessee i s  w orse, o f  course. 
There you see co n stan tly  evidence o f  what happens when you cu t 
tim ber o f f  mountain s id e s  and p la n t  crops th e r e .  . . .  And a l l  
over the  s t a t e .  In  th e  ru ra l a re a s ,  the  s to ry  i s  th e  same—an 
I l l i t e r a t e ,  wretched peop le , under-nourished , w ith standards o f 
l iv in g  so low t h a t ,  once on r e l i e f ,  they  are  q u ite  w illin g  to  s ta y  
th e re  a l l  t h e i r  l iv e s .  I t ' s  a m ess.*

Southern r e l i e f  ad m in is tra to rs  a lso  found t h e i r  urban case loads 

crowded w ith c h ro n ica lly  poor peop le , many o f them re c e n t a r r iv a ls  from 

the coun try . In New Orleans and Houston o f f i c i a l s  complained to  a 

re p re se n ta tiv e  of FERA headquarters th a t  many blacks were l iv in g  b e t te r  

on r e l i e f  than they had in  t h e i r  usual a g r ic u ltu ra l  employment and th e re 

fore  were d i f f i c u l t  to  remove from th e  ro lls .®  Another observer fo r  the  

Washington o ff ic e  rep o rted  C arolina t e x t i l e  w orkers, both employed and 

and on r e l i e f ,  packed in to  sq u a lid  m ill slum s, sh o r t  o f food and c lo th in g

^George Goodman to  Harry Hopkins, November 30, 1934, William A.
Smith to  Hopkins, November 26 , 1934, Edith F oster t o  Hopkins, February 15, 
1934, FDRL Hopkins papers. H ereafte r c ite d  as Hopkins papers.

*Lorena Hickok to  Hopkins, June 6 , 1934, Hopkins papers.

^Hickok to  Hopkins, April 13 and 17, 1934, i b id .
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and a f f l i c t e d  with p e l la g ra ,  r ic k e ts  and o th e r  d ie ta ry  d ise a se s . One 

doc to r to ld  her th a t  every  m ill worker he examined showed signs o f 

undernourishm ent. She concluded th a t  "Gaston county i s  my idea o f  a 

p lace to  go to  acquire m elancholia ."^

Poverty was not confined to  any p a r t ic u la r  area  o f  the  South, in  

f a c t  h a lf  th e  re g io n 's  people had annual incomes o f  le s s  than $300 du r

ing the  1 9 3 0 's .^  However, p riv a tio n  was most w idespread, and probably 

most in te n se , among severa l m illio n  te n a n t farm ers, sharecroppers and 

a g r ic u ltu ra l  wage w orkers. Tenants and c roppers , were th e  la rg e s t  

s in g le  b loc o f  the  n a t io n 's  ru ra l poor. The m a jo rity  o f  them grew c o t

ton and w ere, as the  au thors o f  the  decade 's most a u th o r i ta t iv e  sh o rt 

work on tenancy put i t ,  "the most impoverished and backward o f any la rg e  

group o f producers in  America."® In 1930 they  comprised 1,091,944 w hite 

and 698,839 black fa m ilie s  and accounted f o r  about one q u a rte r  o f  th e  

South 's population and h a lf  i t s  farm ers. They included  about 8.5 m il

lio n  in d iv id u a ls  (5 .5  m illio n  w hites and over 3 m illio n  Negroes) in  a 

Southern non-urban population  o f about 18 m ill io n . T heir b i r th r a te  was 

the  c o u n try 's  h ig h e s t,  helping to  make th e  South th e  most th ic k ly  s e t t l e d  

farm a rea  o f  the  United S ta te s .*

®Martha G ellhom  to  Hopkins, November 5 , 11 ,and 19, 1934, ib id .

? u . S . ,  National Emergency C ouncil, Report on Economic Conditions 
o f  th e  South (Washington: U.S. Government P rin tin g  O ffice , 1938), 63 .

®Charles S. Johnson, Edwin R. Embree, and Will W. Alexander, The 
Collapse o f  Cotton Tenancy (Chapel H i l l :  U n iversity  o f  North C aro lina  
P f i s s r ï 5 3 5 1 7 T -----------------

®I b id . ,  4 ; T. J .  W oofter, Southern Population and Social P lann ing , 
Southern Policy P apers , no. 1 (Chapel H il l :  U n ivers ity  o f North C aro lina
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As a l l  se rio u s  w r ite rs  on the  su b je c t In the  1930's s t r e s s e d , land

le ssn e ss  was n o t only w idespread, but In c re a s in g . In 1880, the  f i r s t  

y e a r  th e  census In v es tig a te d  the  problem, ten a n ts  operated 36.2 p e r cen t 

o f  a l l  Southern farm s. By 1920 the  percentage had r ise n  to  49 .2 , and 

by 1930 to  5 5 .5 . These f ig u re s  were fo r  th e  whole reg io n ; by 1930 th e  

ra te  f o r  co tton  faims was about 60 per c e n t. Another w ell pub lic ized  

tren d  was the  growing proportion  o f ten a n ts  who were w h ite . In the 

decade before 1930 w hite lan d le ss  farm fa m ilie s  Increased  by 200,000 

(o r about 1 m illio n  persons) compared to  only  2,000 ad d itio n a l Negro 

fa m ilie s .

Such f ig u re s  are  un revealIng , however, u n t i l  one considers the 

g rada tions o f  Southern tenancy . In  which th e  fa rm er's  s ta tu s  depended 

upon how much o f  h is  own equipm ent, l iv in g  n e c e s s i t ie s  and s e lf -d ir e c t io n  

he could p ro v id e , compared to  what h is  lan d lo rd  fu rn ish ed . R e la tive ly  

ra re  In the  co tton  b e l t  were cash te n a n ts ,  those who lea sed  lan d , u su a lly  

whole farms f o r  severa l years a t  a tim e , and paid  as r e n t  a s p e c if ic  sum 

In mKXiey o r a s ta te d  amount o f the c rop . Cash tenan ts  supp lied  t h e i r  

own Implements, w orkstock, dom estic l iv e s to c k , seed , fe e d , and f e r t i l i z e r .

P re ss , 1936), 1; U .S ., N ational Emergency C ouncil. Report on Economic 
Conditions o f  th e  South. 17. The S ou th 's  excess o f  b i r th s  over deaths 
was ten  per thousand compared to  a n a tio n a l average o f  seven. The high 
Southern r a t e ,  compared to  a s t a t i c  n a tio n a l r a t e ,  was o f  considerable 
concern to  th e  a d m in is tra tio n . Some p ro jec tio n s  showed t h a t ,  b a rrin g  
changes in  the  tre n d s , poorly  educated , u n sk illed  people o f  Southern 
ru ra l background would c o n s t itu te  a m ajo rity  o f the  American population 
w ith in  50 y e a rs . See remarks on the su b je c t  by Roosevelt and Tugwell 
In  FDR Press Conferences, IV, 212. Press conference 160 (Warm S p rings, 
November 23, 1934).

Johnson, Embree, and A lexander, The Collapse o f  Cotton Tenancy,
4 -5 .
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and fanned w ithout superv ision

A second arrangement was share tenancy , in  which the  r e n te r  provided 

a t  l e a s t  some o f h is  equipm ent, d r a f t  an im als, seed , fe e d , and f e r t i 

l i z e r ,  as well as most o f  h is  food and su b sis ten ce  goods. Landlords 

fu rn ished  an average o f  25 a c re s , a house, and whatever equipment the  

farm er lacked . I f  necessa ry , they a lso  advanced cash , fo o d , o r s u b s is t 

ence goods during the y e a r . Share ten a n ts  worked on a y e a r ly  verbal 

co n trac t under varying degrees o f  su p e rv is io n . The farm owner marketed 

the  c rop , and u su a lly  gave the  te n a n t th re e -fo u r th s  o r  tw o -th ird s  o f  the  

proceeds, le s s  any advances

One th i r d  o f  a l l  Southern ten a n ts  were sh arecroppers , "the low est 

category o f  poverty and dependence" among r e n te r s .  Included were 383,000 

w hites (16.4 per cen t o f  a l l  w hite farm ers) and 392,000 b lacks (44.6 

per cen t o f a l l  Negro fa rm ers). They opera ted  716,000 sm all p lo ts  o f 

t h e i r  landlords* h o ld in g s , averaging 20 ac res  each . Sharecroppers were 

a c tu a lly  p ro p erty less  workers paid  w ith a p o rtio n  o f the  crops they 

ra is e d . Landowners n o t only supp lied  acreage , houses, workstock and 

everyth ing  e ls e  needed fo r  farming (o ften  includ ing  such common implements

^^There were about 205,000 cash ten an ts  in  ten  co tton  s t a t e s .  Norman 
Thomas, The P lig h t o f  th e  Sharecropper (New York: The League fo r  Indus
t r i a l  Democracy, 19^4), 6 . According to  A rthur F. Raper, Preface to  
Peasan try . A Tale o f  Two Black B e lt Counties (New York; Atheneum, 1968 
e d . ) ,  4 , 146-48, in c re a ses  in  cash tenancy I n  the  o ld e r co tto n  b e l t  
re f le c te d  d is in te g ra tio n  o f p la n ta tio n  farm ing, hard p ressed  in  th e  South
e a s t  by exhausted s o i l  and the  ravages o f b o ll w eev ils . Absentee owners 
and corpora te  ho lders o f  fo rec lo sed  p la n ta tio n s  leased  land  to  cash 
te n a n ts , who had a secu re  but r e la t iv e ly  low plane o f l iv in g .

^^Raper, Preface to  Peasan try . 146-48; T. J .  W oofter, Landlord and 
Tenant on iJie Cotton M en ta tio n  Twashington: WPA D ivision o f Social 
Researcir,llonograph V, Y9&6), 36. The 25 acre  average was f o r  seven 
co tton  s ta te s  e a s t  o f  Texas and Oklahoma.



8

as hoes), b u t a lso  made advances o f food and liv in g  n e c e s s i t ie s ,  which 

they deducted from the  te n a n t 's  share o f  the  crop when they  so ld  i t .

The cropper co n trib u ted  only h is  and h is  fam ily 's  la b o r , worked under 

much d i r e c t  su p e rv is io n , and received  h a lf  the  proceeds o f h is  produc

t io n .

P lan te rs  provided food o r subsis tence  goods to  te n a n ts  e i th e r  by 

arranging lim ite d  c r e d i t  f o r  them w ith a lo ca l m erchant, o r  d i r e c t ly ,  

through a p la n ta tio n  com nissary. Since th i s  "fu rn ish" was considered 

income drawn in  advance o f  th e  se ttlem en t o f  accounts, landowners t r ie d  

to  r e s t r i c t  i t  to  an amount they estim ated  th e  c ro p p er 's  cotton could 

cover. The land lo rd  (o r merchant c re d i to r )  held a s ta tu to ry  l ie n  on 

the  te n a n t 's  p a r t  o f  the  c ro p , which e n t i t l e d  him to  m arket i t  and 

deduct the  c o s t  o f  a l l  advances, p lus i n t e r e s t .  C re d ito rs , o f course , 

kept a l l  accoun ts, w ith th e  r e s u l t  t h a t  most o f  the  poorly  educated 

croppers were ignoran t o f  the  exac t e x te n t o f  th e i r  indeb tedness.

In h is  research  o f sou theaste rn  p la n ta tio n s  fo r  th e  Works Progress 

A dm in istra tion , T. J .  Woofter d iscovered th a t  “usury laws a re  inopera

t iv e "  in  th e  fu rn ish in g  system. He found th a t  o f 588 North Carolina 

croppers, 82 per cen t received  cash from t h e i r  land lo rds averaging 

$109 a t  21 per cen t y e a rly  i n te r e s t .  Such advances u su a lly  extended 

a t  a " f l a t  ra te "  o f  10 p e r c e n t, bu t s in ce  they were made in  the  sp ring

^^Raper, Preface to  Peasan try . 146-48; Johnson, Embree and Alexan
d e r , C ollapse o f  Cotton tenancy . 7 . In G eorgia, South C arolina and 
Arkansas tn e  cropper was le g a lly  n o t a te n a n t ,  but an employee. Gen
e r a l ly ,  o th e r  s ta te s  recognized croppers as tenan ts w ith an e q u ity  in  
the  crops they  ra is e d . However, a lan d lo rd  had a s ta tu to ry  l ie n  on a l l  
th e  c ro p p e r 's  production f o r  r e n t  and a l l  advances and in te r e s t .
Charles S. Johnson, "Legal S ta tus o f  Southern Share-Tenants and Share 
Croppers," n .d . [1933], Johnson papers.
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and repayable as co tton  wuj i?.arketed in  the  f a l l»  the money was used fo r  

le ss  than a y e a r  and the rea l annual r a te  was much h ig h er. S ixty per 

cent o f  th e  croppers obtained food and household goods (worth an average 

of $113) from land lo rds an average 53 per cen t in te r e s t  (a " f la t"  20 

o r 25 p e r c e n t) .  Forty one p e r cen t received  supp lies (averaging $54) 

from a merchant on th e i r  la n d lo rd 's  guarantee a t  an average 71 per cen t 

in te r e s t .

This pern ic ious c re d i t  system was an in h e ren t p a r t  o f  cotton tenancy. 

In f a c t ,  land lo rd s o ften  found th a t  they could not p r o f i t  w ithout e x p lo i t 

ing and im poverishing th e i r  dependents through " f u r n i s h i n g . S o  long 

as a l l  phases o f co tton  growing were unmechanized, making necessary a 

la rge  fo rce  o f igno ran t and u n sk ille d  workers with whom crops were 

shared , the  very terms o f  th e  d iv is io n  put s trong  p ressu re  on p lan te rs  

to  maximize p r o f i ts  a t  t h e i r  te n a n t 's  expense. A percep tive  WPA f i e ld  

in v e s tig a to r  exp lained  i t  b e s t .  "Every business e n te r p r is e r ,"  he w ro te , 

"seeks to  reduce h is  c o s t o f production by a l l  ra tio n a l means to

W oofter, Landlord and Tenant. 29-31, 36, 62.. Landlords u su a lly  
borrowed from banks In o rd e r to  make advances. Before th e  New Deal 
th e i r  bank ra te s  were o ften  h ig h , bu t by 1934 Southeastern landlords 
obtained c re d i t  from banks o r  fe d e ra lly  ch arte red  production c re d it  
a sso c ia tio n s  a t  an average r a te  o f  6-1 /2  per cen t. Charging exhorb i- 
ta n t  ra te s  to  ten an ts  was o ften  excused because they were poor r i s k s .
But Woofter found th a t  fo r  a l l  advances th e  " f la t"  r a te  was 19 per c e n t ,  
leaving  a n e t gain  o f  14 per cen t. However, the  average duration  o f 
c re d i t  was only s ix  months, th e re fo re  the  re a l annual re tu rn  was about 
28 per c e n t. He concluded th a t  land lo rds and merchants "are tak ing  ca re  
to  keep the  in te r e s t  ra te  w ell above any p o s s ib i l i ty  o f lo s s  from de
f a u l t ."

^^Johnson, Embree, and A lexander, Collapse of Cotton Tenancy,
9-10; David E. Conrad, The Forgotten Farm ers, the  Story o f  Sharecroppers 
in the  New Deal (Urbanal D n iversity  o f  I l l i n o i s  P re ss , 1965), 9 .
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a minimum [percentage o f the  p ro d u c t's  s e l l in g  p r ic e ] .  This the  sh are- 

cropping system p rev en ts , f o r  th e  c o s t o f  production w ill be [h a lf  the 

n e t proceeds from each b a le ]  le s s  o f course what he can recoup In the  

way o f  p r o f i t  on h is  'fu rn ish *  to  h is  t e n a n ts ." In tim es o f declin ing  

p r ic e s ,  a 50 per cent c o s t  o f  production (o r  25 o r 33-1/3 per cen t in  

the  case o f share  te n a n ts )  combined with I n te r e s t  on a mortgage, ta x e s , 

and o th e r  overhead expenses could consume th e  p la n te r 's  p r o f i t .  There

fo re  he o ften  had com pelling reasons to  ap p ro p ria te  as much o f  the 

te n a n t 's  share  as p o s s i b l e . T h e  p ra c tic e  o f  fu rn ish in g  and h is  l ie n  

on the  c ro p p e r 's  co tton  gave him th e  means to  do so .

The workings o f  th e  fu rn ish in g  system deprived  many te n a n ts , whose 

meager shares o f crops could no t cover advances and I n te r e s t ,  o f a l l  

n e t Income. Charles S. Johnson discovered  th a t  In 1932 only 9 .4  per 

c e n t o f  the  lan d less  b lacks In Macon county , Alabama, received  any cash 

p r o f i t ;  a l l  o th ers  “broke even" In t h e i r  accounts o r sank fu r th e r  In to  

d eb t. Such cond itions were common throughout th e  South. In 1934 

Johnson superv ised  f i e ld  surveys o f  croppers In South C aro lina , Alabama, 

M ississipp i and Texas, and found th a t  “few o f  the  tenan ts had c lea red  

cash incomes since  1921, and many had made nothing since  the  World War." 

The fo rtu n a te  few had averaged $105.43 per fam ily , annually .

^^*T^he Problems C reated by the  Diminishing Demand fo r  Casual 
A g ricu ltu ra l Labor In T exas," rep o rt by P ierce  Williams to  Harry Hopkins, 
March 27 , 1936, and W illiams to  Hopkins, September 30 , 1936, tra n sm ittin g  
a survey by S tanley  V. W hite, "Economic In se c u rity  In the  M ississipp i 
River D elta Cotton Region," Hopkins papers.

17johnson, Embree, and A lexander, Collapse o f  Cotton Tenancy,
12-13.
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During the  1930's numerous s tu d ie s  emphasized the cotton  b e l t 's  

p e rs is te n t ly  low Incomes. In 1934 T. J .  Woofter made an exhaustive  

survey fo r  the  WPA of 646 p la n ta tio n s  In th e  C aro lin es . G eorgia, Alabama, 

M iss iss ip p i, Arkansas and L ouisiana. He found th a t  the average per 

c a p ita  Income f o r  a l l  r e s id e n ts .  Including  owners, was only $110 per 

y e a r , ranging from $89 In th e  Alabama b la c k b e lt  to  $127 In th e  A tla n tic  

co asta l p la in . Sharecropper fam ilie s  averaged a n e t annual Income (cash 

and subsis tence  advances) o f  only $309 (o r  $73 p e r c a p i ta ) ,  w hile share 

ten an t fam ilie s  received  $417 (o r  $92 per c a p i ta ) .  Actual cash Incomes 

were, o f co u rse , lower; $122 and $202 p e r y e a r  f o r  cropper and share 

ten an t f a m ilie s ,  r e s p e c tiv e ly . Woofter concluded th a t  such f ig u re s  

re f le c te d  the  low p ro d u c tiv ity  o f  hand lab o r on small cropper acreages 

and "1nd1cate[d] th e  se riousness o f  the  problem o f  ra is in g  th e  standard  

o f  liv in g  among the  ten a n t and farm la b o r  c la s s e s .  . , Mordecai 

Ezekiel o f th e  Bureau o f A g ricu ltu ra l Economics a lso  saw low produc

t i v i t y  as "the rea l reason f o r  Southern p o v e rty ."  He wrote th a t  "usually  

the  labo r o f an e n t i r e  fam ily goes to  handle about 20 acres o f  cotton 

and to  produce a t  b e s t  5 to  12 b a le s . At 124 a pound . . . th e  gross 

value o f th i s  fa m ily 's  o u tpu t I s  only $360-$720. Even a t  p re-depression  

p rice s  In 1929," he added, "cotton  fa m s  . . . averaged only $684 cash 

Income. . . . With the  sharecropper h a lf  o f  th i s  goes to  th e  landlord  

. . . leav ing  a t  most bu t $250 to  $500 f o r  th e  . . . fa m ily 's  cash 

Income fo r  th e  year."^®

^®Woofter, Landlord and Tenant, 72-73.

^^Mordecai E zek ie l, "Two Hundred D ollars a Month, the  Townsend Aim 
Is  Not Im possib le," USDA H istory  Branch.
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These ch ro n ica lly  low Incomes, o f c o u rse , declined  during  hard tim es. 

A rthur Raper, a young s o c io lo g is t  working fo r  th e  A tlan ta-based  Commis

sio n  on In te r ra c ia l  C ooperation, began h is  In ten s iv e  s tu d ie s  o f  the  

Georgia b la c k b e lt In th e  1920's .  He found th a t  lan d less  Negro farm 

fam ilie s  In one county averaged $302.06 p e r  y e a r  In 1927, b u t only $150.74 

In  1934, and In another county black te n a n ts ' Incomes declined  from 

$380.70 to  $299.56 in  the  same p e rio d . In the  sp ring  o f 1933, Will 

A lexander, R aper's mentor and executive se c re ta ry  of the  In te r r a c ia l  Com

m ission , reviewed these  tren d s fo r  the  o rg a n iz a tio n 's  board o f  d ire c to rs  

and s ta te d  what knowledgeable people a lready  suspected . "The p resen t 

dep ress io n ,"  he w ro te , " Is  merely aggravating th e  low earn ings o f the  

S ou th 's  ru ra l d w e lle rs , which In normal tim es a re  very low."^®

As p a th e tic a l ly  small as were c ro p p ers ' Incomes, those o f  farm wage 

workers were even lower. One p la n te r ,  sym pathetic to  the  p o o r, to ld  

Henry Wallace th a t  while he would no t defend th e  sharecropper system , 

he could " sa fe ly  and co n fid en tly  a s s e r t  th a t  I t  Is  a b lessed  haven o f 

a ffluence  and se c u r ity  fo r  co tton  workers In th e  high y ie ld  d i s t r i c t s  

as  compared to  a day labor economy. • • Throughout the  1930's the 

ranks o f these  lab o re rs  sw elled as the  d ec lin e  o f  the  fu rn ish in g  system , 

th e  e f fe c ts  o f  New Deal crop con tro l m easures, o r ,  by the  middle o f the 

decade. Increasing  m echanization d isp laced  te n a n ts . By O ctober, 1933,

" R a p e r ,  Preface to  P easan try , 36; "National Services In  the  Alabama 
and Georgia Black b e l t , "  memo by Will A lexander, sp rin g , 1933, papers o f 
the  Commission on In te r ra c ia l  C ooperation, A tlan ta  U n iv e rs ity . H ereafte r 
c i te d  as CIC.

21 A rtic le  prepared f o r  th e  S ecre tary  o f  A gricu ltu re  by Thad Snow, 
n .d . ,  enclosed In Irv ing  Brant to  Mordecai E zek ie l, December 23 , 1936,
NA RG 16.
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an estim ated  200,000 d ispossessed  fanners received  federa l r e l i e f  In c o t

ton coun ties from Arkansas and Louisiana eastw ard . By 1940 casual lab o re rs  

numbered over 842,000 In the  same general a re a . Although they  might occupy 

shacks on farm s, they  were not fu rn ish ed , and found work only a t  I r re g u la r  

In te rv a ls  during the  crop season . In 1934 Raper noted Georgia pay sca le s  

o f  40-60 cen ts  p e r  day fo r  men and 30-50 cen ts  fo r  women. He estim ated  

th a t  th e  e f f o r t s  o f  whole fam ilie s  might y ie ld  between $128 and $160 In 

1933 o r 1934. S im ila r cond itions p reva iled  In  western co tton  a re a s . A 

1936 WPA survey In e a s te rn  Arkansas found t h a t  wage hands n e tte d  an average 

o f $203 per y e a r ,  and more than h a l f  su b s is ted  on le ss  than $200.22 

Income f ig u re s ,  o f  cou rse , only begin to  suggest the  In to le ra b le  

l iv in g  cond itions o f thousands In  th e  South, th e  squalor o f  t h e i r  housing, 

the  paucity  o f  t h e i r  p o ssessio n s, t h e i r  m alnourlshlng d i e t s ,  d e b i l i ta t in g  

d ise a se s . Ignorance, and economic dependence. By the e a r ly  1930's ,  

t h e i r  norm ally low standards had declined to  th e  po in t th a t  they shocked 

alm ost to  d e sp a ir  even observers who thought they  knew the  South w e ll.

For exmnple, Frank Tannenbauro, re tu rn in g  to  th e  Cotton B e lt In 1934, a f t e r  

an absence o f  ten  y e a r s ,  exclaim ed to  Will Alexander th a t  l iv in g  condi

t io n s  had "co llapsed" and " th e r e 's  nothing you can do to  the  system t h a t 's  

running now to  make I t  support p e o p le ."23

2 2 n o o fte r, Landlord and T enan t. 145; George B. T in d a ll ,  The Bnergenœ 
o f the  New South. 1^13-1945 (BatorTRouge: Louisiana S ta te  U niversity  
P ress . 1p671. Raoer. P reface to  P easan try , 39; P ierce  Williams to  
Hopkins, September 30 , 1936, tra n sm ittin g  s u r ^ y  by S tan ley  V. White, 
"Economic In se c u rity  In the  . . . D elta . . . ,"  Hopkins papers.

23Memo1r o f  Will A lexander, Columbia Oral H istory C o lle c tio n , 
Columbia U n iv e rs ity , 377. H erea fte r c ite d  as COHC-Alexander.
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The ty p ic a l co tton  te n a n t was housed In a two o r th ree  room unpainted 

frame c ab in , supported on stone o r  concrete  b lo c k s , constructed  o f  In fe 

r i o r  luiïber and ra re ly  w eatherproof. Roofs were o f  " tin "  (galvanized 

sheet Iro n ) o r  pine sh in g le s , doors and windows were w ithout g la ss  and 

unscreened, and In te r io r s  were u n ce lled . Plumbing, running w a te r , e le c 

t r i c i t y ,  s a n ita ry  w e lls , and freq u e n tly  even p r iv ie s  were lac k in g . In 

1930 the  average r e n te r 's  house In the  co tton  b e l t  was valued a t  $350; 

those Inhab ited  by sharecroppers were undoubtedly worth much le s s .2 *

Family possessions were meager. Sharecroppers, o f  c o u rse , lacked 

m ules, dom estic l iv e s to c k , wagons and farm Implements. They a ls o  f r e 

quently  had few household fu rn ish in g s  and no cookstoves—cooking over 

open h earth s  was common In co tton  country . R e lie f  o f f i c i a l s  In  the  

Deep South discovered  th a t  about 20 per cen t o f  t h e i r  cotton-growing 

c l ie n ts  had never owned a m a ttre ss  u n t il  they received  one from the FERA. 

According to  one s tu d y , the  personal belongings o f  lan d less  w hites In 

Tennessee were worth le s s  than $100 on the average . And Robert VI. 

Hudgens, d i r e c to r  o f  the R esettlem ent A dm inistration  and th e  Farm secu

r i t y  A dm inistration f o r  South C a ro lin a , G eorgia, Alabama and F lo r id a , 

reported  th a t  la rg e  numbers o f  b lac k b e lt co tto n  fa m ilie s  owned goods 

valued a t  $20 o r less.^®

^^Good accounts o f te n a n t housing Include Johnson, Embree, and 
A lexander, Collapse o f  Cotton Tenancy. 15-16; Raper, Preface to  Peas
a n try . chap ter 4 , "Housing and Households," 59-75; National Emergency 
Council, Report on Economic Conditions o f  th e  South. 33-36.

25Johnson, Embree, and A lexander, C ollapse o f  Cotton Tenancy, 16; 
Raper, Preface to  P easan try » 65-75; COHC-Alexander, 522; personal I n t e r 
view w ith Robert W. W dgens, Chapel H i l l ,  North C aro lina , Ju ly  8 and 9 , 
1970; Edward J .  Webster to  Hopkins, Noventer 2 9 , 1934, Hopkins papers.
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Probably th e  most enervating  aspect o f  th e  te n a n t 's  l i f e  was h is  

d i e t .  Inadequate even in  q u a n tity  and a p o s it iv e  menace n u t r i t io n a l ly .  

"Furnish" ra re ly  consis ted  o f  more than a dozen Item s; 'Ineat" ( f a t  s a l t  

p o rk ), f lo u r ,  com m eal, m olasses, d ried  peas and beans were c i j a l l y  

provided. Since vegetab le  gardens used land which the  crop l ie n  system 

demanded fo r  co tton  and reduced fu rn ish in g  p r o f i t s ,  land lo rds o ften  d i s 

couraged ten an ts  from p lan tin g  them. L ikew ise, few croppers had cows, 

p igs or even p o u ltry ; Raper rep o rted  th a t  1r. two Georgia coun ties one- 

seventh o f the fam ilie s  a te  n e ith e r  chicken n o r eggs during an e n t i r e  

y e a r . N evertheless, such food as the  poor ob tained  consumed most o f  

t h e i r  earn ings. In e a s te rn  Arkansas, fo r  example, the  WPA found th a t  

croppers spent 69 per cen t o f t h e i r  Income f o r  fo od . Including 12 per 

cen t fo r  n e a t, 17 per cen t f o r  l a r d ,  and 33 p e r  cen t fo r  f lo u r  and m eal. 

In add ition  th ese  d e s t i tu te  people spen t ano ther 12 per cen t fo r  c lo th -  

1ng.26

Not s u rp r is in g ly , these  wretched liv in g  co nd itions undermined the  

h e a lth , and th e re fo re  th e  economic p roductiveness , o f the poor. M alaria 

f lo u rish e d ; about 2 m illio n  cases were estim ated  f o r  the  South In 1938. 

Malnourlshlng food caused r ic k e ts  and p e lla g ra , and lack o f  s a n i ta t io n  

re su lte d  In hookworm In fe s ta tio n  among ru ra l people who could n o t a ffo rd  

shoes. In January , 1934, a F lo rida  p u b lic  h e a lth  o f f ic ia l  to ld  a

Johnson, Embree, and Alexander, Collapse o f  Cotton Tenancy, 16-19; 
Raper, Preface to  P easan try . 42 , 52-53; P ierce W illiams to  Hopkins, 
September 3Ô, 1 9 ^ .  tra n sm ittin g  survey by S tan ley  V. W hite, "Economic 
In se cu rity  In the  . . . Delta . . . ,"  Hopkins papers; Rupert B. Vance, 
Human Factors In Cotton C u ltu re . A Study In th e  Social Geography p f  t he 
American South (Chapel IfH T : U niversity  o f  llorth  C arolina P re s s , 1929), 
247-48, 298-99.
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rep re se n ta tiv e  o f  th e  Federal Emergency R e lie f  Adnln is t r a t io n  th a t  the  

s t a te  had 250,000 cases o f hookworm and 80,000 o r  90,000 o f m a la ria . In 

1938 the  well known Report on Economic C onditions o f  the  South su c c in c tly  

described  the co tto n  s ta te s  as a " b e lt  o f s ic k n e ss , m isery and unneces

sa ry  d e a th ."27

Tenancy had s t i l l  o ther c u l tu ra l ly  and econom ically b lig h tin g  

e f f e c t s ,  f req u e n tly  described in  the  1930's  and s in c e . Because land 

tenu re  was based on one-year verbal c o n tra c ts ,  ten an ts  moved as o ften  

as every year o r tw o, crowding Southern highways in  m idwinter in  search 

o f  a b e t te r  " s i tu a t io n ."  This tra n s ie n c e , and the  f a c t  th a t  th e re  were 

no provisions in  law fo r  compensation o f te n a n ts  f o r  farm improvements 

they  made, destroyed  in cen tiv es  f o r  conservation  o f the  s o i l  and main

tenance o f farm b u ild in g s , houses, and o th e r  p ro p erty . Employment o f  

whole fam ilies in  the  f ie ld s  and constan t moving led  to  spo rad ic  school 

a ttendance and low le v e ls  o f  l i t e r a c y .28 Moreover, as Raper observed, 

th e  c ro p p er's  long years o f looking to  land lo rds fo r  c re d i t  and super

v is io n  o f  h is  farm ing l e f t  him "schooled in  dependency" and "unaccustomed 

to  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty ."28 S im ila rly , C harles S. Johnson described  black

2?National Emergency C ouncil, Report on Economic Conditions o f  the  
South. 29-32; Lorena Hickok to  H oj^ins, February 5 , 1934, Hopkins papers,

28conrad, Forgotten Farmers, 13-14; Johnson, Embree, and Alexander, 
C ollapse o f  Cotton tenancy , For the  most thorough d iscussion
o f  ten an t l iv in g  cond itions on th e  eve o f  th e  G reat D epression, see 
Vance, Human F ac to rs  in  Cotton C u ltu re , chap ter 8 , "How the  Cotton Far
mer L ives,"  205-25^, and chap ter 9 , "liuman Elements in  Cotton C u ltu re ,"  
252-294.

29Raper, P reface  to  P easan try . 4.
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ten an ts  in  Macon county , Alabama, a s ,

in d iv id u a ls  o f  uniform ly low ed u ca tio n , low earning power, lim ited  
s k i l l ,  p r im itiv e  domestic l i f e ,  high m ob ility  and almost complete 
mental and economic dependence on the  lan d lo rd . The average years 
o f  schooling i s  le s s  than fo u r , and I l l i t e r a c y  i s  h igh . In the  
p lan ta tio n  a reas  th is  ten a n t population  has been e f fe c t iv e ly  is o 
la te d  from the  dominant c u rre n ts  o f American l i f e ,  and . . . the  
level o f  th i s  circum scribed l i f e  h a s , o f n e c e ss ity , been l o w .30

His observations could  have ap p lied  w ith equal fo rce  to  croppers o f  both 

races throughout th e  reg ion .

Beginning about 1925, the fundamental poverty o f the South was com

p lic a te d  by prolonged a g ric u ltu ra l dep ress ion . Both the output and p r ic e  

o f  the  re g io n 's  g re a t  s ta p le ,  c o tto n , had always been su b jec t to  sharp 

f lu c tu a tio n s . A p erio d  o f high re tu rn s  u su a lly  stim u la ted  increased  

p lan tin g  to  the  p o in t o f overproduction , which re su lte d  in  a p rice  

d e c lin e . This occurred  in  the  1920's  and e a r ly  1930's .

Cotton re tu rn s  were high during and ju s t  a f t e r  World War I (reach

ing an average 35 cen ts  per pound in  1919), bu t dropped p re c ip ito u s ly  ( to  

le s s  than 16 c e n ts )  along with most American farm commodities in  the  "price 

break" o f 1920-1921. Then, from 1921 to  1924 sh o rt crops drove p rice s  

up, to  a peak o f  28 cents per pound in  1923, A fte r 1923 acreage increased  

s te a d i ly ,  p a r t ly  because o f new c u lt iv a tio n  in  the  lower M ississipp i 

v a lley  and Southwestern p la in s ,  and a lso  because o f  the recovery o f  some 

sou theaste rn  reg ions from se rio u s  bo ll weevil in fe s ta t io n . P rices  he ld

^^Charles S. Johnson, "Is Share Tenancy Inev itab le  in  the Cotton 
Econoiny o f  the  South? A D iscussion with P a r t ic u la r  Reference to  the  
Negro," ty p e s c r ip t ,  n .d . ,  Johnson papers. For f u l l  trea tm ent o f the 
dependence o f  sharecroppers , see g en era lly  Johnson"s Shadow o f the  
P lan ta tio n  (Chicago: U niversity  o f  Chicago P re ss , 1934).
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above 19 cen ts through 1925, bu t sagged th e  next year to  12 c e n ts . In 1927 

co tton  brought 20 cen ts per pound, b u t then decline  s e t  in  u n t il  1933. The 

1929-1930 crop so ld  f o r  $1,470,000,000 bu t th a t  o f  1932-1933 was worth 

only $431 m il l io n , o r  a d isa s te ro u s  s ix  cents per pound.

Because o f  th is  general d ep ress io n , the  tenancy system , e sp e c ia lly  

in  the  S ou theast, showed unm istakable signs o f  d e te r io ra tio n  before  the  

New Deal. Even before  th e  crash in  1929 th e re  was widespread depression 

in  the  old Cotton B e lt ,  as well as r e la t iv e  decline  o f  landownership, 

and lo ss o f  workstock by share te n a n ts .  The Southeast su ffe red  from so il  

exhaustion , overproduction and subsequent low p r ic e s .  Moreover, in  c e r 

ta in  a re a s , Georgia and South C arolina p a r t ic u la r ly ,  f a l l in g  p r ic e s  in  

th e  1920*s coincided d is a s tro u s ly  w ith  eastward advancing bo ll weevil 

in f e s ta t io n .  A fter 1929 s t i l l  more d iso rg an iza tio n  o f  p rice s  and finances 

occurred. In t h e i r  s tra ig h te n e d  circum stances many land lo rds attem pted 

to  lig h ten  th e i r  f in a n c ia l o b lig a tio n s  by d iscon tinu ing  fu rn ish in g . But 

th is  drove t h e i r  sharecroppers out o f  a g r ic u ltu re , excep t as i r r e g u la r  

wage hands. In 1934 a study of 825 d ispossessed  ten a n ts  in  North 

C arolina revealed  th a t  about tw o -f if th s  o f  them had been d isp lace  be

tween 1929 and 1932. Fewer were d is lo c a te d  in  1933, bu t the number 

increased  again in  1934 due to  New Deal acreage r e s t r i c t i o n .  By O ctober, 

1933, depression  cond itions had fo rced  on r e l i e f  500,000 persons, o r 

about one-eighth  o f th e  population o f  seven sou theaste rn  co tton  s t a t e s .

Of th e se , 300,000 were in  co tton  c o u n tie s , e i th e r  ru ra l  cases o r  town

W oofter. Landlord and T enant, 3; Theodore S a lou to s , Farmer Move-
ments in  th e  South, 1È66-Ï93S (L incoln : U niversity  o f  Nebraska P re ss , 

— -------------------------
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re s id e n ts  dependent on co tton  f o r  employment.3%

As the depression  deepened, th e  federa l government t r ie d  to  b o ls te r  

a g r ic u ltu re  and re l ie v e  the  unemployed. One o f  i t s  f i r s t  e f f o r t s ,  i n s t i 

tu te d  by the  Hoover a d m in is tra tio n , was an ex tension  o f  low in te r e s t  

c r e d i t  to  farm ers f o r  seed , feed  and f e r t i l i z e r .  Intended to  a id  f in a n 

c ia l ly  pinched farm ers to  make t h e i r  c rops, th ese  fed e ra l seed and fèed 

loans became, in  p a r ts  o f  the  South alm ost a n e c e ss ity  fo r  f a m in g .33 

In th e  Cotton B elt they  re a d ily  f i t  in to  the  la n d lo rd -te n an t system .

The opera tion  o f the  loans revea led  g en era lly  how p la n te rs  t r ie d  to  

m anipulate fed e ra l programs f o r  t h e i r  own maximum b e n e f i t ,  and a lso  

in d ic a te d  the  e x te n t o f  f in a n c ia l  d is t r e s s  o f  the  p la n ta t io n s .

Feed and seed c r e d i t  was adm inistered  by loca l com m ittees, who 

approved the  lo an s . In the  b la c k b e lt  these  were u su a lly  made up o f 

p la n te rs  and m erchants. Farm owners received lo a n s , b u t tenan ts  d id  

n o t un less land lo rds cooperated . Government money could not be extended

S^According to  U oofter, Landlord and T enant, 49 , Southeastern land 
lo rd s  requ ired  an average o f  $3,500 to  meet crop expenses fo r  a seaso n , 
$1,200 to  fu rn ish  te n a n ts ,  and $150 f o r  m iscellaneous wages. They were 
u su a lly  dependent on bank loans f o r  these  sums. As co tton  p r ic e s  
d e c lin e d , abandonment o f  fu rn ish in g  was o ften  a f i r s t  s te p  in  c u tt in g  
expenses. See a lso  Calvin B. Hoover, "Human Problems in  Acreage Reduc
t io n  in  th e  S ou th ,” NA RG 145; T in d a ll , Emergence o f  th e  Hew South . 415; 
Johnson, "The E ffec ts  o f  th e  Depression and Recovery on the  Negro," n .d .  
[ c .  1934], Johnson papers; lo ren a  Hickok to  Hopkins, February 14 , 1934, 
Hopkins papers. For a r e l i e f  ad m in is tra tio n  assessm ent o f the  d e te r io ra 
t io n  o f  tenancy in  th e  Southwest see P ierce W illiam s, "The Problem 
C reated by th e  Diminishing Demand f o r  Casual A g ricu ltu ra l Labor in  
T exas,"  re p o r t to  Hopkins, March 27 , 1936, Hopkins p ap ers . Williams 
rep o rte d  th a t  d isa s te ro u s ly  low 1932 p rice s  fo rced  many Texas sh a re 
croppers to  abandon farms (being unable to  make enough from t h e i r  sm all 
acreages to  repay " fu rn ish ") and seek r e l i e f  in  towns.

33“National S erv ices in  th e  . . . Black B e lt ,"  memo by Will 
A lexander, sp r in g , 1933, CIC.
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to  th e  lan d less  f o r  th e  same reason th a t  banks never le n t  to  them. Len

d e rs  needed c o l l a t e r a l . A landowner could o f f e r  re a l o r c h a tte l  mort

gages fo r  long o r  sh o r t  te rm s, bu t th e  p ro p e rty le ss  farm er could o f f e r  

only  a l ie n  on h is  share  o f a p rospective  c ro p . However, land lords 

a lready  held  th is  s e c u r ity  and un less they  agreed to  waive t h e i r  l i e n s ,  

no one e ls e  could finance  th e i r  sh arec ro p p ers . The government req u ired  

w aivers before making seed and feed  loans to  te n a n ts .  Thus th e  t r a d i 

t io n a l  c re d i t  system lim ite d  th e  e ffe c tiv e n e ss  o f  a fed e ra l program In 

reaching the  n e e d ie s t fa rm ers .3*

However, many p la n te r s ,  o r  bankers who had fo rec lo sed  land  to  

o p e ra te , waived l ie n s  and allowed t h e i r  ten a n ts  to  o b ta in  government 

c r e d i t .  In o rd er to  r e l ie v e  them selves o f  fu rn ish in g  expenses. Thus some 

o f  th e  poor were ab le  to  g e t money and buy n e c e s s i t ie s  a t  cash p r ic e s .

But more freq u en tly  land lo rd s took over th e  loan by re fu sing  to  waive 

l ie n s  In  the f i r s t  p lace  un less th e  croppers surrendered  t h e i r  checks. 

P la n te rs  had t r a d i t io n a l ly  borrowed d i r e c t ly  from banks and then r e a l l o 

ca ted  p a r t  o f  th e  fUnds to  ten an ts  a t  h ig h er I n te r e s t  r a t e s .  By tak in g  

charge o f the feed  and seed checks they  proceeded to  do the  same w ith

3^H oofter, lan d lo rd  and T enant. 55 , 147. S im ila r New Deal C re d it 
ag en c ie s , the Production C red it A ssocia tions (au tho rized  by the  1933 
Fane C red it Act), were a lso  l im ite d  by th e  p la n ta tio n  system fo r  th e  
same reason—te n a n ts ,  having given one l i e n ,  could o f fe r  no o th e r  
s e c u r i ty .  The PCAs le n t  to  farm ers fo r  general a g r ic u ltu ra l  pu rposes. 
In th e  seven Southeastern  s ta te s  In  W oofter's study» 147 (o r one fo u rth  
o f  those In the  country) were organized by the  end o f  1934. They p ro 
vided $17 m illio n  (18 p e r cen t o f  a l l  such c r e d i t  In 1934) In  loans 
averaging $355 a t  5 per cen t I n te r e s t .  T his low ra te  n e c e ss ita te d  
good s e c u r i ty , hence loans were made alm ost e x c lu s iv e ly  to  farm 
owners.
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government credit.^®

Ill some cases land lo rd s deposited  the  checks In t h e i r  accounts and 

Issued cash back to  te n a n ts ,  as they  thought they  needed I t ,  a t  8 o r  10 

per cent i n t e r e s t .  Thus tenan ts paid  in te r e s t  tw ice : 6 p e r cen t to  th e  

government and again t o  th e  land lo rd  who held  th e  money and "advanced" 

i t  to  th en . Will Alexander repo rted  to  the  In te r ra c ia l  Commission th a t  

" th is  p ra c tic e  i s  q u ite  common in  . . .  the  Georgia b la c k b e lt ."  Other 

p la n te rs  who had commissaries re is su ed  the  te n a n t 's  loan to  him In sup

p l ie s  a t  t im e -c re d it  p r ic e s .  This n o t only deprived  th e  cropper o f the  

b e n e fit  o f  cash bqying , but a lso  gave the  p la n te r  th e  means to  ob ta in  

goods f o r  r e s a le —in  e f f e c t  th e  government subsid ized  an e x p lo itiv e  fu r 

n ish ing  business which had become burdensome in  hard tim es. According 

to  Alexander t h i s  procedure was follow ed "qu ite  f re e ly "  in  th e  Alabama 

b la c k b e lt. S t i l l  o th e r  landlords secured  the  checks and app lied  them 

to  croppers ' back d e b ts , an ac tion  which was i l l e g a l . ^

In the  feed  and seed loan program some land lo rds appropria ted  f o r  

t h e i r  own use b e n e f i ts  which should have gone to  tenan ts  and c roppers . 

These I n ju s t ic e s ,  although probably on a sm alle r s c a le ,  were e s s e n t ia l ly

3S"National S erv ices in  the  . . . Black B e lt ."  memo by Will 
A lexander, sp r in g . 1933. CIC.

^ Ib id . There were o th er in s tan c es  o f sh eer f ra u d , in  which 
p la n te r s ,  aided by lo ca l posta l a u th o r i t i e s ,  secured loans upon the  
names o f  th e i r  Negro te n a n ts , who never knew o f th e  money. Another 
in eq u ity  was th a t  some black farm owners were prevented from ob tain ing  
lo an s . In some cases p lan ter-m erchants (having q u a lif ie d  t h e i r  te n a n ts  
to  avoid the  expense o f  fu rn ish ing  them) d e s ired  to  p r o f i t  by financing  
the  most in d u s tr io u s  and p ro p e rtied  Negro farm ers. S i t t in g  on loan com
m itte e s . they  o ffe re d  to  finance th e se  blacks a t  high in te r e s t  r a t e s ,  
thus g iv ing  them th e  "ava ilab le  c re d i t"  which d is q u a lif ie d  them fo r  
federa l lo an s .



22

l ik e  those whidi l a t e r  plagued the  AAA in  d is tr ib u t in g  I t s  payments.3?

This suggests th a t  although both the  AAA co tton  c o n tra c t and th e  feed 

and seed loan procedures provided o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r  abuse o f te n a n ts ' 

r ig h ts»  the  fundamental problem o f th e  poor was le s s  th e  workings o f 

s p e c if ic  government p o lic ie s  than t h e i r  complete dependence on land

lo rd s In a system which made them vu lnerab le  to  e x p lo i ta t io n .

P lan te rs  a lso  In fluenced  the  opera tion  o f  e a r ly  r e l i e f  agencies In 

th e  co tton  b e l t  in  a vrey which presaged t h e i r  a t t i tu d e  toward s im ila r  

New Deal e f f o r t s .  The Red Cross provided ra t io n s  f o r  the  d e s t i tu te  

during the  f i r s t  y e a rs  o f the  depression  and was c re d ite d  w ith v i r tu a l ly  

keeping many ru ra l Southerners a liv e  In  the  w in ter o f  1932-1933. I t  

was adm inistered by lo ca l committees composed o f  p la n te rs  and business

men. In many cases farm ers used th e  Red Cross to  fu rn ish  t h e i r  tenan ts*  

f o r  whom they secured p laces on I t s  r o l l s .  But a t  th e  same tim e they 

arranged fo r  a c e ssa tio n  o f r e l i e f  during  peak work periods so  th a t  cheap 

lab o r would be p le n t i fu l  L a te r they  would expect th e  FERA and WPA to  

opera te  In the  same manner.

S im ila rly , In th e  Alabama b la c k b e lt In 1932, severa l counties con

ducted work r e l i e f  p ro je c ts  w ith funds borrowed from th e  R econstruction 

Finance C orporation. As w ith th e  Red C ross, p la n te rs  welcomed the  oppor

tu n ity  to  s h i f t  fu rn ish in g  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s ,  bu t apprehended th a t  work

S^Robert C. Weaver, "The New Deal and the  Negro. A Look a t  the 
F a c ts ,"  O pportunity . XIII ( Ju ly , 1935), 200-03, quoted In Howard Z inn, 
e d . .  New Deal Thought (In d ian ap o lis : B obbs-M errill, 1966), 327.

38"Nat1onal Services In the  . . . Black B e lt ,"  memo by Will 
Alexander, s p r in g , 1933, CIC.
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r e l i e f  wages h igher than those they custom arily  paid would "d isorganize 

la b o r ."  For example. In county s e a t  towns RFC paid 75 cen ts p e r day fo r  as 

many as th ree  days work per week, bu t due to  p la n te r  In flu en c e , o ffered  

only one day 's work per week a t  50 cen ts In ru ra l a re a s . During the sp ring  

plowing season planter-dom inated RFC committees cu t town wages to  the 

ru ra l leve l and dropped from employment those  wanted f o r  f i e ld  la b o r , 

thus fo rc ing  them to  accept "av a ilab le  work" o ffered  by farm ers , o ften  

a t  no more than 35 cen ts per day .39

The lim ited  farm c re d i t  and r e l i e f  measures o f the  Hoover years 

w ere, o f cou rse , f a r  from adequate to  cope w ith the  d is t r e s s  o f  the  

ru ra l South. Indeed, by the  time th e  New Deal took o f f ic e ,  many o f  the  

re g io n 's  long-stand ing  problems had reached a c r i s i s  p o in t. The tenancy 

system , although d e te r io ra tin g , s t i l l  ex p lo ited  and Impoverished m il

l io n s .  Some sch o la rs  and jo u rn a l is ts  recognized th a t  the  s e c t io n 's  

d e s t i tu t io n  was chronic and pervasive . But public  awareness o f  the  

S ou th 's  condition  cen tered  on the  general depression which In te n s if ie d  

th a t  poverty . Of p a r t ic u la r  concern was th e  d isa s te ro u s  lev e l o f  co t

ton p r ic e s . I t  was to  th a t  m atter th a t  the  New Deal tu rned  f i r s t .

39ib1d.



CHAPTER II

PARITY AND POVERTY

The New D eal's Involvement In the  Sou th 's problems began In Mey, 

1933, w ith the  passage o f  I t s  major farm p o lic y , th e  A gricu ltu ra l A djust

ment A ct. This measure was h a s t i ly  d ra fte d  and enacted  during the  

emergency-packed "Hundred Days." But the law 's  fundamental p r in c ip le ,  

p rice  p a r i ty ,  was n o t new; I t  had been c u rre n t In various forms through

out th e  1920 's . F i r s t  developed by George N. Peek In 1921, p a r i ty  was 

a p lan  f o r  "eq u a lity  f o r  a g r ic u ltu re "  In a time o f depressed crop p r ic e s .  

I t  was th e  b asis  f o r  th e  unsuccessful McNary-Haugen b i l l s  o f  the  Coolldge 

e ra  and " f in a l ly  became an accepted p a r t  o f American farm policy" w ith 

the  passage o f the  A g ricu ltu ra l Adjustment Act.^

The Idea o f p a r i ty  was to  c re a te ,  o r a c tu a lly  r e s to r e ,  a " f a i r  

exchange value" between a g r ic u ltu ra l  commodities and In d u s tr ia l  and 

consumer goods. This would req u ire  an Increase  In th e  p rice s  farm ers 

received  fo r  th e i r  p r in c ip a l crops u n til  they  were th e  same. In r e la t io n  

to  general p r ic e s ,  as In  th e  l a s t  f iv e  years before the  F i r s t  World War, 

a tim e o f comparative p ro sp e rity  fo r  a g r ic u ltu re .^

^G ilb ert C. F i t e ,  George N. Peek and th e  F igh t f o r  Farm P a rity  
(Norman: U niversity  o f  Oklahoma h re s s , 1954), 38.

^ Ib ld . ,  39.

24
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Peek and o thers saw overproduction as the  main fa c to r  depressing  

s ta p le  crop p rice s  and reasoned th a t  th e  key to  r a is in g  them was e lim in a 

tio n  o f  su rp lu se s . During the 1920's  th e re  were twc main Ideas on how 

to  accomplish th is  g o a l. Peek proposed th a t  the  jivem m ent subsid ize  

the  s a le  o f  the su rp lu s abroad , even a t  a lo s s .  W'^h the  excess d isposed  

o f  In th is  manner, he expected domestic p ric e s  to  r1<c to  an accep tab le  

le v e l .  The second method, never favored  by Peek bur embraced In  the 

la te  1920*s by Chester Davis and some o f  h is  o th e r  a s s o c ia te s , was to  

c u r ta i l  production o f  s ta p le s ,  probably by lim itin g  th e  acreage p lan ted . 

This was a recu rren t Idea In the  South whenever la rg e  cotton crops 

lowered p r ic e s  and c u t p r o f i t s .  The period  from 1929-1932, fo r  example, 

saw sev era l f u t i l e  campaigns to  I n s t i tu t e  vo lun tary  o r  sta te-im posed  

c o n tro ls .3

By 1924 Peek's Idea o f  p a r ity  and how to  achieve I t  (expressed In 

the  McNary-Haugen b i l l s )  had become a powerful movement In the  Midwest. 

Serious Southern I n te r e s t  began In 1926 as co tton  p rice s  dropped from 

prev iously  s a t is fa c to ry  le v e ls  and prewar re tu rn s  suddenly looked 

In creas in g ly  a t t r a c t iv e .  With both Southern and Midwestern backing , 

McNary-Haugen le g is la t io n  was enacted  by Congress In 1927 and 1928, 

bu t vetoed by Coolldge. During the  Hoover y ears  p a r i ty  measures were 

fu r th e r  f ru s tra te d  by th e  P re s id e n t's  known h o s t i l i t y  to  them and by 

the  a d m in is tra tio n 's  unsuccessful e f f o r t s  to  co n tro l su rp luses through

3ib1d. ,  39, 84-85, 162, 170, 181; Theodore S a lo u to s , Farmer Move- 
ments TiTthe South. 1865-1933 (L incoln: U n iversity  o f  Nebraska P re s s , 
1« 0 V r2 « 4 '- J i9 .--------------------------
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I t s  Federal Farm Board.*

With the enactm ent o f  th e  A g ricu ltu ra l Adjustment Act on May 12,

1933, p rice  p a r i ty  became n a tio n a l p o lic y . The a c t 's  d e c la ra tio n  of

In te n t  made c le a r  th a t  I t  was commodity l e g i s la t io n .  I t  proposed:

to  e s ta b l is h  and m aintain such balance between the  production 
and consumption o f a g r ic u ltu ra l  conw odltles . . .  as w ill  
r e e s ta b lish  p rice s  to  farm ers a t  a "level th a t  w ill g ive a g r i 
c u ltu ra l commodities a purchasing power w ith re sp e c t to  the  
a r t i c le s  th a t  farm ers buy, eq u iv a len t to  the  purchasing power 
o f agr 1 c u ltu ra l  commodit1 es In the  base period  • . August 
1909-July 1914.5

The reference  to  "purchasing power" (a commonplace phrase In the  l e x i 

con o f  most New D ealers , Including  the  P re s id e n t)  d id  no t c o n s titu te  a 

commitment to  Increase  the  personal Incomes f  persons dependent 

upon a g r ic u ltu re  f o r  a l iv in g ,  d e s irab le  as was. The law 's

language s p e c i f ic a l ly  lin k ed  purchasing power to  th e  p r ic e s  o f major 

crops—Indeed th a t  re la tio n s h ip  was th e  whole Import o f  the  decade-long 

d riv e  fo r  p a r i ty  le g is la t io n  which found f in a l  expression  In  the AAA.^

*F1te, George N. Peek. 71, 162, 170, 177, 180-181; S a lo u to s , Farmer 
Movements In th e  South. 268-271.

®Henry S tee le  Comoager, e d . .  Documents o f American H istory  (7th 
e d . ;  New York: A ppleton-C entuiy-C rofts, 1063), I t a l i c s  added.

^Donald F. Grubbs, "The Southern Tenant Farmers' Union and the  New 
Deal" (unpublished Ph.D. d is s e r ta t io n .  U n iversity  o f F lo r id a , 1963), 
r e je c ts  the  Idea th a t  AAA's o b jec tiv e s  were simply to  r a is e  commodity 
p r ic e s . He tak e s  the  p o s itio n  th a t  " a c tu a l ly ,  the  purpose o f the  . . . 
b i l l ,  as env isioned  by a lm ost a l l  who developed and supported I t ,  was 
. . . [n o t]  to  aggrandize th e  farm er-as-buslnessm an . . . [o r ]  r a is e  the 
Income o f  Ind iv idua l farm ers as a goal In  I t s e l f  as Peek suggested . . . . 
R ather, as th e  b i l l  [ t i t l e ]  s ta te d ,  th e  Idea was ' t o  re l ie v e  the  e x is tin g  
na tiona l emergency by In creasin g  a g r ic u ltu ra l  purchasing p o w er.'"  But 
a f t e r  the  b i l l ' s  enactm ent, according to  Grubbs, "powerful I n te r e s t  groups 
rep resen ting  organized l a r ^ - s c a l e  farm ing were slowly gain ing  con tro l o f  
AAA and narrowing I t s  o r ig in a l purpose [ to  a  mere concern w ith crop 
p r ic e s ] ."  At another p o in t Grubbs tak es AAA c h ie f  C hester Davis to  task
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The AAA was forced  to  opera te  I t s  co tton  program on an emergency 

b a s is  during th e  1933 crop season. When th e  a c t  was passed farm ers had 

a lready  p lan ted  a crop o f  record  p ropo rtions and a huge su rp lu s  was 

expected . Since I t  was too  l a te  to  c u r ta i l  p la n tin g , th e  only a l te r n a 

t iv e  was th e  famous “plow up ."  According to  h a s t i ly  devised agreem ents, 

farm ers plowed under one th i r d  o f t h e i r  acreag e . In re tu rn  they  received  

cash b e n e f its  o f  $7-$20 p e r acre (depending on t h e i r  average y ie ld )  o r 

$6-$12 per acre  p lu s  op tions to  purchase (before  January 1* 1934) su rp lus 

government c o tto n , e q u iv a le n t to  th a t  d e s tro y ed , a t  only s ix  cen ts per 

pound, w ith the  In te n tio n  o f  r e s e l l in g  I t  a t  a p r o f i t  as p rice s  ro se . 

During th e  summer 10.4 m illio n  acres were taken ou t o f  p roduction , 

reducing th e  crop from an estim ated  17 m illio n  b a le s  to  13 m ill io n . 

Farmers received  $161 m illio n  In cash and o p tio n s . The p r ic e  o f  co tton  

climbed to  eleven  cen ts  per pound In J u ly , then s e t t l e d  between e ig h t  

and ten  cen ts  In th e  f a l l .  P a r ity  was considered  to  be 12.7 c e n ts .?

The d is t r ib u t io n  o f  plow up b e n e f its  was sho t through w ith abuses.

fo r  "co n tra d ic tin g  the  avowed purpose o f  th e  a c t  . . . "  when Davis 
wrote th a t  " I t  I s  n o t Intended th a t  the  a c t  should deal w ith deep- 
seated  so c ia l problem s." Grubbs seems to  equate  "Increasing  a g r ic u l
tu ra l  purchasing power" w ith abroad so c ia l aim o f  d is t r ib u t in g  th a t  
purchasing power among a l l  farm ers. The d i f f ic u l ty  w ith t h i s  I n te r 
p re ta tio n  Is  I t s  f a i lu r e  to  p lace th e  AAA In  the  co n tex t o f  the  long 
d rive  f o r  p r ic e  p a r i ty .  I t  was In th a t  movement, concerned w ith th e  
purchasing power o f  commodities, th a t  AAA's alms r e a l ly  o r ig in a te d . 
Moreover, th e  a c t 's  sta tem ent o f  p o licy  (quoted above) makes c le a r  th a t  
th e  purchasing power re fe rre d  to  I s  th a t  o f  commodities. I f  one sees 
th e  a c t  as a co M o d lty -p rlce  m easure. I t  I s  u n r e a l is t ic  to  t a lk  o f 
"narrowing" a purpose which was never b roader than p r ic e  p a r i ty .  This 
Is  no t to  deny, o f  c o u rse , th a t  AAA's b e n e f i ts  were d is t r ib u te d  Ineq
u i ta b ly .

?George B. T in d a ll ,  The Emergence o f  g )e  New South. 1913-1945 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana S ta te  U n ivers ity  P re s s , 1 § 6 /) , 394.
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Landlords, as c o n tra c t s ig n e r s ,  received the  checks, but AAA requ ired  

them to  d iv ide payments w ith tenan ts according to  t h e i r  in te r e s ts  in  

the  destroyed co tto n —fo r  example, h a lf  fo r  a sharecropper and tw o-th irds 

o r  th re e -fo u rth s  f o r  a share  te n a n t. This conformed to  t r a d i t io n a l  pro

cedures In which p la n te rs  a llo c a te d  a l l  c re d i t  o r  p ro f i ts  to  th e i r  depend

e n ts ,  and i t  was a lso  rem in iscen t o f  th e i r  m anipulation o f fed e ra l feed 

and seed loans in  1932. As Department o f A gricu ltu re  economist Calvin B. 

Hoover l a t e r  po in ted  o u t, a land lo rd  holding the  check was in  a po sitio n  

to  make any se ttlem en t he wished. The re s u l tin g  in e q u itie s  were common 

knowledge by 1934. Some ten an ts  received  no plow up money and o thers 

received a p o rtio n  le s s  than  th e i r  eq u ity  in  th e  crop . A considerable 

number o f land lo rd s simply app lied  te n a n ts ' b e n e f its  to  t h e i r  debts fo r  

advances. At f i r s t  g lance th i s  reduction  o f indebtedness would seem to  

be to  th e i r  advantage, excep t th a t  many i l l i t e r a t e  croppers were ignoran t 

o f how much they  owed, and in  any case t h e i r  accounts u su a lly  included 

exho rb itan t in te r e s t  charges.®  N evertheless, th e  AAA legal se c tio n  l a t e r  

ru led  th a t  such " se t-o f f s "  were legal unless p ro h ib ited  by s t a te  law.®

In O ctober, 1933, le s s  than s ix  months a f t e r  AAA opera tions began, 

a two year co tton  program was ou tlined  and c o n tra c ts  covering both the

®David E. Conrad, The Forgotten Farmers. The Story o f Sharecroppers 
in  the New Deal (Urbana: i ln iv e rs i ty  o f  t l l i n o i s  P re ss , 196S), 43-50; 
Calvin B. Hoover, "Human Problems in  Acreage Reduction in  th e  South,"
NA RG 145; Charles S. Johnson, "The E ffec ts  o f  the  Depression and Re
covery on th e  Negro," ty p e s c r ip t ,  n .d . [probably  c . 1934], Charles S. 
Johnson p ap ers , Fisk U n iv e rs ity . H ereafte r c i te d  as Johnson papers.

®Memo, Francis Shea to  Margaret B ennett, November 14, 1934, NA RG 145
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1934 and 1935 crop seasons were drawn up. Under th is  plan th e  government 

proposed to  " re n t ,"  through vo lun tary  agreem ents, 15 m illio n  a c re s , or 

about th re e -e ig h ts  o f th e  n a t io n 's  co tton  la n d , to  keep I t  out of produc

t io n .  In re tu rn  I t  o ffe red  growers a payment o f fou r and one h a lf  cen ts 

per pound o f  th e  average y ie ld  (1928-1932) o f the  "rented a c re s .

This payment was d iv ided  In to  two p a r ts .  The major p o rtio n , th re e  

and one h a lf  cen ts per pound, was a " r e n ta l" p a id  to  the landowner.

There were two exceptions to  th i s  r u le .  A cash te n a n t, due to  h is  

Independent s t a tu s ,  was e n t i t l e d  to  the  f u l l  r e n t a l .  L ikew ise, a "man

aging share ten a n t"  was supposed to  receive  h a lf  o f I t .  The c o n tra c t 

defined  a managing share te n a n t as a share te n a n t who had actual con tro l 

o f leased  lan d , paid  a percentage o f  the  crop as r e n t ,  and farmed w ith 

out land lo rd  su p e rv is io n . J u s t  which o f the  more Independent share 

ten an ts  q u a lif ie d  became a m a tte r  o f  extreme con troversy . The second 

p a r t  o f the  AAA b e n e f i t ,  one cen t per pound, was c a lle d  the  "p a rity "  

payment and was to  be d iv ided  between land lo rd  and ten an t according to  

the  In te r e s t  each had In  th e  crop . Cash ten a n ts  would receive  a l l  o f  

I t ,  share ten a n ts  th re e - fo u r th s  o r  tw o -th ird s , and sharecroppers h a l f .

As In  the plow up, lan d lo rd s  received  the  checks and d is tr ib u te d  th e  

te n a n ts ' p o r tio n s . This apportionm ent o f b e n e f its  gave the  average 

land lo rd  w ith sharecroppers th e  f u l l  re n ta l o f  th re e  and one h a lf  cen ts  

per pound o f th e  average y ie ld  o f h is  ren ted  acres and h a lf  th e  p a r i ty  

payment (one h a lf  c en t p e r  pound) and l e f t  the  cropper w ith one h a lf

^®Form no. Cotton 1 , U.S. Department o f A g ricu ltu re , A g ricu ltu ra l 
Adjustment A dm in istra tion , Production D iv isio n , "1934 and 1935 Cotton 
Acreage Reduction C o n trac t,"  and "E ssen tia ls  o f  the  Cotton Plan fo r  
1934-35," p ress  r e le a s e , n . d . ,  NA RG 145.
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cen t per pound. (In  a d d itio n  they  both could hope to  receive an improved 

p rice  on the  reduced amount o f co tto n  they grew .) Thus th e  land lo rd  

received  e ig h t-n in th s  o f  the  government b e n e fit.^ ^

This d isp ro p o rtio n a te  d iv is io n  was a unique fea tu re  o f  th e  cotton  

c o n tra c t. The ra t io n a le  fo r  i t  revealed  much about the p ro -land lo rd  

outlook o f  the  AAA co tto n  s e c t io n . According to  Calvin Hoover, who in  

1934 c r i t i c a l l y  assessed  the  opera tion  of the  program fo r  the  AAA, c o t

ton land lo rds would rece iv e  a sm a lle r  cash amount from the  government 

than th e  s ig n e rs  o f  com -hog and tobacco agreements i f  the  b e n e f its  were 

d ivided eq u a lly  between farm owner and ten a n t as in  the case o f  those 

conm odities. A ccordingly, Hoover w ro te, the  co tton  sec tio n  apprehended 

th a t  land lo rds would n o t cooperate with th e  AAA unless they received  

s ig n if ic a n t ly  more favorab le  te rm s. Thus they  were given n e a rly  89 p e r 

cen t o f  th e  payment compared to  the  c ro p p e r 's  11 per cen t and "induced 

to  sign  th e  co tton  c o n tra c t by [b e n e f i ts ]  ob tained  a t  the  expense of 

the  share ten an t and the  share cropper.

Section 7 o f  th e  c o n tra c t ,  an im precise paragraph, attem pted to  

p ro te c t th e  ten an ts  by p lac ing  th re e  general o b lig a tio n s  on la n d lo rd s .

To compensate te n a n ts  fo r  th e  p auc ity  o f t h e i r  government payment, 

land lords were to  perm it them to  occupy t h e i r  cabins re n t  f re e  during 

1934 and 1935, c u t p la n ta tio n  wood fo r  fu e l w ithout charge, and use an 

"adequate p o rtion"  o f  the  "ren ted  acres"  to  grow food. The c o n tra c t

TTporm No. Cotton 1; "E sse n tia ls  o f  th e  Cotton Plan f o r  1934-35; 
Calvin B. Hoover, "Human Problems in  Acreage Reduction in  th e  South," 
a l l  in  NA RG 145. For a secondary account see  Conrad, Forgotten  Fanners.
54-61.

^^Hoover, "Human Problems in  Acreage Reduction in  the  South ," NA 
RG 145.
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w rite rs  c a lc u la te d  th a t  i f  croppers had a c tu a lly  received  h a l f ,  r a th e r  

than o n e -n in th , o f  the  government b e n e f i t  f o r  th e  average o f s ix  acres 

they no longer c u lt iv a te d , they would g e t about $3 more per a c re , o r  a 

to ta l  o f  $18-$21. Compensatory use o f "rented" land was thought to  be 

worth a t  l e a s t  th a t  much. But as Hoover remarked, th a t  assumed th a t  

croppers would r e a l ly  have f u l l  use o f I t .  Secondly, "as n e a r [ ly ]  . . . 

as p rac tic ab le "  c o n tra c t s ig n e rs  were t o  p ro ra te  the  acreage reduction  

among ten an ts  to  avoid leav ing  some with l i t t l e  o r  no land to  make a 

crop In which they  could sh a re . F in a lly , to  p reven t the  displacem ent 

o f th e i r  w orkers, farm owners were " in so fa r  as poss ib le"  to  "m aintain 

on the farm th e  normal number o f  ten an ts  and o th e r  employees." However, 

a loophole allowed the  e v ic tio n  o f those who became a "nuisance o r  a 

menace to  th e  w elfare  o f  th e  producer.

The au thors o f  th ese  p rov isions were Cully Cobb, a form er Georgia 

farm e d i to r  and c h ie f  o f  the  AAA co tton  s e c t io n , and Oscar Johnston , 

the  p a te r n a l i s t ic  manager o f  the  Immense D elta and Pine Land Company 

o f S c o tt, M iss is s ip p i, th e  n a tio n 's  la rg e s t  p la n ta t io n . They Intended 

sec tion  7 to  c o n s titu te  only a "moral o b lig a tio n "  f o r  l a n d l o r d s .W h e n  

S o c ia lis t  le a d e r  Norman Thomas l a t e r  ex co ria ted  C hester Davis fo r  

"wr1t[1ng] p ious hopes In to  a c o n tra c t as i f  they were lega l

^^I b i d . ; Form no. Cotton 1 , NA RG 145; Conrad, Forgotten Farmers,
55-57.

^ C o n rad , Forgotten Farm ers, 59. For Jo h n sto n 's  remarks about h is  
au tho rsh ip , see th e  quo ta tions in  W illiam Amberson to  Paul Appleby, 
November 29, 1934, NA RG 16, AAA leg a l f i l e .
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prov isions . , he was no t f a r  wrong. A c tu a lly , however, when the  

sec tio n  was w ritte n  th e re  were o b jec tio n s to  I t  from w ith in  the  AAA.

D. P. T re n t, A ss is ta n t D irec to r o f  th e  Commodities D ivision and an 

a u th o rity  on tenancy , to ld  Davis he thought th e  d iv is io n  o f  b e n e fits  was 

u n fa ir  and p red ic ted  th a t  they  would cause d is s a t is f a c t io n  and p lay  in to  

th e  hands o f ra d ic a l le a d e rs . He suggested a re v is io n  o f the  c o n tra c t 

to  d is tin g u ish  between cotton  te n a n ts  in  non -p lan ta tion  d i s t r i c t s  (m ostly 

w h ite , o ften  fo m e r  farm owners o f  some a b i l i t y ,  and n o t wards o f  t h e i r  

lan d lo rd s) and those on la rg e  p la n ta tio n s  (by Im plica tion  th e  more depend

e n t b la c k s ) . The proposed one-n in th  b e n e f it  m ight be adequate f o r  the  

l a t t e r ,  he tho u g h t, bu t th e  a b le r  croppers should rece iv e  25 per c e n t o f 

th e  re n ta l  as w ell as h a lf  th e  p a r i ty  payment. While Davis agreed w ith 

Johnston and Cobb on b a s ic  p o lic y , he was e v id e n tly  s u f f ic ie n t ly  impressed 

by T re n t 's  arguments to  p ress them upon Johnston , although u n su ccessfu lly . 

In Noventer, a f t e r  th e  c o n tra c t was w r i t te n , Davis evaluated  I t  f o r  

a d m in is tra to r  Peek. "I want to  c a l l  your a t te n t io n  to  the  f a c t  th a t  . . . 

th e re  Is  no le g a lly  en fo rceab le  p rov ision  th a t  w ill  hold on the farms 

th e  normal number o f  te n a n ts ,"  he w ro te. Then he p red ic ted  th a t  th e  

paragraph would become a source o f tro u b le , but l ik e  T ren t, he expected 

the  o b jec tio n s  to  come from w hite croppers In non -p lan ta tio n  a reas d i s 

s a t i s f ie d  w ith payment d iv is io n s .

^^Thomas to  D avis, March 22 , 1935, NA RG 145.

I^T ren t to  D avis, October 30 , 1933 and Davis to  Peek, November 11, 
1933, NA RG 145. One re p re se n ta tiv e  o f  the  leg a l s e c t io n , Alger H iss , 
p a r t ic ip a te d  In  the  d ra f tin g  and argued fo r  a more en fo rceab le  p rov ision  
a g a in s t d isplacem ent o f te n a n ts . See Memo from H iss , November 9 ,  1933, 
NA RG 16, AAA leg a l f i l e .  His p o s itio n  was supported by Jerome Frank, 
head o f th e  leg a l s e c tio n , b u t was overru led . See Conrad, Forgotten 
Farm ers. 58.
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The tenancy p rov isions o f th e  1934-1935 c o n tra c t were Indeed unen

fo rceab le  and, beginning about th e  middle o f 1934, aroused a storm o f  

pub lic  c r i t ic is m  a g a in s t th e  AAA. R eliab le  observers agreed th a t  v io la 

tio n s  were w idespread. By th e  end o f the  y ear fo u r competent a sse ss 

ments o f  th e  s i tu a t io n  had appeared , which, taken  to g e th e r , can be con

sid ered  conclusive evidence o f  th e  general c h arg es . One o f  these  ev a lu a 

t io n s  was AAA's own. The agency, responding to  a tta c k s  from the  press 

and elsew here, and a t  the  suggestion  o f econom ist John 0. Black (a New 

Deal a g r ic u ltu ra l  a d v iso r) , appointed Calvin B. Hoover, a Duke U n iversity  

economist a ttached  to  the  AAA, to  review the  co tto n  program. Drawing 

upon h is  e x p e r tis e  In Southern a g r ic u ltu ra l  m a tte r s ,  he wrote a r e p o r t ,  

"Human Problems In Acreage Reduction In the  S ou th ,"  which was made p u b lic  

In the  sp ring  o f  1934. The f a c t  th a t  Hoover was an o f f ic ia l  of the  AAA 

and had no sp ec ia l In ten tio n  o f  d isc re d itin g  I t  o r  th e  New Deal le n t  

sp ec ia l s ig n if ic an c e  to  h is  p e n e tra tin g  c r i t ic is m .^ ?

S lig h tly  l a t e r  In 1934, S o c ia l is ts  published  h arsher censure .

Norman Thomas, th e  p a r ty 's  1932 p re s id e n tia l  c a n d id a te , wrote The P lig h t  

o f  the  Sharecropper, »di1ch su c c in c tly  described  the  te n a n ts ' l iv in g  con

d itio n s  and Included a suggestion  f o r  government landownership and coopera

tiv e  f a r m in g .A p p e n d e d  to  I t  was a rep o rt o f a thorough survey o f  

croppers In the  region surrounding Memphis. I t  was prepared by William 

Amberson, a p h y s io lo g is t a t  th e  U niversity  o f Tennessee Medical College

1^Hoover, "Human Problems In Acreage Reduction In th e  South,"
NA RG 145.

I^Norman Thomas, p ie  P lig h t  o f _ ^ e  Sharecropper (New York : The 
League fo r  In d u s tr ia l democracy, 1934).



34

in  Memphis and a c tiv e  S o c ia l i s t  Both th ese  works were polem ical and 

anti-New Dealish In to n e , but f a c tu a l ly  accu ra te  and based on r e l ia b le  

o b serv a tio n .

A fou rth  c r i t i c a l  rep o rt was th a t  o f  the  Committee on M inority 

Groups in  th e  Economic Recovery, which rep resen ted  a Southern l ib e ra l  

p o in t of view n o t adverse to  th e  New Deal as a whole. The committee 

c o n s is ted  o f Will Alexander o f  th e  Commission on In te r r a c ia l  Coopera

t i o n ,  Charles S. Johnson, Edwin ùnbree o f th e  Rosenwald Fund, and Frank 

Tannenbaum. During the  summer o f  1934 Johnson d ire c te d  ex tensive  in v es

t ig a t io n s  throughout th e  co tton  b e l t ,  and in  December Tannenbaum d e liv e re d  

a supnary o f  th e  r e s u l ts  to  the  A gricu ltu re  Department. The committee 

l a t e r  published i t s  fin d in g s  as The Collapse o f  Cotton Tenancy, th e  

decade 's  most sc h o la r ly  sh o r t  work on the  su b je c t .

The in ju s t ic e s  which th ese  c r i t i c s  noted f e l l  in to  severa l c a te 

g o r ie s . The f i r s t  was th a t  some land lo rd s sim ply d id  no t d is t r ib u te  

p a r i ty  payments. In o th e r  in s ta n c e s  ten an ts  rece ived  only p a r t  o f t h e i r  

d u e , o r  had b e n e f i ts  app lied  t o  t h e i r  indebtedness as in  th e  1933 plow 

up. The th r e a t  o f  e v ic t io n , o f  co u rse , could f o r e s ta l l  t h e i r  com plaints 

to  the  AAA. The fundamental problem in  th ese  cases was th a t  th e  agency

^^"The Social and Economic Consequences o f  th e  Cotton Acreage 
Reduction Program," Report o f  Survey Made by th e  Memphis L .I.D . and th e  
Tyronza S o c ia l is t  P arty  under th e  d ire c tio n  o f  W illiam R. Amberson pub
lish e d  with Thomas, P lig h t o f  th e  Sharecropper. The Amberson survey 
was conducted w ith  th e  ai J  o f Clay E as t, p re s id e n t o f  the newly- 
organized Southern Tenant Farm ers' Union and was a se m i-o ff ic ia l s t a t e 
ment o f the  union.

^^Charles S. Johnson, Edwin R. Embree, and W ill W. A lexander, The 
Collapse o f  Cotton Tenancy (Chapel H il l :  U n iv e rs ity  o f  North C aro lina  
Press. 1 9 3 5 ) .-------------
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made checks only to  farm owners and r e l ie d  on them to  make proper a l lo c a 

t io n  o f the money. This was p a r t ly  a m atter o f  ad m in is tra tiv e  conven

ie n c e , but i t  a ls o  confom ed to  the  o ld  p la n ta tio n  p a tte rn  in  which the  

lan d lo rd  dispensed c re d i t  o r  p r o f i t s  to  h is  dependents, o ften  according 

to  h is  estim ation  o f  th e i r  needs and h is  own.^^

Secondly, th e  d iv is io n  o f payments, in  which the  h igher s t r a t a  o f 

la n d le s s  farmers received  more than those o f  lower s t a tu s ,  encouraged 

land lo rd s to  downgrade ten an ts  whenever p o ss ib le . This was e s p e c ia l ly  

t r u e  in  the case o f  the  i l l -d e f in e d  "managing share te n a n t,"  who was 

e n t i t l e d  to  h a lf  th e  re n ta l payment (which amounted to  n early  39 per 

cen t o f the to ta l  b e n e f i t ) .  Farm owners who ren ted  to  s e l f -d i r e c t in g  

share  tenan ts  o ften  claimed to  e x e rc ise  a superv ision  which d is q u a lif ie d  

them as managers w ith a s tak e  in  the  r e n ta l .  S im ila r ly , because o rd i

nary  share ten an ts  received  more o f  the  p a r i ty  payment than sh arecroppers , 

th ey  were sometimes demoted to  th a t  l e v e l . And a p la n te r  who could rede

f in d  h is  croppers as wage hands could reap maximum p r o f i ts  from the  

government because th e  co n tra c t gave day lab o re rs  nothing w hatever. 

Moreover, as Calvin Hoover summarized the  s i tu a t io n ,  "the more fa v o r

ab le  th e  d iv is io n  o f . . . p e i n t s  i s  to  th e  te n a n t,  the  s tro n g e r w ill  

be th e  motive to  reduce the  number o f  te n a n ts"  and s u b s ti tu te  wage 

la b o r  .22

2lThomas, P lig h t  of th e  Sharecropper. 11-14; "Social and Economic 
Consequences o f th e  Cotton Acreage Reduction Program," 26-28; Hoover, 
"Human Problems In Acreage Reduction In th e  South ," NA RG 145.

22Hoover, "Human Problems In Acreage Reduction In the  South ,"
NA RG 145.



36

The most s e r io u s  abuse o f  the  c o n tra c t was the  o u tr ig h t  e v ic tio n  o f 

c ro p p ers , d e sp ite  th e  p la n te rs ' o b lig a tio n  " in so fa r as p o ss ib le "  to  keep 

the  normal number. "TTie sim plest and su re s t  way . . .  to  avoid th e  d iv i 

sion  o f  payments w ith  sharecroppers I s  to  have no sh arecro p p ers ,"  one 

p la n te r  l a t e r  a d m i t t e d . T h e  displacem ent was o f  massive p ro p o rtio n s . 

The to ta l  number o f  sharecroppers In  th e  South declined  between 1930 

and 1935 fo r  the  f i r s t  time In mere than f iv e  d e c a d e s A  Texas farm 

census in  January , 1935, counted 76,000 sharecroppers as compared to  

105,000 In A p ril , 1930,25 The FERA, which recognized th i s  problem w ell 

before the  A g ricu ltu re  Department d id ,  f e l t  compelled as e a r ly  as 

February, 1934, to  c re a te  a sp e c ia l d iv is io n  to  re e s ta b lish  d ispossessed

farm ers .25

C erta in ly  n o t a l l  displacem ent was d i r e c t ly  a t t r ib u ta b le  to  the  AAA. 

Already In p a r ts  o f  th e  Southwest fewer croppers were needed due to  th e  

Increased  use o f  t r a c t o r s .27 in  th e  S ou theast, p la n te rs  sought to

23Art1cle p repared  fo r  th e  S ec re ta ry  o f  A gricu ltu re  by Thad Snow, 
n .d . ,  enclosed In Irv in g  Brant to  Mordecal E zek ie l, December 2 2 , 1936,
HA RG 16.

2^U.S., N ational Resources Committee, Farm Tenancy, te p o r t  o f  th e  
P re s id e n t 's  Committee (Washington: U.S. Government P rin tin g  O ff ic e , 
193ÿ), 39, 99. Between 1930 and 1935, the  percentage o f farm ers In th e  
South who were te n a n ts  declined  from 55.5 to  53 .5 . The ac tual number 
o f  sharecroppers declined  from 775,000 to  715,000.

25"The Problem Created by th e  Diminishing Demand fo r  Casual A gri
c u ltu ra l  Labor In  T exas," re p o rt by P ierce  Williams to  Harry Hopkins, 
March 27, 1936, FDRL Hopkins p ap ers . H ereafte r c i te d  as Hopkins papers.

25$ee below,

27"The Problem Created by th e  Diminishing Demand fo r  Casual A gri
c u ltu ra l  Labor In  T exas," rep o rt by P ierce W illiams to  Harry Hopkins, 
March 27, 1936, FDRL H o^lns papers.
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escape fu rn ish in g  r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s , f in a n c ia l ly  “one o f  the  c h ie f  tro u b le  

spo ts fo r  the  l a n d l o r d . B u t  the  AAA c o n trac t was a  compelling reason 

fo r  the  d iscontinuance o f  sharecropping . In 1936, one Missouri p la n te r ,  

a former newspaperman sym pathetic t o  te n a n ts , considered  th e  tren d s o f 

the  p a s t few y ears  toward wage la b o r  and remarked on the  p la n te r  ou tlo o k .

The pianter-businessm an has absorbed p len ty  o f punishment in  
years gone by, b u t he remains o p tim is tic  and i s  always w il lin g  to  
r isk  a l l  h is  own money and a l l  he can borrow on a co tton  crop .
Now businessm en, when they  have obtained an advantage by sp ec ia l 
le g is la t io n  . . .  do no t rush forward c h ee rfu lly  to  share  the 
advantage w ith t h e i r  work peo p le . This re lu c tan ce  i s  s a id  t o  be 
in h eren t in  b u s in e ss . We co tto n  p la n te rs  a re  s u f f ic ie n t ly  b u sin ess
l ik e  in  th a t  way to o . We have secured an advantage by sp ec ia l 
le g is la t io n  which . .  . more o r  le s s  assures us a rem unerative 
p rice  f o r  high y ie ld  co tton  and a ls o  gives us re a l  money fo r  reduc
ing our acreage . And does i t  seem reasonable t o  us th a t  we should 
share  th i s  advantage with o u r work people, and do we do i t  g lad ly?
I t  does n o t and we do n o t. . . .  We merely ta k e  the i n d u s t r ia l i s t  
view.

He concluded th a t  p la n te rs  changed to  th e  use o f wage lab o r because i t  

paid  to  do so . Furtherm ore, any c o n tra c t  p rov isions to  the  con tra ry  

amounted to  l i t t l e  more than “moral su asio n ,"  bound to  be in e f f e c t iv e ,  

because o f  a 'lo n g  e s ta b lish e d  h a b it  o f  thought, p a r t  o f  th e  Southern 

c u l tu re ,  in  f a c t ,  t h a t  re je c ts  th e  id ea  th a t  the  co tto n  cropper i s  

e n t i t l e d  to  o r  b e n e fited  by a money income more than  s u f f ic ie n t  to  sup

p ly  h is  most p ressin g  bodily  needs.

The form ation o f  the  Southern Tenant Farmers' Union in  J u ly , 1934,

2®T. J .  W oofter, Landlord and Tenant on the Cotton P lan ta tio n  
(Washington: WPA D ivision o f S ocial Research, Monograph V ,  1 )3 6 ), 29.

A rtic le  prepared fo r  th e  S ec re ta ry  of A gricu ltu re  by Thad Snow, 
n .d . ,  enclosed In Irv ing  Brant to  Mordecal E zek ie l, December 22 , 1936,
NA RG 16. At th e  tim e . Snow was a member o f the P re s id e n tia l co m iss io n  
on tenancy which had j u s t  prepared a rep o rt to  promote the  Bankhead-  
Jones farm tenancy le g is la t io n  in  th e  1937 sess io n  o f  Congress.
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was th e  most s ig n if ic a n t  reac tio n  of poor farm ers them selves to  the 

in eq u itab le  workings o f  the  AAA. The union o rig in a te d  w ith a b i- ra c ia 1  

group o f  sharecroppers on th e  Hiram Norcross p la n ta tio n  near Tyronza, 

in  P o in se tt  County, Arkansas. S ig n if ic a n tly , t h i s  s tro n g e s t o f  ten an t 

o rgan iza tions began In a f e r t i l e  d e lta  area  which had been brought in to  

c u lt iv a tio n  m ostly since  1910 and where, in  c o n tra s t  to  th e  o ld e r p la n 

ta t io n  regions o f the  S ou theast, both co tton  p lan tin g  and sharecropping 

were expanding u n ti l  the  e a r ly  1930*s. The Norcross ten an ts  turned  f o r  

lead ersh ip  to  H. L. M itchell and Clay East o f Tyronza, loca l S o c ia l is ts  

who had rec en tly  d iscussed  the  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f  lab o r union a c t iv i ty  

among tenan ts w ith Norman Thomas. T heir o rg an iza tio n a l e f f o r t s  spread 

STFU lo c a ls  throughout n o rth easte rn  Arkansas and e n ro lle d  a membership 

o f  perhaps 5,000 by th e  end o f  1 9 3 4 .^

Although the  STFU l a t e r  became outspoken in  i t s  c r i t ic is m  o f most 

New Deal tenancy po licy  and an ti-p o v erty  e f f o r t s ,  i t s  o r ig in a l ob jec

t iv e s  were much narrow er. C hiefly  concerned w ith e s ta b lis h in g  union 

bargaining power with land lo rds and assu ring  ten an ts  e q u itab le  trea tm en t 

under e x is tin g  AAA re g u la tio n s , i t  began bombarding th e  agency with 

re p o rts  o f e v ic tio n s  and c o n tra c t v io la t io n s . Meanwhile, loca l re a c tio n  

to  the  union was, a t  f i r s t ,  lim ited  to  susp ic ion  o f  i t s  aims and i t s  

r a c ia l ly  mixed membership. But by January , 1935, a v io le n t  union- 

greaking campaign by some p la n te rs  and loca l law enforcem ent o f f i c i a l s

^®6rubbs, "The Southern Tenant Farmers' Union and the  New D eal," 
88-91; Conrad, Forgotten Farmers, 85-86; Memoir o f H. L. M itch e ll, 
Columbia Oral H istory  C o lle c tio n , Columbia U n iv e rs ity , 20-25. Here
a f t e r  c ite d  as COHC-Mitchell.
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broke ou t In Arkansas and dragged the  AAA's te n a n t problems in to  f u l l  

p u b lic  view.3^

Early in  1935 th e  growing tenancy controversy  s p l i t  the  AAA and 

re s u l te d  in  both the d ism issal o f  most o f  i t s  leg a l s t a f f  and an im p l ic i t  

re a ffirm a tio n  o f  the  agency 's p rice  p a r i ty  aim s. The general o u tlin e s  

o f  t h i s  ep isode, known as the  AAA "purge," a re  well known and need be 

sketched only b r ie f ly .

There had always been f r i c t io n  w ith in  th e  AAA between the  t r a d i 

t io n a l  a g r ic u l tu r a l i s t s  who dominated i t  (men l ik e  C hester Davis who 

became a d m in is tra to r In  December, 1933) and viewed I t s  so le  o b jec tiv e  

as p r ic e  p a r i ty ,  and c e r ta in  s t a f f  members o f th e  le g a l sec tion  who 

leaned toward making the  agency more responsive to  consumers' needs and 

toward so c ia l reform  In  g e n e ra l. Included In  th is  group were Jerome Frank, 

head o f  the  leg a l s e c t io n , F rancis Shea, A lger H iss , Lee Pressman,

M argaret B ennett, Robert McConnaughey, and Gardner Jackson, who was an 

a s s i s ta n t  in  th e  o f f ic e  o f  the  AAA Consumers' C o u n s e l B y  the  f a l l  o f  

1934 the  lega l se c tio n  began to  In v e s tig a te  th e  com plaints emanating from 

STFU t e r r i to r y  In e a s te rn  Arkansas. This I n te r e s t  le d  d i r e c t ly  to  a 

c lash  with the co tto n  sec tio n  over In te rp re ta tio n  o f  the  AAA c o n tra c t .

The Immediate Issu e  concerned th e  e v ic tio n  o f  sharecroppers from 

th e  Norcross p la n ta tio n  fo r  membership In th e  STFU. The ten an ts  had

Conrad. Forgotten Farm ers. 87 . 93 , 95 , 97 and g en era lly  ch ap te r 9 , 
"The Reign o f T e V ^ r ,’* 154-176; COHC-Mitchell, 25; STFU l i s t  o f 266 
v io la t io n s ,  prepared by Ward Rodgers, December, 1934, NA RG 16, AAA 
le g a l f i l e .

^^Conrad, Forgotten  Farm ers. 106-07, 110-11, 116; F i te ,  George N. 
Peek, 256 , 261-66:
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sued th e i r  land lord  in  th e  s ta te  c o u rts  o f Arkansas to  en jo in  him from 

dism issing them, contending th a t  t h e i r  union meirbership was no t a leg a l 

reason , under the  c o n tr a c t ,  fo r  such a c tio n . They a lso  requested  th e  

S ecre tary  o f  A gricu ltu re  to  h a l t  the  e v ic tio n s  pending in v e s tig a tio n . 

F in a lly , th e  STFU's a tto rn e y  asked th e  AAA to  in te rvene  in  the  case fo r  

the  te n a n ts .33

This m atter and o th e rs  were r e fe r re d  to  a sp ec ia l three-member AAA 

committee on c o n trac t v io la t io n s .  The chairman and the  co tton  s e c t io n 's  

rep re se n ta tiv e  held  th a t  Norcross had no t contravened the  l e t t e r  o f  th e  

agreement because, a lthough he had dism issed sharecroppers , he had no t 

reduced th e  number o f  h is  te n a n ts . This conformed to  th e  co tton  s e c t io n 's  

standard  view concerning e v ic tio n s . Therefore the  m ajo rity  counseled the  

S ecre tary  th a t  i t  was "inadvisab le  a d m in is tra tiv e ly  and no t in  accordance 

with p u b lic  po licy" to  use the  th r e a t  o f c o n trac t revocation  to  force 

land lo rds to  keep th e  same persons as te n a n ts , r a th e r  than merely the  

same number. Of course they  a lso  o b jec ted  to  in te rv en tio n  in  the s u i t . 3*

In a m inority  r e p o r t  endorsed by Frank, Margaret Bennett argued 

th a t  union membership was n e ith e r  a "nuisance" nor a “menace" under 

the c o n tra c t and th e re fo re  not cause fo r  e v ic tio n . Furtherm ore, as 

the  leg a l sec tio n  now read the  r e g u la tio n s , land lo rds were bound to  keep

33paul P o rte r  t o  Jerome Frank, January 3 , 1935; Eleven Norcross 
sharecroppers to  W allace, December 12 , 1934; C. T. C arpenter to  Frank, 
January 11 and 15, 1935, a l l  in  NA RG 16, AAA legal f i l e .  See a lso  
Conrad, Forgotten Farm ers, 136-37.

^^Memo to  W allace from m ajo rity  o f  Committee on V io la tions o f 
Rental and B enefit C o n trac ts , January  10, 1935, NA RG 16, AAA lega l 
f i l e .
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th e  Id e n tic a l 1934 te n a n ts  during 1935. T here fo re , the  S ecre tary  should 

"enforce the  c o n tra c t ,"  as In te rp re te d  by the  leg a l s e c t io n , and fo rb id  

Norcross to  d ischarge h is  croppers

Another development. In January , 1935, In te n s if ie d  th e  AAA d is 

sension . Frank se n t an agency law yer, Mary Conner M /ers, to  Arkansas 

w ith a mandate f o r  thorough In v e s tig a tio n  o f a l l  c o n tra c t I r r e g u la r i t i e s .  

On January 18 she w ired Frank from Memphis th a t  she found the  c o n tra c t 

"openly and g en era lly  v i o l a t e d . A f t e r  severa l days In  th e  D elta she 

f i le d  a re p o rt which repu ted ly  was tre n c h a n tly  c r i t i c a l  o f  the  AAA. How

e v e r , I t  was w ithheld  from p u b lic a tio n , probably on C hester Davis' d i r e c t  

o rd e r. The suppression  o f  the  Myers re p o r t  became. In I t s e l f ,  a cause 

fo r  even more p u b lic  censure o f th e  AAA.^^

^Memo to  W allace from M argaret B ennett, and Memo to  Wallace from 
Frank, both January 12, 1935, NA RG 16, AAA leg a l f i l e .

^ F ra n k  to  W allace, January 12 , 1935, and telegram , Myers to  Frank, 
January 18, 1935, NA RG 16, AAA leg a l f i l e .

^^The Myers r e p o r t  was no t only supp ressed , but removed from the  AAA 
f i l e s  and has never been found. I t  has become a n y ste rlo u s  element In 
the  s to ry  o f  the  AAA purge. The agency 's standard  rep ly  t o  those who 
demanded p u b lic a tio n  was th a t  I t  could  no t be re leased  s in ce  I t  named 
sp e c if ic  v io la to rs  (which was l ik e ly )  who m ight be su b je c t to  fu tu re  lega l 
a c tio n  (much le s s  l ik e ly )  and besides I t  contained  noth ing  new. See fo r  
example, Paul P o rte r  t o  W alter W hite, March 2 6 , 1935, and Davis to  Roger 
Baldwin, March 2 , 1935, NA RG 145. T his exp lanation  was probably t ru e  
as f a r  as I t  w ent. In a l e t t e r  to  Paul P o r te r , March 27 , 1935, NA RG 145, 
H. L. M itch e ll, execu tive  se c re ta ry  o f  th e  STFU, reco n stru c ted  the  re p o r t  
on the  b as is  o f  h is  conversa tions w ith  Myers. According to  h is  o u t l in e .  
I t  d if fe re d  l i t t l e  from the  published accounts by Thomas, Amberson, or 
Hoover, o r  those subm itted to  th e  Department by Frank Tannenbaum. How
e v e r , th e re  Is  evidence th a t  the  re p o r t  ex co ria ted  th e  AAA In harsh 
language which th e  agency d id  no t want pub lished . A fte r one day In th e  
D elta , Myers w ired Frank th a t  she had uncovered v io la t io n s  c o n s titu t in g  
"one long s to ry  o f  human g reed ."  Myers to  Frank, January 18, 1935,
NA RG 16, AAA leg a l f i l e .  L ikew ise, In  Memphis she c a l le d  on Amberson 
who rep o rted  th a t  she " tu rns out to  be very sym pathetic to  our cau se ."
He even found h im self try in g  to  convince h e r th a t  "not a l l  p la n te rs
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The AAA's in te rn a l  s tru g g le  clim axed e a r ly  in  February» 1935, Jerome 

Frank 's leg a l s e c t io n , during C hester Davis' absence from Washington, 

prepared a re in te rp re ta t io n  o f Section  7 req u ir in g  land lo rd s to  re ta in  

the  same ten an ts  throughout 1935 as they  had had in  1934, n o t merely the  

normal number. T his would, o f c o u rse , g re a tly  r e s t r i c t  p la n te r  prerog

a tiv e s  in  ridd ing  them selves o f unwanted croppers. D avis, find ing  th is  

rev is io n  pending upon h is  r e tu rn , demanded th a t  Wallace f i r e  most of the  

leg a l s e c tio n . The S e c re ta ry , fe a r in g  a storm  o f p la n te r  and Congres

s io n a l o b jec tio n  to  changes in e x is t in g  reg u la tio n s  under a co n tra c t 

which s t i l l  had a y e a r  to  ru n , supported Davis and dism issed Frank, 

Francis Shea, Lee Pressman, as w ell as Gardner Jackson from the Con- 

s in e r s ' Counsel o f f ic e .  Alger H iss resigned  s l ig h t ly  l a t e r .  Wallace 

then promulgated a f in a l  in te rp re ta t io n  o f  th e  co n tra c t which reaffirm ed 

the  co tton  s e c t io n 's  p o s i t io n .3*

The AAA purge involved a number o f r e la te d  is s u e s . One was a j u r i s 

d ic tio n a l d ispu te  concerning power to  construe  th e  c o n tra c t .  Such

are d ish o n est as she i s  prepared to  b e liev e  on th e  b a s is  o f  her f i r s t  
two d a y 's  s ta y ."  See Amberson to  Roger Baldwin (January 19 , 1935), to  
M argaret M arshall, to  C. T. C arpen ter, to  Clay East ( a l l  January 21 , 1935) 
and to  Noman Thomas (January 2 6 , 1935), a l l  in  the  W illiam Amberson 
p ap e rs . Southern H is to r ic a l C o lle c tio n , U niversity  o f North C aro lina. 
F in a lly , as Conrad, Forgo tten  Farm ers. 158, 162, has shown, th e  AAA sup
pressed  the  re p o rt simply because T t  found the  tenancy Issu e  an extreme 
ee ta rra ssm en t.

^ C o n rad , Forgotten  Farmers. 146-49. W allace's fe a rs  o f  p la n te r  
re a c tio n  appear w ell founded. For exam ple, on January 16 , 1935, th e  
American Cotton Cooperative A ssociation  passed a re so lu tio n  p ro te s tin g  
any requirem ent t h a t  land lo rds keep the  same te n a n ts . I t s  p re s id e n t,
N. C. W illiamson, warned th a t  such an in te rp re ta t io n  would cause "con
s te rn a tio n "  in  th e  South, "reverse  conq|)leteiy the  sen tim ent of thousands 
o f  f r ie n d s  o f crop co n tro l"  and "break . . . f a i th  w ith co tton  grow ers."  
Williamson to  W allace, January 16, 1935, NA RG 16.
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m atters were normally th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  o f a leg a l s t a f f ,  but no one 

had ev e r asked Frank 's o f f ic e  to  In te r p r e t  th e  co tton  a g r e e m e n t . W h e n  

I t  d id  so on I t s  own, th e  co tton  sec tio n  regarded I t s  ac tio n  as an unwel

come Im position . A second question  was the  e x te n t to  which the  agency 

should t r y  to  prevent th e  te n a n t displacem ent th a t  re s u lte d  from produc

tio n  c o n tro l ,  and a l im ite d  view won o u t. A le s s  Immediate Issue  was an 

In d ire c t  challenge by th e  AAA l ib e r a ls  to  th e  preeminence o f  the  agency 's 

p rice  p a r i ty  alms. This was Im plied In th e  lega l s e c t io n 's  main p o licy  

statem ent In  the  d isp u te , M argaret B en n e tt's  d is s e n t  (supported by Hiss 

and Frank) from the m ajo rity  re p o rt o f  th e  committee on c o n tra c t v io la 

t io n s .  T his key document made severa l p o in ts  which. I f  accep ted , could 

have Increased  the re fo rm is t outlook w ith in  th e  AAA.

Miss Bennett argued th a t  the  S ecre ta ry  should req u ire  land lo rd s to  

keep th e  same ten an ts  In 1935 and In 1934 because. In  her op in ion , any

th ing  le s s  would allow  them the  la t i tu d e  to  reduce th e  number o f t h e i r  

dependents, and fu rtherm ore, " I t  Is  n o t unreasonable to  ask [them] to  

co n trib u te  . . .  to  th e  w elfare  o f th e [1 r ]  comnun1t[1es]" by no t e v ic tin g  

croppers who would o therw ise  become p a r t  o f  a " d e s t i tu te  f lo a t in g  popu

la tio n "  and a pub lic  burden .*0 This was a good p o in t s o c ia l ly ,  bu t I t  

would be Im possible to  read In to  th e  c o n tra c t any mandatory co n trib u tio n  

to  p u b lic  w elfare  and she d id  not a ttem pt to  do so .

She a ls o  urged th e  S ec re ta ry  to  fo rb id  e v ic tio n s  which were so le ly

39conrad, Forgotten Farm ers, 141-42.

^Memo, Margaret B ennett to  W allace, January 12, 1935, NA RG 16, 
AAA leg a l f i l e .
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f o r  STFU membership. She thought such d ism issa ls  contravened Congres

siona l po licy  which, as expressed In sec tio n  7-a  o f  th e  National Indus

t r i a l  Recovery A ct, recognized c o lle c tiv e  bargain ing ,*^  But here to o , 

she argued on so c ia l grounds since  th e re  were no AAA co n tra c t o b lig a tio n s  

analogous to  th e  NIRA's 7 -a .

Summarizing h e r p o s i t io n ,  Bennett advised  Wallace to  stop  the  grow

ing c r i t ic is m  o f  AAA by “attem pting  to  c a rry  ou t th e  declared  p o licy  o f 

the  [A g ricu ltu ra l Adjustment] Act ( th a t  I s ,  to  Increase  no t only the  

p r ic e  o f  a g r ic u ltu ra l  commodities, but a ls o  th e  purchasing power o f  a l l  

fa rm e rs ) . . . Thus she confused th e  o b jec tiv e  o f Increasing  farm 

purchasing power (which th e  law p la in ly  lin k ed  to  commodity p r ic e s )  

w ith th e  so c ia l aim o f  Increasing  the  Income o f  every person engaged In 

farm ing. Acceptance o f  t h i s  p o s itio n  would have been a departu re  from 

the  concept o f p a r i ty  as th e  fundamental p r in c ip le  o f  the  AAA.

P rice  p a r i ty  continued as a major New Deal commitment. A few claim ed 

th a t  I t  could u p l i f t  the  poor. For exam ple, a t  the  h e ig h t o f th e  AAA 

controversy  th e  c h ie f  o f  th e  cotton s e c t io n . Cully Cobb, to ld  C hester 

Davis th a t  production con tro l and enhanced p r ic e s  had pu lled  land lo rd  

and te n a n t a lik e  o u t o f deb t and pu t them “In  a f a r  s tro n g e r  p o s itio n  

than they  were In th e  e a r ly  months o f  1933." He sew the  co tton  program 

as a "new opportun ity  to  ten a n ts"  and a “f i r s t  s te p  towards economic 

Independence," a t  l e a s t  f o r  the  "more e f f i c i e n t . B u t  a much more 

freq u e n tly  expressed view was th a t  p a r i ty  was the  re g io n 's  m ajor economic

* h b 1 d . *2 Ib id .

*^Cobb to  D avis, January 5 , 1935, NA RG 16, AAA leg a l f i l e .
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need—an expecta tion  t h a t  the  o v e ra ll p ro sp e r ity  of the  South was la rg e ly  

a m atter o f  12-cent co tto n .* *  These views were o ccasio n a lly  expressed 

a t  the  h ig h es t le v e ls  o f the  adnlnl s t r a t i  on. For example. In  December, 

1934, as pub lic  c r i t ic is m  mounted a g a in s t th e  AAA fo r  help ing  th e  few 

ra th e r  than the  many, th e  P resid en t remarked in  a p ress conference th a t  

"the o b jec tiv e  Is  a p a r i ty  p r ic e . . . .  I f  we can m aintain something 

p re tty  c lo se  to  p a r i ty  fo r  th re e  o r  fo u r y e a rs  more a l l  through the c o t 

ton ra is in g  area  . . .  i t  I s  going to  do more f o r  the  south than has 

been done a t  any time before In our life tim e."*G

One o f  the  b e s t examples o f  southern landow ners' and a g r ic u l tu r 

a l i s t s '  f a i th  th a t  p a r i ty  p r ic e s  could a ssu re  the  re g io n 's  general 

p ro sp e rity  was th e  co tton  s e c t io n 's  hearings on a 1936 production  co n tro l 

co n tra c t In Memphis In  O ctober, 1935. Equally Im portant, th e se  hearings 

were no tab le  fo r  th e  e f f o r t s  o f  a small group o f Southern l ib e r a l s  to  

persuade the  AAA to  make I t s  program more e q u ita b le  fo r  poor farm ers.

At th e  end o f  th e  1935 crop season th e  agreement w ith producers 

expired and a new one was needed. The law req u ired  th e  S ecre ta ry  o f  

A g ricu ltu re , before prom ulgating any crop con tro l c o n tra c t ,  to  c a l l  

pub lic  hearings a t  which a l l  In te re s te d  persons could p re se n t t h e i r  

views. Accordingly, Wallace announced a conference fo r  October 11-12 

In Memphis. In o rd e r to  confine the  d iscu ss io n  to  commodity p rice

**Lorena Hickok to  Hopkins, February 7 ,  1934, Hopkins papers.

*®FDR Press Conferences, IV, 257. P ress Conference 162 (Warm 
Springs, December 4 , 1934). FDR was no t speaking d i r e c t ly  about the 
AAA con troversy , bu t about p a r i ty  In  g e n e ra l . A lso, h is  understanding 
o f th e  re g io n 's  poverty was broader than th ese  remarks in d ic a te .
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m atte rs , th e  o f f ic ia l  n o tic e  c a lle d  f o r  testim ony s p e c i f ic a l ly  concerning 

th e  e ffe c tiv e n e ss  o f th e  AAA In achieving p a r i ty  and whether acreage anr 

production co n tro l were the  most p ra c tic a b le  means o f  a t ta in in g  th a t  

goal

At th i s  p o in t W ill A lexander, th e  A ss is ta n t A dm inistra tor o f  the  

newly e s ta b lish e d  R esettlem ent A dm in istra tion , perceived t h a t  th e  h ear

ings o ffe red  an o p p o rtu n ity , w hile a c o n tra c t  was s t i l l  being developed, 

to  bring p u b lic  p ressu re  on th e  AAA to  Improve b e n e f its  f o r  poor farm ers. 

As an o f f i c i a l  o f  the  RA, Alexander was unable d i r e c t ly  t o  a tta c k  the  

procedures o f  another government agency, bu t he sought ou t p r iv a te  c i t i 

zens who would. On October 4 he co n trac ted  F rancis P. M ille r , a V ir

g inian who had re c e n tly  organized th e  Southern Policy  Committee, a n e t 

work o f  prominent Southerners in te re s te d  In various reg iona l r e fo m s , 

e sp e c ia lly  those to  a l l e v ia te  the p l ig h t  o f  lan d less  farm ers. Alexander 

persuaded M ille r  th a t  th e  SPC should send a re p re se n ta tiv e  to  Memphis 

to  press th e  AAA vigorously  to  change I t s  te n a n t p o lic ie s .* ?

M ille r contacted  the  SPC's p re s id e n t , Herman Clarence Nixon, p ro 

fe s so r  o f  government a t  Tulane U n iv e rs ity , who agreed to  undertake the  

m ission. M ille r  thought th e  Issue  to  s t r e s s  was th a t  the  AAA was "organ

ized and managed In the  I n te r e s t  o f  th e  upper c la ss  p la n te r ."  He charged

^ U .S . Department o f  A g ric u ltu re , O ff ic ia l  Report o f  Proceedings 
before the  A g ricu ltu ra l Adjustment A dm inistration  In Re: Hearing on 
Proposed Adjustment Program fo r  C otton. Memphis, Tennessee, October 11, 
12, 1935, NA RG 145. The n o tic e  o f  hearing  Is  on p . 9 .

*?Franc1s P. M ille r  to  H. C. Nixon, October 5 , 1935, papers o f the  
National Po licy  Committee, L ibrary  o f  Congress. H ereafte r c i te d  as NPCP. 
H ill Alexander to  C harles S. Johnson, October 7 , 1935, papers o f the  Com
mission on In te r ra c ia l  C ooperation, A ltan ta  U n iv e rs ity .
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th a t  C ully Cobb p r iv a te ly  '^akes no bones about t h i s .  He says he Is  doing 

fo r  th e  p la n te rs  what Hamilton d id  fo r  th e  in d u s t r ia l i s t s  in  th e  l a t t e r  

p a r t  o f  th e  e ig h teen th  c e n tu ry ."  This In c lin a tio n  o f  th e  AAA, M ille r 

though t, should n o t be allow ed to  fade from pub lic  a t te n t io n .  Therefore 

he saw the  h earings as the  occasion fo r  th e  SPC "to  tu rn  on the  h ea t on 

th e  co tton  se c tio n "  to  dev ise  a f a i r e r  1936 c o n tra c t .  Moreover, Nixon 

could p resen t th e  case w ith g re a t  c r e d ib i l i ty .  Not only was he well 

known as an academic advocate o f improved Southern ru ra l l i f e  (he was one 

o f  the  twelve "N ashville A grarians" o f 1930), bu t as th e  absentee owner 

o f  an Alabama p la n ta tio n  w ith  eleven ten a n ts  he could appear as a land

lo rd  and c o n tra c t  s i g i e r .  F in a lly , M ille r  had arranged fo r  C harles S. 

Johnson, who had conducted th e  f i e ld  surveys fo r  th e  re c e n tly  published 

Collapse o f Cotton Tenancy, to  a tten d  and supply Nixon w ith tech n ica l 

d a ta  on AAA's e f f e c ts  on th e  poor.**

As th e  hearing  approached. M ille r  foresaw a poss ib le  com plication .

He hoped t h a t  a  tren ch an t c r i t ic is m  o f  th e  AAA by the  SPC would arouse 

the  " ra tio n a l and l ib e ra l  elem ents o f  th e  South" to  demand reform  o f 

th e  c o n tra c t .  But he fea red  th a t  th e  "semi-communist" STFU, o r  i t s  

loca l ad v iso r William Amberson, might appear and by in tem perate  condemna

tio n  o f  th e  New Deal overshadow and undermine Nixon's p re se n ta tio n . 

Therefore he warned Nixon to  be a l e r t  to  Amberson's p o ss ib le  attendance 

and i f  necessary  t r y  to  d issuade him from te s ti fy in g .* *

**M iller t o  Nixon, October 5 and 9 ,  1935, Nixon to  M ille r , October 6 
and 10, 1935, NPCP; Johnson to  Nixon, October 5 , 1935, papers o f H. C. 
Nixon, in  th e  possession  o f  th e  Nixon fam ily , N ashv ille . H erea fte r c i te d  
as Nixon p ap ers .

**M iller to  Nixon, October 5 , 1935, NPCP.
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On October 11 the  hearings convened a t  th e  Chi sea  Hotel in  Memphis 

w iüi Robert McConnaughey p re s id in g . A long succession o f p la n te r s ,  f a r 

m ers, and A g ricu ltu ra l Extension Service o f f i c i a l s  t e s t i f i e d ,  f i l l i n g  

most of the  452 page t r a n s c r ip t  w ith lav ish  p ra ise  f o r  th e  AAA. Most o f 

them s tre sse d  th a t  the  agency, while not l i f t i n g  p r ic e s  to  f u l l  p a r i ty ,  

had g re a tly  increased  the  value o f  the  co tto n  crop . Consequently, f a r 

mers had paid d e b ts , added to  bank d e p o s its , and bought consumer goods. 

This increased  spending had in  tu rn  stim u la ted  in d u s tr ia l  production and 

r e t a i l  t ra d e . For example, one spokesman p resen ted  s t a t i s t i c s  to  show 

th a t  general merchandise s a le s  in  the  South had increased  nearly  25 per 

cen t from 1933 to  1934. Another read a l e t t e r  from th e  p re s id en t o f 

S ea rs , Roebuck and Company c i t in g  g re a tly  improved ca ta lo g  business in  

the  reg ion . Most o f the  sta tem ents made l i t t l e  re fe rence  to  te n a n ts , 

excep t personal assurances o f  good land lo rd -cropper r e la t io n s .  On the  

whole the  hearings seemed to  produce remarkable unanim ity th a t  AAA had 

b en efited  th e  South. Some even declared  t h a t  i t  should be made perma

nent.^®

Toward th e  end o f  the  hearing  Nixon took the  s ta n d . He agreed th a t  

th e  AAA had increased  a g r ic u ltu ra l  purchasing power, bu t po in ted  out 

th a t  i t  had obviously f a i le d  to  d is t r ib u te  i t  dem ocratica lly . He

G®Hearing on Program f o r  C otton, O ctober 11, 12, 1935, NA RG 145. 
This lengthy hearing i s  packed with favo rab le  comment on the  AAA. This 
paragraph draws mainly upon th e  testim ony o f  W alter L. Randolph o f  the  
Alabama Farm Bureau (22 -29), N. C. Williamson o f  th e  American Cotton 
Cooperative A ssociation (5 5 -5 7 ), C. H. W aller o f the  Negro Council o f 
A gricu ltu re  (152-57), C harlie  McNeil o f th e  M ississipp i Farm Bureau 
(171-75), D. E. Wilson o f  th e  same o rg an iza tio n  (177-80), and Donald 
K irk p a trick , general counsel f o r  the  American Farm Bureau Federation  
(215-16 and 226).
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re fe r re d  to  The C ollapse o f Cotton Tenancy and o th e r  s tu d ie s  as evidence 

th a t  co n tra c t abuses had deprived  ten an ts  o f t h e i r  a lready inadequate 

payments and concluded th a t  the  lan d less  were as impoverished as they had 

been two o r th re e  y ears  e a r l i e r .  Nixon advocated la rg e r  payments fo r  

them w ithout reducing what lanctowners rec e iv e d . He argued th a t  such an 

expansion o f b e n e f its  would improve the  S o u th 's  general economy even more 

than had la n d lo rd s ' AAA checks. Poor farm ers would, fo r  example, buy 

co tton  c lo th in g , thus s tim u la tin g  the  re g io n 's  t e x t i l e  in d u stry  and 

providing employment f o r  ano ther la rg e  needly group, the  m ill hands. 

F in a lly , Nixon commended th e  pending Bankhead tenancy b i l l  ( fo r  which he 

was an a c tiv e  advocate) as a measure which could  help a l le v ia te  poverty 

by a s s is t in g  some te n a n ts  to  own small farms

Charles S. Johnson follow ed Nixon and e lo q u en tly  supplemented h is  

c o lle a g u e 's  remarks about th e  AAA's in ju s t ic e s  fo r  the  la n d le s s . Since 

the  STFU, to  the  su rp r ise  o f many, made no formal appearance, the  two 

SPC spokesmen sounded the  only d isco rdan t no te  amid the p ra ise  o f  the  

agency.52 Moreover, excep t f o r  lim ited  e f f o r t s  by some AAA o f f i c i a l s  

in  the f a l l  o f  1933, they  were th e  only ones who ever advocated before  

the  co tton  sec tio n  b e t te r  b e n e f its  fo r  poor farm ers while a c o n tra c t 

was s t i l l  being developed.

A fter the  hearings Nixon and Johnson subm itted s p e c if ic  recommenda

tio n s  to  S ecre tary  W allace. They suggested t h a t  the  new c o n tra c t avoid 

a major d i f f ic u l ty  o f  the  o ld  one by c la r ify in g  the  d e f in it io n  and

S l lb id . ,  356-84.

52ibid ., 385-410; Nixon to M iller, October 13, 1935, NPCP.
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r ig h ts  o f managing share te n a n ts . S im ila rly , they  proposed to  red e fin e  

the  ren ta l payment as a general b e n e f i t  and d iv id e  I t  according to  

in te r e s ts  in  th e  c rop . T h ird ly , they  advocated lim itin g  the percentage 

o f  a sh arecro p p er's  payment which the  land lo rd  could apply to  back 

d eb ts . Furtherm ore, the  agreement should provide f o r  a d im inution o f 

the  p la n te r 's  re c e ip ts  from the  government p ro p o rtio n a te  to  any unwar

ranted  reduction  in  th e  number o f  h is  te n a n ts . Nixon and Johnson recom

mended th a t  the AAA make checks to  every in d iv id u a l b e n e f ic ia ry , r a th e r  

than re ly  on lan d lo rd s  to  d is t r ib u te  th e  money. And f in a l ly ,  when 

assign ing  acreage a llo tm en ts to  s ta te s  and c o u n tie s , the  agency should 

consider the  s u i t a b i l i t y  o f  d i f f e r e n t  p a rts  o f  the  South f o r  continued 

cotton  growing and encourage a gradual s h i f t  away from i t  in  the  le s s  

productive areas o f  the  S ou theast.

On December 3 , 1935, the  AAA announced a new c o n tra c t fo r  the  crop 

seasons o f 1936-1939, which was p a tte rn ed  a f t e r  th e  o ld  one, bu t "designed 

to  e lim inate  in e q u it ie s  revealed  in  the  opera tion  o f  the  previous p ro 

gram." The m od ifica tions were undoubtedly a response to  th e  a tta c k s  of 

many c r i t i c s  s in ce  1934, bu t i t  i s  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  some o f  the  changes 

followed SPC suggestions and the agency c i te d  the  Memphis hearings in  

making them. Crop reduction  payments were to  be divided more advanta

geously fo r  te n a n ts . T h irty -seven  and one h a l f  per cen t went to  the  

person who fu rn ish ed  lan d , while th e  one who provided workstock and 

equipment could claim  12-1/2 per c e n t. The remaining 50 per cen t would 

be s p l i t  in  the  same manner as the  crop . This apportionm ent made the

^^Nixon and Johnson to  W allace, November 4 ,  1935, FDRL RPF 660.
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b e n e fits  not dependent upon vague c la s s i f ic a t io n s  such as "managing 

share te n a n t."  I t  gave th e  o rd inary  sharecropper w ith h a lf  I n te r e s t  In 

h is  co tton  25 per cen t o f the  payment, r a th e r  than about 11 per c e n t as 

b e fo re . A se lf-eq u ip p ed  share ten a n t could g e t as much as 50 per cen t 

ra th e r  than about 22-1/2  per c e n t. Moreover, th e  plan requ ired  AAA to  

pay land less farm ers by Indiv idual checks.5*

While the new term s Improved te n a n t b e n e f i ts .  I t  I s  not l ik e ly  th a t  

they could have h a lte d  th e  advancing displacem ent o f  croppers and the  

s h i f t  to  wage la b o r ,  even had th e  Supreme Court n o t prevented th e i r  

1nq)lementat1on by d ec la rin g  th e  A g ricu ltu ra l Adjustment Act u nconsti

tu tio n a l one month a f t e r  t h e i r  announcement. The c o n tra c t s t i l l  requ ired  

s ig n e rs  "In so fa r as econom ically p o ss ib le "  to  r e ta in  the  same number o f 

ten an ts  and o th e r  employees from y ea r to  y e a r ,  bu t Imposed no e f fe c t iv e  

p e n a ltie s  on those who d id  n o t . The p a r i ty  programs which succeeded 

the  AAA, the Soil Conservation and Domestic A llotm ent Act and the  AAA 

o f  1938, had th e  same general d e fe c ts .

Despite th e  g re a t  f a i th  o f  Southern farm ers and ad m in is tra tio n  

o f f i c i a l s  In th e  b e n e f i ts  o f  p rice  p a r i ty  f o r  th e  S ou th 's  economy, th e  

New D eal's production con tro l p o l ic ie s  were n o t an answer to  the  funda

mental problems o f  th e  poor. These programs d id  l i t t l e  o r  noth ing  to  

lessen  the  dependence o f  th e  d e s t i t u t e .  Improve t h e i r  farming s k i l l s  or

®̂ "AAA Announces New Four Year Cotton Adjustment Program," p ress 
r e le a s e , December 3 , 1935, NA RG 145; Nixon to  M ille r , December 8 ,  1935, 
NPCP; Brooks Hays to  Nixon, December 9 ,  1935, Nixon papers.

55"AAA Announces New . . . Cotton . . . Program," December 3 , 1935, 
NA RG 145; Nixon to  M ille r , December 8 , 1935, NPCP; Grubbs, "Southern 
Tenant Farmers' Union and the  New D eal,"  360-62.
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general competence, o r  give th e  a b le r  ten a n ts  a chance fo r  small land - 

ownershtp. These problems became th e  concern o f  o th e r  New Deal agencies.



CHAPTER I I I  

THE FERA AND THE REHABILITATIVE IDEA

The a d m in is tra tio n 's  f i r s t  re a l program to  Improve conditions f o r  

th e  ru ra l poor o rig in a te d  no t In the  parity-m inded A gricu ltu re  Department, 

bu t In the r e l i e f  e s tab lish m en t, which was fo rced  by circum stances to  

consider th e i r  p l ig h t .  To understand why th i s  was t r u e .  I t  Is  necessary  

to  examine the  opera tion  o f  fed e ra l r e l i e f  In the  South during the  f i r s t  

y ear o f  the  New Deal.

The primary r e l i e f  agency was th e  Federal Emergency R e lie f Admin

i s t r a t i o n ,  which opera ted  under annual ap p ro p ria tio n s  beginning In 1933. 

Headed by Harry Hopkins, FERA granted  funds to  th e  s t a t e s ,  which admin

is te r e d  th e i r  own program s, under general fe d e ra l o v e rs ig h t but w ith much 

v a r ia tio n  o f  p o lic y , through S ta te  Emergency R e lie f  A dm in istra tions. 

U sually ERAs fu rn ished  d i r e c t  a s s is ta n c e , although they  a lso  conducted 

some work p ro je c ts . Federal money was supposed to  supplement w hatever 

funds s ta te s  could p ro v id e , bu t throughout th e  South FERA paid n e a rly  

100 per cen t o f the  c o s ts .^

Hopkins d ire c te d  a second agency, the  C iv il Works A dm in istra tion .

^U .S., Federal Emergency R e lie f  A dm in istra tion , Monthly R eport, 
December 1-31, 1933 (Washington: U.S. Government P r in t in g O f f ic e ,  1934),

53



54

An Im portant c h a r a c te r i s t ic  o f  CWA was th a t  I t  was an emergency o rg a n i

z a t io n , c rea ted  s p e c i f ic a l ly  fo r  the  w in te r o f 1933-1934 and never 

Intended to  be perm anent. The féd é ra l government funded I t  com pletely 

and determined a l l  I t s  p o l ic ie s ,  although the s t a t e  ERA d ire c to r  was 

u su a lly  designated CWA a d m in is tra to r In h is  s t a t e .  I t s  program was work 

r e l i e f ,  g enera lly  on p u b lic  c o n s tru c tio n , mostly road work In th e  ru ra l  

South. Standard pey In  th e  region was 30 cen ts p e r  hour fo r  common 

la b o r ,  which accounted f o r  about 60 p e r  cen t o f  Southern CWA wages

Early In the  New Deal I t  was e v id e n t th a t  many In the ru ra l South 

were dependent on d i r e c t  fed e ra l r e l i e f .  In J u ly ,  1933, a survey o f  166 

s e le c te d  farm co u n ties  revealed  th a t  In  70 Southern counties 37,000 o f

250,000 fa m ilie s , o r  15 per c e n t, rece ived  ERA a id ,  and th a t  the  p e r

centages o f country fa m ilie s  on r e l i e f  In  the  South A tla n tic , E ast South 

C entral and West South C entral census reg ions were 18, 16, and 10 resp ec 

t iv e ly .  Except f o r  th e  Mountain W est's 12 per c e n t ,  no o ther reg ion  

exceeded 6 per c e n t. However, monthly r e l i e f  p e r  fam ily was low In the  

South, varying from $4.57 p e r fam ily (E ast South C en tra l) to  $6.28 (South

Ib id . .  16-17; t r a n s c r ip t  o f testim ony o f  Harry Hopkins to  th e  Bureau 
o f  the"3u3get, January  22 , 1934, FDRL, Hopkins p ap ers . H ereafte r c i te d  as 
Hopkins papers. CWA used the  same pay sc a le s  as the  Public Works Adnln- 
I s t r a t l o n ,  which, l ik e  a l l  New Deal work r e l i e f ,  had regional d i f f e r e n 
t i a l s ,  with the low est ra te s  In th e  South. In each s ta te  h a lf  th e  CWA 
employees were supposed to  be drawn from r e l i e f  r o l l s  and the r e s t  from 
the  unemployed r e g is te re d  w ith the  National Reemployment Service job 
o f f ic e s .  However, in  severa l s t a t e s ,  e . g . ,  Georgia and F lo r id a , enough 
r e l i e f  cases were tr a n s fe r re d  en masse to  f i l l  th e  quota. This s t i l l  
l e f t  many on r e l i e f  and led  to  a p u b lic  b e l ie f  th a t  to  become e l ig ib le  
f o r  CWA one had to  g e t on r e l i e f  f i r s t .  As a r e s u l t  many middle c la s s  
unemployed, having avoided the  stigm a of the  ERA "dole" while aw aiting  
work r e l i e f ,  crowded on to  the r o l l s  and resen ted  those  e a r l i e r  (and 
fundam entally poorer) r e l i e f e r s  who received  CWA jo b s . See Lorena Hickok 
to  Hopkins, January 11, 1934, Hopkins papers.
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A tla n tic )  and $5.76 (Itest South C e n tra l) . Figures elsewhere ranged from 

$10.20 (West North C en tra l)  to  $25.70 (New England). CWA employment was 

a ls o  q u ite  la rg e . At i t s  high p o in t, in  January , 1934, th e  agency 

e n ro lle d  approxim ately 1,018,000 persons in  the  former Confederacy.3 

FERA and CWA were no t s p e c i f ic a l ly  designed fo r  th e  ru ra l South, 

and in  f a c t  were anomalous in  a tenancy system  which was supposed to  

employ a g r ic u ltu ra l  workers and provide them su b sis ten ce  when not 

occupied , and in  which land lo rds t r a d i t io n a l ly  assumed those re sp o n si

b i l i t i e s .  But w ith  th e  system breaking down, r e l i e f  was the  only imme

d ia te  way to  f i l l  th e  needs o f th e  d e s t i tu t e .  Furtherm ore, because 

a g r ic u ltu ra l  work was so seasonal and normal liv in g  standards so low, 

i t  was often  hard  to  de fine  "unemployment" in  ru ra l a re a s . As a fed e ra l 

r e l i e f  o f f ic ia l  in  Georgia to ld  one o f  Hopkins' r e p re se n ta tiv e s , "a 

farm er considers every n igger l iv in g  in  a house—or th e  w orst kind o f  

shack you ever saw—on h is  p la c e , employed, whether he i s  paying him 

anything o r  n o t .  For a few weeks each y ear perhaps, he a c tu a lly  w ill  

pay the  head o f  th e  fam ily  30 o r 40 cen ts a day."*

The o r ig in a l purpose o f  FERA was r e l i e f  o f  d e p re ss io n -re la ted  

unemployment, and no t n e c e ssa r ily  to  r a is e  l iv in g  standards o r c o r re c t  

poverty c o n d itio n s . Not everyone thought FERA should shoulder these  

a d d itio n a l r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s .  In A p ril , 1934, the  d i r e c to r  o f the Texas

3e . D. T etreau  to  Henry Wallace and Rexford G. Tugwell, October 11, 
1933, NA RG 69 , FERA Old Subject f i l e .  Includes r e l i e f  survey f o r  J u ly ,  
1933. For CWA fig u re s  see U .S ., Federal Emergency R e lie f  A dm in istra tion , 
Monthly R eport. December 1-31 . 1933 (Washington: U.S. Government 
P rin tin g  Ô ff ic e , 1 9 à4 |, 9 ) .

*Lorena Hickok to  H opkins, January  2 3 , 1934, Hopkins p ap e rs .
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S ta te  o ff ic e  wrote to  Hopkins' a s s i s t a n t ,  Aubrey W illiam s, about growing 

ru ra l case loads. Many county o f f ic e s ,  she to ld  him, had assumed, w ith 

out much an a ly sis  o f  "what they are  g e ttin g  in to  from a view point o f long 

time r e l i e f  and r e h a b i l i ta t io n ,"  th e  community's burdens o f general 

dependence and po v erty , including  many Negroes and Mexicans she thought 

could be s e l f  s u s ta in in g , a t  l e a s t  during the simmer. She recommended 

removal from r e l i e f  o f  a l l  persons "who have no t r e a l ly  been a ffec ted  

se r io u s ly  by the depression  and [who] p resen t a perennial p ic tu re  o f low 

standards o f  l iv in g ."  Instead  o f  attem pting  to  improve th e i r  co n d itio n , 

the  ERA should concen tra te  on i t s  " rea l function" o f  a id ing  those job 

le s s  on account o f  th e  d ep ress io n .5 Williams agreed th a t  those on r e l i e f  

fo r  reasons o th e r than  depression unemployment should be fo rced  back upon 

loca l re so u rces , bu t he urged the  Texas a d m in is tra to r to  "keep the back 

door open" in  case some chronic dependents faced s ta rv a t io n .6

On the  o th e r  hand, some be lieved  FERA could n o t ignore the  question 

o f  l iv in g  s tan d ard s . Considering th e  adequacy o f  r e l i e f  wages, ra d ie r  

than who should rece iv e  a s s is ta n c e , a Tulane p ro fesso r o f  so c ia l work 

to ld  W illiam s, "I do n o t know whether i t  i s  sound to  attem pt to  ra is e  

standards o f liv in g  th ru  [ s ic ]  r e l i e f .  . . ."  But f a i lu r e  to  s e t  m in i

mums fo r  c l ie n ts  would squander money by "perpetuating  a standard o f 

liv in g  th a t  makes fo r  continued i l ln e s s  and hunan w aste . . . .  To s e t  a 

r e l i e f  standard  lower than some te n a n t farm ers and ru ra l lab o re rs  g e t i s

^Marie Dresden to  Aubrey W illiam s, April 24 , 1934, NA RG 69, FERA 
s ta te  f i l e s .

^Williams to  Dresden, May 1 , 1934, ib id .
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to  . . . s e t  . . . [ I t ]  below the p itta n c e  paid by sweated in d u s tr ie s .

We do n o t do th i s  in  c i t i e s ,  why should we do i t  in  ru ra l areas?"^

Landlords' a t t i tu d e s  toward r e l i e f  in  1933 and 1934 were am bivalent. 

P a te r n a l is t ic  t r a d i t io n  made them responsib le  fo r  t h e i r  te n a n ts ' sub

s is te n c e . In December, 1933, an FERA resea rch e r found b e l ie f  in  th a t 

t r a d i t io n  s t i l l  s trong  among Alabama lan d lo rd s .^  With some consistency  

they  a lso  regarded r e l i e f  as "dem oralizing" fo r  la b o r , probably because 

i t  tended to  remove te n a n ts  and wage hands from t h e i r  d i r e c t  c o n tro l. 

Despite th is  concern, th e re  was a growing d es ire  to  s h i f t  the  resp o n si

b i l i t i e s  o f  "carry ing" ten a n ts  to  th e  FERA.9 Lorena Hickok, a personal 

in v e s tig a to r  fo r  Hopkins, found in s tan ces  o f  tobacco farm ers moving t h e i r  

su rp lus sharecroppers in to  W ilson, North C aro lin a , and even paying t h e i r  

f i r s t  week's re n t  fo r  town shacks to  q u a lify  them fo r  re lie f .^ ®  Another 

f i e ld  re p o r t ,  from Arkansas in  A p r il , 1934, to ld  o f a p la n te r  a t t i tu d e  

th a t  r e l i e f  was a method o f m aintaining the a v a i la b i l i ty  o f  cheap la b o r , 

u n t il  needed, w ithout lo ca l expense.T? In a d d itio n , as the  1934 p la n tin g  

season approached, a freq u en t com plaint was th a t  CWA pre-empted labo r 

needed by farm ers. The source of th i s  o b je c tio n , as w ill  be explored

^Florence Sytz to  W illiam s, November 27, 1934, FDRL, Williams 
papers.

^Harold Hoffsomner, "Landlord-Tenant R elations and R e lie f  in  
Alabama," Research P u b lica tio n s o f  WPA and FERA, I I ,  November 14, 1935, 
17, NA RG 69, WPA L ib ra ry . The study re f le c te d  cond itions as o f 
December, 1933.

® Ib id .. 29.

^®Hickok to  Hopkins, February 14, 1934, Hopkins papers.

TTElmer S co tt t o  H opkins, n .d .  (A p r i l ,  1934), Hopkins p ap e rs .
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s h o r t ly ,  was th a t  while th e re  was no lab o r sh o rta g e , r e l i e f  pay was 

a c tu a lly  h ig h er than customary a g ric u ltu ra l  wages o r  sharecroppers ' 

incomes.

Throughout the  New D eal, r e l i e f  agencies found themselves b e se t by 

land lo rd s d e sirin g  cheap seasonal la b o r . For example, in  the f a l l  o f  

1933, Malcolm M ille r , South C arolina ERA a d m in is tra to r , found th a t  

D. R. Coker, powerful p la n te r ,  p rogressive  a g r i c u l tu r a l i s t  and so n -in -  

law o f  Commerce S ecre tary  Dan Roper, in s is te d  th a t  r e l i e f  be suspended 

s ta te -w id e  so  t h a t  workers would be even more p le n t ifu l  and co tton  could 

be picked p r o m p t l y .G a y  B. Shepperson, Georgia ERA d ir e c to r ,  r e c a l le d  

th a t  co tton  farm ers, and growers o f  o th e r  crops as w e ll ,  were "qu ite  

brazen" in  t h e i r  demands fo r  r e l i e f  cu rta ilm en t during crop seasons. 

P la n te rs  freq u en tly  complained o f labo r sho rtages to  t h e i r  Congressmen.

They in  tu rn  contacted  Hopkins, and put him under considerab le  p ressu re  

in  th e  f a l l  o f  1934.13

The r e l i e f  estab lishm en t f e l t  constra ined  to  accom odate these  

demands, e sp e c ia lly  in  the  Cotton B e lt. In September, 1934, Hopkins 

po lled  Southern ERA d ire c to r s  and found w ithout exception th e i r  p o licy  

was to  re le a se  from t h e i r  r o l l s  persons o ffe re d  employment in  th e  f i e l d s , 1^

I^Hemorandun, M ille r  to  Hopkins, October 6 , 1934, NA RG 69 , FERA 
Old Subject f i l e .

13Memorandum o f telephone c a l l ,  Thad H olt (Alabama ERA d ir e c to r )  to  
Hopkins, September 11, 1934, Hopkins papers; form l e t t e r  from Hopkins to  
co tton  s ta te s  ERA d i r e c to r s ,  September 17, 1934, NA RG 69 , FERA Old 
Subject f i l e ;  personal in te rv iew  with Gay B. Shepperson, Richmond, 
V irg in ia , June 29, 1970.

1*See NA RG 69, FERA Old Subject f i l e ,  "cotton re p o r ts " , form 
l e t t e r  from Hopkins to  13 co tton  s ta te s  ERA d i r e c to r s ,  September 17, 
1934, and re p l ie s  from F. M. Baker o f  South C arolina (September 2 0 ) ,
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However, In numerous c a se s , p la n te rs , aware th a t  r e l i e f  c l ie n ts  had to  

accep t th e i r  work o f f e r s ,  lowered wages even below customary le v e ls .  

T herefo re , the  more conscien tious a d m in is tra to rs , such as Miss Shepper

son , t r ie d  to  a sc e r ta in  th a t  those cu t from th e  ro l ls  were o ffered  

"bondafide" employment o f  reasonable d u ra tio n , paying a t  l e a s t  th e  p re 

v a ilin g  ra te  o f  50 o r  60 cen ts  per day, which was s t i l l  in f e r io r  to  

r e l i e f .15 There i s  abundant evidence th a t  FERA and i t s  su ccesso r, th e  

Works Progress A dm in istra tion , continued throughout t h e i r  ex is ten ce  

d ischarging  c l ie n ts  f o r  low wage cotton picking.15

In the f i r s t  y ear o f  the  New Deal th e re  were frequen t cases in  which 

Southern s ta te  o f f i c i a l s  and ERA d ire c to rs  themselves were re lu c ta n t to  

extend adequate r e l i e f  in  ru ra l  a re a s . In th e  summer o f  1933 Harper 

G atton, the Kentucky a d m in is tra to r , to ld  Hopkins th a t  the  30 cen ts per 

hour recen tly  sp e c if ie d  f o r  FERA work p ro je c ts  would "play havoc in  our

Thad Holt o f Alabama (September 2 1 ), Mrs. Thomas O'Berry o f  North 
C arolina (September 2 1 ), Gay B. Shepperson o f  Georgia (September 2 1 ) , 
Wallace Crossley o f  M issouri (September 2 5 ) , George B. Power o f M iss is
s ip p i (September 2 6 ), and W alter L. Simpson o f  Tennessee (September 2 7 ). 
Miss Shepperson's l e t t e r  was forwarded to  FDR fo r  h is  in fo rm ation . See 
Hopkins to  Marvin M cIntyre, September 24 , 1934, FDRL OF 444.

Impersonal in te rv iew  w ith Gay B. Shepperson; Shepperson to  Hopkins, 
September 21, 1934, NA RG 69 , FERA Old S ub ject f i l e ,  and FDRL OF 444.

IGpor examples o f  th e  continuing c o n ^ la in ts  ag a in st these p o lic ie s  
under WPA see Gardner Jackson to  FDR, September 12, 1936 (enclosing  
Jackson to  Hopkins, September 12, 1936), FDR to  Jackson, September 26, 
1936, Jackson to  FDR, October 31, 1936, and FDR to  Jackson, December 16, 
1936, a l l  in  FDRL OF 444-C. For a l a t e r  p ro te s t  from th e  Southern 
Tenant Farmers' Union, see D. A. G riff in  and P. H. Benson to  Hopkins, 
August 20, 1938, Southern Tenant Farmers' Union papers. Southern 
H is to rica l C o lle c tio n , U n iversity  o f North C aro lina. H ereafte r c i te d  
as STFU papers.



60

a g r ic u ltu ra l  coun ties"  where farm ers had a lre ad y  p ro tes ted  a $1.50 d a lly  

wage. Gatton In tim ated  th a t  h igher ra te s  would no t be pa id  In ru ra l 

d i s t r i c t s .  Hopkins a s se r te d  th a t  30 cen ts p e r hour was "the  lowest amount 

mentioned In  the P re s id e n t 's  Reemployment Agreement»" and fed e ra l s tan d 

ards would be m aintained . He d e c la re d , " th is  business o f  [making r e l i e f  

conform to ]  a p re v a ilin g  wage on th e  farms Is  a s t a l l  to  pay m iserable 

. . . wages fo r  p u b lic  work," and vowed " to  have no p a rt"  In  I t .  F u rthe r

more, he to ld  G atton , "I am o f th e  firm  b e l i e f  th a t  In th e  long run th e  

b est th in g  th a t  can happen to  th e  South Is  a su b s ta n tia l  Increase  In th e  

wage ra te s  because I do n o t see how we are  e v e r  going to  g e t  any pur

chasing power In to  our new economy on a d o l la r  a day."^^

In August, 1933, Aubrey Williams met In  Jackson, M iss is s ip p i, w ith 

Governor Sennett Conner and o th e r s ,  to  d isc u ss  "the d e s i r a b i l i ty  o f doing 

away w ith r e l i e f  In th i s  s t a te  September 1 s t ,"  because o f  th e  ob jec tions 

o f  b ig  tax  payers and p la n te r s ' opposition  to  work r e l i e f  wage r a te s .  

Williams to ld  the  s ta te  o f f i c i a l s  they  would have to  assume fu l l  pub lic  

re s p o n s ib i li ty  f o r  such a c tio n  and th a t  n e i th e r  he nor FERA would ju s t i f y  

o r  take p a r t  In I t .  This e v id e n tly  ended th e  d isc u ss io n , although 

Williams d id  agree th a t  r e l i e f  could probably be suspended during co tton

t^H arper Gatton to  Hopkins, Ju ly  31 , 1933, Hopkins to  Rowland Haynes, 
August 2 , 1933, Hopkins to  G atton , August 3 , 1933, Hopkins papers.
There were s t i l l  o th e r  problems in  Kentucky. The le g is la tu r e  refused 
to  app rop ria te  funds fo r  r e l i e f  a f t e r  August 15. Gatton a ls o  d e c lin e d , 
co n tra ry  to  fed era l p o lic y , to  give r e l i e f  to  s tr ik in g  coal m iners. 
Consequently, Hopkins, determ ined to  f ig h t  o u t the  Issue o f  federa l 
s tandards In Kentucky, c u t o f f  fed e ra l r e l i e f  August 12, 1933. At the 
time 22 p e r cent o f  th e  s t a t e 's  population  was dependent on FERA. See 
Hickok to  Hopkins, September 6 , 1933, Hopkins papers, rep o rtin g  th a t  a t  
l e a s t  150,000 miners and su b sis ten ce  farm ers in  e as te rn  Kentucky were 
d e s t i tu t e ,  with some cases o f  s ta rv a t io n .
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picking season fo r  those o ffe re d  work In the  f ie ld s

In G eorgia, where In September, 1933, 28 per cent o f the  s t a t e 's  

fam ilie s  were on r e l i e f .  Governor Eugene Talmadge ch a rac te rized  the 

re c ip ie n ts  as "bums and lo a fe rs"  and decried  the 30 cen t per hour work 

p ro je c t wages Talmadge's o b stru c tio n  o f ERA operatlo*": f in a l ly  led  

Hopkins to  fe d e ra liz e  a l l  r e l i e f  In Georgia on Jan ra iy  

V irg in ia  s t a te  o f f i c i a l s  were no t opposed to  a s s i s t s  lar p c-r a t  fed e ra l 

expense, b u t were very re lu c ta n t  throughout 1934 tc  a te  funds as

requested by FERA. Senator Harry Byrd's o rgan iza tion  r 'n  r^ rd ly  would 

" r e s i s t  a s t a te  app rop ria tion  f o r  r e l i e f  even to  the  e x le n t o f  aban

doning the  r e l i e f  program ."21 On a more lo ca l le v e l ,  p la n te rs  and the  

county agent in  Pulaski county , Arkansas, attem pted In January , 1934, 

to  persuade ERA o f f i c i a l s  th e re  to  consu lt land lo rds when t h e i r  re n te rs  

o r  lab o re rs  app lied  fo r  r e l i e f  and be governed by th e i r  recommendations. 

One p la n te r  s tro n g ly  ob jec ted  to  the  p ra c tic e  of providing Negro c l ie n ts  

such " lu x u rie s"  as the  tomato ju ic e  given to  prevent r i c k e t s .22 

L ouisiana was a p a r t ic u la r ly  s tr ik in g  example o f  re lu c tan ce  to  

extend ru ra l r e l i e f ,  Harry E a rly , the  s ta te  d i r e c to r ,  to ld  Hopkins t h a t .

1®Aubrey W illiams to  Hopkins, August 14, 1933, Hopkins papers.

^®Alan Johnstone to  Hopkins, September 18, 1933, Hopkins papers.

20Michael Stephen Holmes, "The New Deal in  Georgia: An A dm inistra
t iv e  H is to ry ,"  (unpublished Ph.D. d is s e r ta t io n .  U niversity  o f  W isconsin, 
1969), 64-66. See Hopkins to  Eugene Talmadge, January 7 , 1934, quoted 
in  i t s  e n t i r e ty  in  Talmadge to  FDR, January 10, 1934, and FDR to  
Talmadge, January 22 , 1934, FDRL OF 444.

21Alan Johnstone to  Aubrey W illiam s, March 7 , 1934, Hopkins papers.

22£d1th F oster to  Hopkins, re p o rt f o r  January 5 -8 , 1934, Hopkins 
papers.



62

con tra ry  to  usual p r a c t ic e ,  he had b a rre d , in  November, 1933, farm ers, 

ten an ts  and croppers from FERA and CWA work p ro je c ts  because the  farm er 

was a "p ro p r ie to r ,"  capable o f s e lf -s u p p o r t "would he but apply h im se lf ."

In a fu r th e r  s te p , on February 10, 1934, the  Louisiana ad m in is tra to r made 

them in e l ig ib le  f o r  d i r e c t  a s s is ta n c e , excepting only those  in  "d ire  need ." 

He a lso  complained th a t  so  long as CWA paid  a 30 cen t hourly wage, many 

regarded i t  as employment "which they  fe e l  . . .  [a ]  moral o b lig a tio n  i f  

n o t p a t r io t i c  duty to  q u a lify  f o r . "23 Coimentlng to  Aubrey Williams on 

ERA o f f i c i a l s  in  L ouisiana and surrounding s t a t e s ,  a Tulane so c ia l work 

p ro fesso r found them "not f a r  In advance of the  ru ra l th ink ing" In which 

"so few people care about th e  poor . . . ."24

In many o th e r  cases a ss is ta n c e  was Inadequate when g iven . Sometimes 

th i s  was due to  temporary shortages o f funds. During one such p e rio d . In 

J u ly , 1933, th e  d i r e c to r  o f  so c ia l se rv ice s  fo r  the  Alabama ERA repo rted  

th a t  r o l l s  were " ru th le s s ly  cu t"  by dropping those with any opportun ity  

o f  ob tain ing  food , even in  in s u f f ic ie n t  amounts. Aid per fam ily was 

slashed  to  as l i t t l e  as 50 cen ts per week In some ru ra l coun ties and com

p le te ly  stopped In o th e rs . By August, she e s tim a ted , the  s ta te  r e l i e f  

load would reach 101,000 fam ilies .25 Although th is  s i tu a t io n  was extrem e.

^^Harry J .  Early to  Hopkins, March 31, 1934, and November 15, 1934, 
Hopkins p ap ers .

2*Florence Sytz to  Aubrey W illiam s, November 27, 1934, FDRL, Williams 
papers. Louisiana I s  a good example o f the  degree o f s ta te  Independence 
in  th e  d e ce n tra liz ed  FERA program. There was l i t t l e  th e  adm in istra tion  
could do to  fo rce  un ifo rm ity  o f p o lic y , except f o r  c u ttin g  o f f  funds from 
a s ta te  u n t i l  I t  com plied, as In th e  case o f  Kentucky In 1933, o r  fe d 
e ra l iz in g  a l l  r e l i e f  o p e ra tio n s , as In th e  case o f  Georgia In 1934.

25Mrs. A. M. T u n sta ll to  Thad H o lt, Ju ly  28 , 1933, NA RG 69, FERA 
s ta te  f i l e s .
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usual cond itions were l i t t l e  b e t t e r .  In September, 1933, Aubrey Williams 

informed Hopkins th a t  Alabama r e l i e f  was " fa r  from adequate measured by 

any decent s ta n d a rd s ."  The sta tew ide  average was then $8 o r  $9 monthly 

per fam ily , bu t those f ig u re s  were d ecep tive ly  high because 20,000 

Birmingham fam ilie s  rece ived  $17 o r $18 p e r m o n t h E R A  g ran ts  per case 

in  Georgia averaged only $5.48 in  Ju ly , 1933, and $11.12 in  January , 

1934.27 I t  was a lso  t ru e  th a t  FERA r e l i e f  was lower in  the  South than 

e lsew here. This was fre q u e n tly  j u s t i f i e d ,  o ccasio n a lly  even by Hopkins, 

w ith the  claim  th a t  Southern liv in g  co sts  were lower than those in  the  

r e s t  o f  th e  country .2®

Federal r e l i e f  made i t s  g re a te s t  im pact in  the  ru ra l South during 

the  w in te r o f  1933-1934 when CWA in je c te d  unprecedented wages in to  the  

a re a . I t s  e f fe c ts  were b e s t  recorded by FERA f i e ld  re p re se n ta tiv e s .

The most im portant and probably  most p e rcep tiv e  o f these  observers was 

Lorena Hickok, a M inneapolis newspaperwoman, f r ie n d  and occasional t r a v 

e lin g  companion of E leanor Roosevelt, and sp e c ia l in v e s tig a to r  rep o rtin g

2®Aubrey Williams to  Hopkins, September 13, 1933, Hopkins papers.

27Holmes, "The New Deal In G eorgia," 648.

2®Transcr1pt of Hopkins' testimony to Bureau of the Budget,
January 22 , 1934, Hopkins papers. For an example o f  the  d is p a r i t ie s  o f 
r e l i e f  under FERA see E. D. T etreau to  W allace and Tugwell, October 11, 
1933, NA RG 69, FERA Old S u b jec t f i l e ,  and RG 16. In 1935 WPA continued 
th e  d i f f e r e n t i a l s ,  paying as l i t t l e  as $19 and $21 per month In the  ru ra l 
South whereas o th e r reg ions received  a minimum o f between $32 and $40.
A defense o f th is  system by A ssis tan t A dm in istra to r Corrlngton 6111, 
based on th e  lower l iv in g  c o s ts  argument, appears In the  New York Tim es, 
May 26, 1935, 3 , and a c o n tra s tin g  view by Jonathan Daniels In the 
Raleigh News and O bserver. December 22, 1935. George B. T in d a ll , The 
Emergence o f  the  New $ôuth . I9;3-1945 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana S ta te  
U n iversity  P ress , 1 9 6 )), 483, argues cogently  th a t  "the d if f e r e n t ia l  
. . . r e f le c te d  d iffe re n c e s  no t In the c o s t  o f  liv in g  but In the standard  
o f l iv in g ."
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d ire c tly  to  Hopkins. On several t r i p s  through th e  South Hickok attem pted 

to  assess pub lic  opinion and eva lua te  the  fed e ra l program by in te rv iew ing  

people w ith in  and o u ts id e  the  r e l i e f  bureaucracy .29 During January and 

February, 1934, j u s t  as th e  d ism antling o f CWA was being planned fo r  the  

sp r in g , she toured th e  South A tla n tic  s t a te s .

Hickok found some outspoken supporte rs  o f  CWA. Malcolm M ille r , the  

South C arolina a d m in is tra to r , to ld  h e r he was "strong fo r  th e  federa l 

wage s c a le ,"  even though farm ers paying t h e i r  hands $3 per week could not 

compete in  h irin g  u n sk ille d  lab o re rs  w ith CWA which paid them $9 per 

week. But he thought in  the  long run i t  was necessary  to  fo rce  wages up 

and make working cond itions le s s  e x p lo i t iv e . "For 65 years the  South 

has been the  sweatshop o f  the  n a tio n ,"  he to ld  h e r ,  because "we wanted 

to  keep . . . [the  Negro] down, and d id . But we dragged ourse lves down 

to o ."30 Around M o u ltrie , G eorgia, an area  o f  d iv e rs if ie d  farm ing, she 

met lo ca l merchants who favored work r e l i e f  because i t s  wages enabled 

many to  "catch up" in  buying n e c e s s i t ie s ,  such as shoes, which they had 

needed fo r  y ea rs . Several farm ers and c i ty  o f f i c i a l s  commended th e  agency 

fo r  employing su rp lu s  lab o r and "pouring money in  a t  the b o t t o m . S h e  

encountered s im ila r  warm support from the New Deal mayor o f  C harleston , 

Burnet Maybank, and e d i to r  Jonathan Daniels o f  the  Raleigh News and 

O bserver.32

29Hopkins to  Algernon B la ir ,  January 5 , 1934, NA RG 69.

3®H1ckok to Hopkins, January 11. 1934, Hopkins papers.

Hickok to  Hopkins, January 23 and 24 , 1934, ib id .

32nickok to  H opkins, February 10 and 1 4 , 1934, i b i d . ;  R aleigh News
and O bserver, February  15 , 1934.
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However, most opinion was unfavorab le. The banker and chairman o f 

the  county commission In Jackson county , G eorgia, (a “Bourbon, h e a rt and 

so u l,"  Hickok c a lle d  him) condemned CWA as “c h a r ity "  and i t s  p ro je c ts  as 

u se le s s , and thought I t  should pay no more than 12-1/2 cen ts  per hour. 

Hickok thought he was re p re se n ta tiv e  o f a c e r ta in  small town and ru ra l 

elem ent r e lu c ta n t  to  pay h igher taxes o r  w a g e s . R a c i a l  a n tip a th y  a lso  

in fluenced  fe e lin g  a g a in s t CWA. In Savannah, among o th e r  p la c e s , Hickok 

encountered a concern th a t  many ru ra l b lacks were crowding in to  the  c i ty  

fo r  work r e l i e f ,  which they c a lle d  “guv'ment easy  money," and th a t  the 

agency b en e fited  them unduly. This opinion was r is in g  among w hites 

unable to  o b ta in  CWA employment a f t e r  quotas were f i l l e d .  One federa l 

reemployment d i r e c to r  to ld  h e r ,  “Any n ig g er who gets over $8 a week i s  a 

sp o iled  n ig g e r, t h a t 's  a l l ! “3*

Local r e l i e f  a d m in is tra to rs  rep o rted  many cases o f  farm ers wanting 

t h e i r  su rp lus sharecroppers on CWA, b u t ,  as th e  1934 p lan tin g  season 

approached, th e re  were a lready  rumblings o f  d isco n ten t from farm ers 

unable to  reemploy t h e i r  la b o re rs . In o th e r  in s ta n c e s , CWA workers were 

s t i l l  l iv in g  re n t  f re e  in  shacks on t h e i r  form er em ployers' lan d . I f  

t h e i r  r e l i e f  jobs continued a f t e r  p lan tin g  began, Hickok su spec ted , 

farm ers would e v ic t  them and b ring  In o th e r  wage hands. In e a r ly  

January Georgia co tton  p la n te rs  b lu n tly  to ld  her they counted on CWA 

tapering  o f f  before  p la n tin g  tim e .33

33nickok to  Hopkins, January 14, 1934, Hopkins papers. 

34nickok to  Hopkins, January 16, 1934, i b id .

S^Hickok to  Hopkins, January H  and 14, 1934, i b i d .
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Perhaps the  most negative a t t i tu d e s  toward r e l i e f  were those o f 

F lorida  tru ck  and c i t ru s  fa rm ers . Like co tton  p la n te r s ,  they complained 

th a t  CWA lu red  away a l l  t h e i r  w orkers, although county r e l i e f  fig u res  

dem onstrated beyond question  th e  ex is ten ce  o f  a la b o r su rp lu s . In e a r ly  

January , c i t r u s  growers in  Orlando met w ith lo ca l CWA o f f ic ia l s  and 

demanded th a t  wages be reduced to  p rev a ilin g  a g r ic u ltu ra l  le v e ls ,  o ften  

50 cen ts per d^y. The agency 's f i e ld  re p re se n ta tiv e  p resen t regarded 

th is  as an unthinkable support fo r  in to le ra b le  working c o n d i t io n s .^

The lo ca l ad m in is tra to rs  v/ent to  considerab le  len g th s to  accommodate the 

growers, o ffe r in g  to  remove from CWA, upon w ritte n  re q u e s t, any s p e c if ic  

Negroes they  claimed to  need and could n o t induce to  leave p u b lic  work, 

provided they  promise immediate and reasonably  steady  employment. Only 

one req u est was rec e iv e d .3?

Hickok thought F lo rida  c i t r u s  growers were " irre sp o n s ib le "  because 

they made n o t even the  co tton  p la n te r s ' p re tense  o f  supporting th e i r  

workers during slack  seasons. She a lso  concluded they were d ish o n est 

in  th e i r  claim s th a t  CWA caused a labor sh o rta g e . At the  time o f  th e  

Orlando m eeting the  loca l r e l i e f  o ff ic e  employed 2,000 on CWA p r o je c ts ,  

but had 4,200 re g is te re d  w ith the  Federal Reemployment o ff ic e  and d i s 

tr ib u te d  d i r e c t  r e l i e f  to  numerous o th e rs . S im ila r cond itions p rev a iled  

around Lakeland and Tampa, and probably throughout th e  e n t i r e  s t a t e . 38

3®0wen R. Lovejoy to  Alan Johnstone, January 4 , 1934, ib id .

37Hickok to  Hopkins, January 29, 1934, ib id . In the  same p lace see 
Hickok to  Hopkins, January 23 , 1934, which re p o rts  a s im ila r  procedure 
with the  same r e s u l t  in  the  co tton  b e l t .

S^Hickok to  Hopkins, Jan u ary  29 , 1934, i b i d .
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In Charleston Hickok conferred  with a group which included Clemson 

Extension o f f i c i a l s ;  c o tto n , tobacco and truck  farm ers; r e l i e f  adm in istra 

t o r s ,  so c ia l w orkers. Mayor Maybank and the  w r i te r  J u l ia  P e te rk in . The 

farm ers, who wanted CWA ended, "did no t have what you would c a l l  a so c ia l 

view point. They were q u ite  frank  in  t h e i r  sta tem ents th a t  they  wanted to  

keep the  p rice  o f  la b o r down" to  i t s  usual leve l o f  75 cents p e r  dey, o r 

in  the  case o f  tru ck  farm ers, 40 cen ts per day. They wanted CWA discon

tinued  in  towns as w ell as in  ru ra l areas to  p reven t th e i r  Negroes from 

leaving  farms to  seek work r e l i e f .  "There's a s o r t  o f  enchanting naivete  

about th ese  fe llo w s ,"  she to ld  Hopkins. "They tak e  i t  fo r  g ran ted  th a t  

t h e i r  in te r e s ts  should be taken under co nsidera tion  f i r s t  and . . . th e n , 

i f  th e re  i s  any considera tion  l e f t ,  o th e r  people should have a chance." 

When she inqu ired  how wage hands could s u b s is t  during  slack  seasons, one 

farm er r e p l ie d ,  "'O h, they can f i s h ! '"39

L a te r , Maybank and the  ERA s t a f f  members s tre s s e d  to  Hickok th a t  

th e re  was a lab o r s c a rc i ty  only in  terms o f  what most farm ers wanted to  

pay—a lack  o f  farm workers who p re fe rred  40 cen ts  per day to  CWA. They 

m aintained th a t  th e  sh o rtag e , i f  such e x is te d , would d isappear when 

employers paid  a l iv in g  wage. Maybank, a c tu a lly  d iscussing  an h is to r ic a l  

outlook o f Southern p la n te rs  in  g e n e ra l, to ld  h e r  th a t  the tru ck  farm ers, 

e s p e c ia l ly ,  were "gam blers," th in k in g  in  terms o f  h ig h -p ro f i t  w in d fa lls  

from a good se a so n 's  c rop , "up today and down tomorrow," never in te re s te d  

in  "any o rd in a ry , even income." Such a t t i tu d e s  were not conducive to  

steady  employment o f  wage hands, r a th e r ,  growers desired  "p len ty  o f  cheap

39Hickok to  Hopkins, February 8 ,  1934, i b i d .
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lab o r to  grab on a moment's n o t ic e ."  Obviously, CWA d isrup ted  th is  

c o n d itio n .40

As fo r  farm ers s t i l l  using a co n trac tu a l sharecropping arrangem ent, 

Hickok concluded th a t  many of them wanted the  government to  assume th e i r  

o ld  function  o f "ca rry in g ,"  o r "keeping th e i r  peons a liv e  during the  

s lack  season on pork and m eal." But, she th o u g h t, both in  the  case of 

wage labo r and tenancy , many farm ers and p la n te rs  expected r e l i e f  to  be 

ended p r io r  to  t h e i r  work season '" s o  these  n iggers  w ill be good and 

h u n g ry ," ' and thus provide abundant cheap la b o r . T heir opposition  to  

CWA stemmed from the r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  i t  could fo rce  them to  o f f e r  b e t te r  

terms in  o rder to  g e t and keep la b o r .

In A p ril , 1934, Hickok encountered in  o th e r  p a r ts  o f the  South the  

irony  o f the  ru ra l poor find ing , b e t te r  cond itions on r e l i e f  than in  any 

a g r ic u ltu ra l  work a v a ila b le  to  them. She observed the  g re a t numbers o f 

b lacks and Mexicans, many no doubt o f country  o r ig in ,  rece iv in g  a id  in  

New O rleans, Houston and San Antonio. In those p laces she found wide

spread opinion th a t  they  so s a tu ra te d  the r o l l s  th a t  funds were spread 

too  th in ,  depressing the  s tandards of pub lic  a ss is ta n c e  f o r  middle c la ss  

w hites forced to  seek i t .  Influenced by lo ca l ERA o f f i c i a l s ,  she became 

h a lf  convinced th a t  th e  government should fo rce  d e s t i tu te  Negroes and 

Mexicans o ff  the  r o l l s  and in to  a g r ic u ltu ra l  la b o r ,  even though she 

recognized i t  as "peonage," on th e  assumption th a t  they would be no worse 

o f f  than u su a l. Then lim ite d  FERA money could provide work r e l i e f  fo r

40nickok to  Hopkins, February 10, 1934, i b i d . 

41 Hickok to  Hopkins, February 14, 1934, i b i d .
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th e  middle c la ss  w ithout lowering th e i r  accustomed liv in g  cond itions so 

d r a s t ic a l ly .  While Hickok adm itted  th a t  a fed e ra l double standard  o f 

access to  r e l i e f  was hard ly  d e fe n s ib le , she had heard th a t  such d isc rim 

in a tio n  was q u ie tly  p rac ticed  in  many areas anyw ay.42

By the beginning of 1934 FERA recognized s t i l l  more problems in  the  

ru ra l South. The agency found i t s  e f fo r ts  com plicated by acreage r e s t r i c 

t io n .  D islocation  o f ten an ts  and decreased need fo r  wage hands en larged  

an e x is tin g  farm lab o r su rp lus and fu r th e r  overburdened r e l i e f  r o l l s .  In 

January , 1934, a co tto n  p la n te r  near Augusta, G eorgia, b lu n tly  to ld  Hickok 

t h a t  along with c u rta ilm en t o f  h is  p lan tin g  he would reduce h is  work force  

by 25 per cen t. Near M ou ltrie , G eorgia, cropper displacem ent was a lready  

vfell advanced, n o t as a r e s u l t  o f  AAA, but because several years e a r l i e r  

p rog ressive  farm ers had v o lu n ta r ily  d iv e rs if ie d  crops and in troduced 

l iv e s to c k , and in  th e  process c u t C o lqu itt coun ty 's  co tton  land from

90,000 to  45,000 a c re s . There was a corresponding increase  in  su rp lu s 

la b o re rs , many o f whom were employed in 1934 by CWA. When Hickok met with 

South Carolina farm ers and Extension o f f i c i a l s  in  February, "they 

in s i s t [ e d ]  th a t  AAA reduction  o f  acreage w ill not mean reduced employ

m ent," because t h e i r  co n tra c ts  requ ired  them to  m aintain th e i r  usual 

number o f  croppers and they "swore by a l l  t h a t 's  holy" they would observe 

t h a t  reg u la tio n . She to ld  Hopkins she considered them le s s  frank than 

Georgia p la n te r s .43

In easte rn  North C aro lin a , where surveys counted some 10,000

42Hickok to  Hopkins, A pril 13 and 17 and May 4 , 1934, I b id . 

43nickok to  Hopkins, January 14 and 24 and February 8 , 1934, I b i d .
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uprooted co tton  and tobacco te n a n ts , Hickok v is i te d  sq u a tte rs  l iv in g  on 

farms in shacks and windowless tobacco b a m s , people w ithout p rospects 

o f  sharecropping who could expect e a r ly  e v ic tio n  by landlords who could 

not l e t  them s tay  perm anently. These people , she concluded, “a re  our 

r e l i e f  load . Hundreds o f them have moved to  town [W ilson, North C arolina] 

. . . .  T heir number in c re a se s , due to  the  PRACTICAL re s u l ts  o f  AAA 

acreage red u c tio n . . . .  I d o n 't  care  HOW much the  farm ers ta lk  about 

th a t  agreement no t to  lay  o ff  hands. . . ."44

The e f f e c ts  o f  t h i s  displacem ent were well recognized in  the  h igher 

echelons o f FERA. In hearings on January 22, 1934, Hopkins informed the  

Budget Bureau th a t  "we w ill have to  take  care o f  ten s  o f thousands of 

negro . . . and o th e r  farm lab o re rs  who have worked in  the cotton  f i e ld s ,  

chopping, p lan tin g  o r  p ick ing , who w ill  not be employed." Not th a t  he 

welcomed the re s p o n s ib i l i ty ;  he made c le a r  th a t  he thought i t  belonged 

elsew here, "I have been over a t  th e  A gricu ltu re  Department," he s a id ,  

"and t r ie d  to  g e t them to  put a c lause  in  th is  [pending Bankhead Cotton 

Control] le g is la t io n  saying th a t  th e se  people have got to  take care  o f  

th e i r  te n a n ts ."45

There was a ls o  an awareness w ith in  FERA th a t  the  ru ra l S ou th 's  lab o r 

su rp lus was not caused so le ly  by acreage red u c tio n , but was a long s tan d 

ing co n d itio n . In G eorgia, ERA a d m in is tra to r  Shepperson estim ated  th a t  

the excess had been mounting f o r  th e  l a s t  10 y e a rs . In North C aro lin a ,

44nickok to  Hopkins, February 14, 1934, i b id . Emphasis o r ig in a l .

45xranscript o f Hopkins' testimony to Bureau of the Budget, 
January 22, 1934, Hopkins papers.
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Jonathan D aniels c a lle d  i t  a permanent problem and suggested to  Hickok 

th a t  I t  would requ ire  more than emergency trea tm e n t. In February, 1934, 

near the  end o f  her South A tlan tic  t r i p ,  Hickok summarized fo r  Hopkins 

local a d m in is tra to rs ' opinions th a t  "we are  by no means through w ith th is  

r e l i e f  job  In the  South. Everywhere I hear the  same th in g . A tremendous 

labo r su rp lus th a t  Is  not an emergency [co n d itio n ] . . .  but CHRONIC 

. . . [e s p e c ia lly ]  In ru ra l areas among i l l i t e r a t e  Negroes and poor 

vriiites." She continued , " ju s t  how b i t  the  su rp lu s I s  can only be guessed 

a t  now . . .  I t  might be a darned good Idea to  s t a r t  find ing  o u t. That 

th e re  IS . . .  a su rp lus nobody do u b ts .

Not only th e  s u r f e i t  o f  la b o r , bu t general p o v e rty , was recognized 

by some as chron ic . The Episcopal bishop of South C arolina confided to  

Hickok h is  suspicion  " th a t even In good times th in g s  have been a whole 

lo t  worse in  the  South than we knew. I f  I t  h t i o ' t  done anything e l s e ,  

th e  fed e ra l emergency r e l i e f  program has brought them to  our a t te n t io n .  

And now, having had . . . [poverty co n d itio n s] brought out In to  the open, 

we ought to  clean them up."*? Throughout the  South FERA observers

*®H1ckok to  Hopkins, February 5 , 1934, Hopkins papers. In the 
same place see a lso  H ickok's l e t t e r  o f  February 14 , 1934.

*?H1ckok to  Hopkins, February 5 ,  1934, Hopkins papers. There Is  
evidence th a t  fo r  a few the  depression  had the  e f f e c t  o f making ev id en t 
the  poverty which had alwqys e x is te d . A New O rleans u t i l i t y  executive  
sa id  féd éra l r e l i e f  had made v is ib le  th e  "accumulated dregs o f  human 
misery . . . [which] had been l ik e  sediment ly ing  a t  the  bottom . . .
[ to  which] had been added a l l  the  wreckage o f  re c e n t y e a rs ."  See 
Elmer S co tt to  Hopkins, A pril 12, 1934, Hopkins p a p e rs . E. J .  Webster 
to  Hopkins, November 25, 1934, Hopkins papers, rep o rte d  from D allas th a t  
"even more d is tre s s in g  thait^the low poverty lev e l o f  many r e l i e f  c l i e n t s  
I s  the  f a c t  th a t  I t  does no t re p re se n t the  consequences o f an economic 
ca ta s tro p h e . I t  i s  t h e i r  usual s t a t e .  . . . "  G ertrude Gates to  Aubrey 
W illiam s, December 14 , 1934, Hopkins papers, r e fe r re d  to  surveys made
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reached s im ila r  conclu sions. F ie ld  re p o r te r  Edith F o ste r noted th a t  

Alabama sharecroppers crowded on to  r e l i e f  r o l l s  because of "conditions 

[which] are the accumulation o f  many y ears  of dwindling income." L ike

w ise , she found lo ca l ERA d ire c to rs  in  Arkansas concerned about the  causes 

o f  dependency in  a system which gave thousands a "s ta rv a tio n  income."

She discovered th a t  h i l l  county o f f i c i a l s  considered i t  unnecessary to  

in v e s tig a te  a p p lica n ts  fo r  a id  because o f  th e  a re a 's  "uniform p o v erty ."  

From L i t t le  Rock Elmer S co tt rep o rted  th a t  "the product o f f i f t y  y ears  

o f a g r ic u ltu ra l  e x p lo ita t io n  i s  a very la rg e  body o f u n sk illed  and . . . 

vagrant ten an try  devoid o f mental o r m ateria l re so u rc e s ."  A F lo rida  

ad m in is tra to r  to ld  o f "wretched co nd itions o f  l i f e "  which had p rev a iled  

in  the  northw estern p a r t  o f  the  s ta te  f o r  ten  y e a rs , since  the decline  

o f  i t s  lumber in d u s try , and concluded, " th is  d i s t r i c t  has been l i t t l e  

e ffe c te d  [ s ic ]  by th e  c u rre n t depression."*8

FERA a d m in is tra to rs , who w restled  d a ily  with th e  problems o f 

d ispensing  r e l i e f  to  unemployed in  c i t i e s  and towns, were in  the  b e s t 

o f  a l l  p o s itio n s  to  ap p rec ia te  th a t  in d u stry  could no t absorb the ru ra l 

poor. The South C arolina and Georgia d ire c to rs  saw l i t t l e  lik e lih o o d  of 

i t .  Malcolm M ille r  found t e x t i l e  m ill managers sk e p tic a l o f such sug

g e s tio n s , even though th e i r  f a c to r ie s  were then in c reas in g  p ro d u c tio n .49

in  1926 rev ea lin g  widespread need in  ru ra l V irg in ia , but thought the  
s t a t e 's  "conservative  elem ent" had been, and s t i l l  w as, in d if fe re n t  to  
i t .  "Why should they  be d is tu rb ed  in  1934 and 1935 about those same 
peop le , plus a few more?" she wrote o f t h e i r  ou tlook .

48Edith F oste r rep o rts  to  Aubrey W illiams fo r  January 9-14 and 
February 12-15, 1934, Elmer S co tt to  Hopkins, n .d . (A p ril , 1934) and Ju liu s  
Stone to  Hopkins, A pril 11, 1934, Hopkins papers.

49Hickok to  Hopkins, January 25, 1934, and Malcolm M ille r to  Hopkins, 
A pril 3 , 1934, Hopkins papers.
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FERA co n tin u a lly  rece ived  rep o rts  o f d e s t i tu t io n ,  ap p allin g  health  condi

t io n s ,  squa lid  housing and general m isery among the  "spare help" in  

C arolina  m ill v i l l a g e s ,  which were a problem fo r  the  agency in  them

selves.SO  Moreover, a l l  the m ajor Southern c i t i e s  Hickok v is i te d  in  th e  

f i r s t  h a lf  of 1934 rep o rted  very la rg e  r e l i e f  loads.SI

Some w ith in  FERA a lso  perceived th a t  the  d ec lin in g  cotton  produc

tiv e n ess  o f  the  SoutheastSZ made i t  u n lik e ly  th a t  the  t r a d i t io n a l  s ta p le  

crop economy could reabsorb  i t s  excess w orkers. Hickok encountered "a 

good deal o f  gloom about the  economic fu tu re  o f  the  South" from Georgia 

and South Carolina a d m in is tra to rs , who thought th a t  th e i r  s t a t e s ,  w ith 

much s o i l  exhaustion and high f e r t i l i z e r  expenses, were f in ish e d  as c o t

ton grow ers, unable to  compete w ith a reas west o f  the  M ississipp i R iver. 

Thoughtful people might propose a g r ic u ltu ra l  d iv e r s i f ic a t io n ,  but to  th e  

e x te n t  th a t  i t  had o ccu rred , v o lu n ta r ily  o r  as a r e s u l t  o f  AAA, i t  had 

o ften  reduced th e  demand fo r  hand la b o r .53

5®Reports to  Hopkins from Martha G ellhom , November 5 , 11 and 19 , 
1934, Hopkins p ap ers . These r e p o r ts ,  although w ritte n  in  la te  1934, con
cerned chronic co n d itio n s and were ap p licab le  to  e a r ly  1934.

5^See f o r  example, Hickok to  Hopkins, January 16 (Savannah),
January 25 (A tla n ta ) , January 29 and 31 (Miami), March 29 (Montgomery), 
A pril 13 (New O rlean s), A pril 17 (Houston and San A ntonio), a l l  from 
1934, Hopkins papers.

5%For two contemporary sc h o la rly  views o f  the declin ing  p o s itio n  o f 
th e  Southeast see A rthur F. Raper, Preface to  P easan try . A Tale o f Two 
Black B elt Counties (New York: Atheneum, 1968 e d i t io n ) ,  171, 20l-2Ô é, 
216-È22, 404-407 and Will A lexander's Forward to  th e  o r ig in a l 1936 
e d i t io n ;  Charles S. Johnson, Edwin R. Embree and Will Alexander, The 
Collapse o f  Cotton Tenancy (Chapel Hi l l :  U n iversity  o f  North C aro lina  
P re ss , 1935), 35-36, 30-43.

GSnickok to  H opkins, January  11 and 2 4 , 1934, Hopkins p ap ers .
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The most percep tive  Southern FERA o f f i c i a l s  recognized th a t  the  

agency, i f  i t  hoped to  prevent con tinual expansion o f i t s  r e l i e f  lo ad , 

not to  mention decreasing  i t ,  would have to  con fron t the  problems o f the 

impact o f i t s  wages in  an impoverished reg io n , acreage red u c tio n , ten an t 

d isp lacem ent, and chron ic  lab o r su rp lu s not immediately a ss im ilab le  by 

e i th e r  a g ric u ltu re  o r  in d u s try . These concerns could put FERA in to  the  

business o f  providing some new occupation , presumably a g r ic u l tu r a l ,  fo r  

the  ru ra l poor and ra is in g  t h e i r  l iv in g  standards to  an accep tab le  le v e l .  

Such a po licy  would go considerab ly  beyond th e  o r ig in a l o b jec tiv e  of 

a id ing  th e  unemployed, y e t  might be necessary  fo r  i t s  success.

The impending e x p ira tio n  o f  CWA (never in tended to  l a s t  beyond the 

sp ring  o f  1934) brought a l l  th ese  Southern r e l i e f  problems to  a p o in t 

which demanded an a ttem pt a t  re s o lu tio n . On January 24, Budget D irec to r 

Louis Douglas recoinnended to  Roosevelt th a t  he disband the  agency by 

February 15, before lo ca l " p o l i t ic a l  su b d iv is io n s"  which had developed 

vested  in te r e s ts  in  i t ,  made th a t  s te p  in c re as in g ly  d i f f i c u l t .  Even i f  

th e  P resid en t decided to  continue the  program, Douglas though t, i t  should 

be "m ate ria lly  dim inished in  ru ra l a r e a s ."54 R oosevelt, concerned about 

excessive spending and apprehending c rea tio n  o f  a permanent r e l i e f  c la s s ,  

agreed. On February 17 Hopkins announced th a t  CWA would be phased o u t. 

In d u s tr ia l c i t i e s  would m aintain f u l l  quotas u n t i l  la te  March, but 400,000 

would be dropped w ith in  the  week, beginning in  the  South.55

54(^morandum, Louis Douglas to FDR, January 24, 1934, Hopkins papers.

55A tlan ta  C o n s titu tio n . February 17, 1934; William E. Leuchtenburg, 
Franklin  D. Roosevelt and the  New Deal (New York: Harper and R*/, 1963), 
122-lè3 . Hopkins, concerned about moving too  a b ru p tly , in fluenced  FDR 
to  reduce the pace o f  disbanding CWA. See Hopkins to  FDR, February 15, 
1934, FDRL OF 444.
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Those farm ers and o thers who opposed work r e l i e f  undoubtedly wel

comed Hopkins' announcement. Some lo ca l ERA a d m in is tra to rs  a lso  d esired  

the  end o f  CWA because they thought they  de tected  th e  spread o f  an 

improper b e l ie f  among i t s  employees th a t  they were e n t i t le d  by r ig h t  to  

pub lic  jo b s . Hickok reached th is  conclusion and found th a t  many on the  

North C arolina s t a f f  agreed with h e r . 56 However, c e r ta in  o th e r s ta te  

d i r e c to r s ,  no tab ly  Miss Shepperson in  A tla n ta , doubted th a t  CWA could 

remedy any o f the  ru ra l  Sou th 's fundamental i l l s  and th e re fo re  wanted to  

rep lace  i t  w ith something o f more la s t in g  e ffe c tiv e n e ss  and confine fu tu re  

FERA work r e l i e f  to  c i t i e s  and tow ns.5? S im ila rly , in  February, 1934, 

Aubrey W illiam s, considering  the  dep lorab le  standards of r e l i e f  in  the  

South, sensed a growing fee lin g  in  Washington th a t  CWA could not simply be 

"choked o f f . "5% But he a lso  adm itted th a t  i t  could not permanently u p l i f t  

the  poor, even i f  continued in d e f in i te ly .  I f  the  FERA intended to  g e t 

ru ra l people on t h e i r  f e e t ,  he w ro te , o th e r means would have to  be 

found.59

Finding more app rop ria te  means was a major problem , e sp e c ia lly  since  

th e re  was general o b jec tio n  to  d i r e c t  r e l i e f  o r th e  " d o l e ,"59 which in  

any case would no t be more e f fe c t iv e  in  changing fundamental cond itions

55Hickok to  Hopkins, February 4 and 5 , 1934, Hopkins p ap ers .

57Hickok to  Hopkins, January 25 , 1934, Hopkins papers.

58Aubrey W illiams to  Edith F o s te r , February 7 , 1934, NA RG 69.

59$ee Harry J .  Early to  Aubrey W illiam s, February 21, 1934, and 
Williams to  E arly , February 26, 1934, NA RG 69.

50Aubrey Williams to Edith Foster, February 7 , 1934, NA RG 69. An 
exception was the budget director. See Louis Douglas to FDR, January 24, 
1934, Hopkins papers.
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than CWA. However, one fash ionable  Idea o f th e  e a r ly  1930s was th a t  

sunmed up by the phrase "back to  the lan d ."  Some expected th a t  large  

numbers o f the  unemployed could be moved to  the  country where they could 

s u b s is t  by growing t h e i r  own food on small garden p lo ts .  This p roposa l, 

o f  c o u rse , f a i le d  to  consider the  e x is tin g  excess o fa g r ic u ltu ra l la b o r .61 

Among some in ru ra l a reas th e re  was a corresponding and equally  s im p lis t ic  

no tion  th a t  d isp laced  farm ers could be absorbed by in d u s try .

A somewhat more informed version  o f "back to  the  land" was the sub

s is te n c e  homesteading then being attem pted by the  In te r io r  Department. 

Beginning in 1933, i t s  Subsistence Homestead D ivision had e s tab lish ed  

severa l "ru ra l in d u s t r ia l"  co lon ies fo r  "stranded" workers (those l e f t  

unemployed by th e  d ec lin e  o r  f a i lu r e  o f t h e i r  a re a 's  only in d u s try ) , 

p rovid ing  them garden acreage and perhaps cows and ch ickens. Residents 

were to  produce most o f  t h e i r  own food and, i f  p o s s ib le , secure p a rt  

time fac to ry  work fo r  cash income. There were e x p e c ta tio n s , no t well 

founded, th a t  m anufacturers would d e c e n tra liz e  and lo c a te  near these 

su b sis ten ce  communities. By e a r ly  1934 the  FERA had c rea ted  a few exper

im ental p ro je c ts , s im ila r  in  concept. Among the  most im portant was 

Woodlake, north  o f Houston, promoted by Colonel Lawrence Westbrook, the  

Texas ERA d i r e c to r .6% Proposals to  re tu rn  th e  d e s t i tu te  to  the land 

appealed to  some Southern businessmen. For example, an FERA f ie ld  re p re 

s e n ta t iv e  wrote from Houston th a t  techno log ica l advances, NRA reco g n itio n

6lGeorge B. T in d a ll ,  The Emergence o f th e  New South, 371.

®^Paul K. Conkin, Tomorrow A New World: The New Deal Community 
Program ( I th a c a . New YorF: Cornell U n iversity  P re ss , 1909). See 
g e n e ra lly  chap ter 5 , "The Subsistence Homesteads Program," 93-130, 
e s p e c ia lly  105-109 and 132.
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o f c o lle c t iv e  bargain ing  and code prov isions fo r  minimum wages had given 

impetus in  Texas to  in d u s tr ia l  p lan t m odernization and e lim in a tio n  of 

lab o r in  an e f f o r t  to  minimize c o s ts .  A ccordingly, he rep o rte d , some 

in d u s t r i a l i s t s ,  recognizing  the displacem ent o f  w orkers, wanted sub

s is te n c e  homesteading to  coun terac t i t ,  absolv ing  them o f re s p o n s ib i li ty  

fo r  in c reas in g  unemployment and allow ing co st c u ttin g  improvements to  

proceed as rap id ly  as p o s s ib le .63

Another emerging id e a , not to  be confused with the subsis tence  

communities, was th a t  th e  ru ra l poor, a lready  loca ted  on land o r re c e n tly  

d isp laced  from i t ,  b u t in  any case n o t adequately  employed in  a g r ic u ltu re ,  

and perhaps on r e l i e f ,  could be re e s ta b lish e d  as farmers on small in d i 

vidual acreages and made s e lf - s u s ta in in g  by a combination o f  c re d i t  and 

c lose  sup erv isio n . By th e  beginning o f  1934 th i s  concept, which became 

known as ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n ,  was f a i r l y  widespread in  the  South.

Possib ly  the  e a r l i e s t  a p p lica tio n  o f  the  idea  was by a p r iv a te ly  

organized r e l i e f  committee in  G re en v ille , South C aro lina. In 1930, i t s  

chairm an, investm ent banker Robert W. Hudgens, who "had to  s e l l  th e  idea  

to  h im se lf ,"  and Mrs. B. S. H i l l ,  th e  committee’s so c ia l w orker, organ

ized  a farm p ro je c t w ith  many r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  f e a tu re s .  Adm inistering 

Red Cross funds, they had been d ispensing  r e l i e f  to  unemployed m ill 

hands, most o f whom were o f  farm background and desired  to  re tu rn  to  the  

coun try . Accordingly, they  se le c te d  re c ip ie n ts  fo r  p o ss ib le  r e e s ta b l is h 

ment on the  land , using as c r i t e r i a  farm experience , eagerness to  work, 

in te l l ig e n c e  and a d a p ta b i l i ty .

63Elmer S c o tt to  H opkins, A pril 6 ,  1934, Hopkins p a p e rs .
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Hudgens and Mrs. H ill had d i f f ic u l ty  financ ing  t h e i r  program. Local 

churches and c h a r i t ie s  were d is in te re s te d . Extension o f f i c i a l s  a t  Clemson 

to ld  Hudgens th a t  h is  r e l i e f  c l ie n ts  had l e f t  farms in  the f i r s t  p lace 

because they were b a s ic a lly  "sorry*" and tre a te d  d e ris iv e ly  h is  sugges

tio n  th a t  they had f a i l e d  fo r  lack o f farm ing knowledge. Hudgens was 

a lso  unable to  secure fed e ra l funds from th e  Hoover a d m in is tra tio n . 

N evertheless they lo ca ted  land fo r  t h e i r  c l i e n t s ,  32 vacant farms near 

G reenville  and a 1,000 acre  t r a c t  in  A bbeville county , fo rec losed  by a 

fed era l land  bank. The bank agreed to  re n t  the  land fo r  $25 p e r fam ily 

per y ea r i f  the  com nittee would superv ise  th e  te n a n ts .

Meanwhile, Hudgens obtained $5,000 from th e  National Red Cross with 

which to  provide m ules, wagons, plows and sim ple to o ls  fo r  the  c l i e n t s .  

T it le  to  th ese  goods remained with th e  Red Cross to  prevent s a le  o r  mort

gage. In A p ril, 1931, Hudgens and Mrs. H ill s e t t l e d  32 fam ilie s  on the  

ind iv idua l farms and 10 on p o rtions o f th e  A bbeville land . By June the  

l a t t e r  were in  d i f f ic u l ty  and th e  sp o n so rs , p rim arily  Mrs. H i l l ,  app lied  

more in ten s iv e  su p e rv is io n . "I stood r ig h t  over them the r e s t  o f the  

summer," she re c a l le d . "They were the  most h e lp le ss  people you ev er saw. 

They c o u ld n 't  even have t h e i r  mules shod w ithout adv ice ."  As Red Cross 

funds ran out she arranged $900 c r e d i t  from loca l m erchants. Under her 

guidance the  fam ilie s  were able to  repay the  advance and d iv id e  $840 c o t

ton income and la rg e  q u a n ti t ie s  o f  garden produce. In 1932 Mrs. H ill 

secured fed era l seed loans fo r  the  r e h a b i l i ta n ts  and by 1934 they had 

progressed to  the  p o in t o f  arranging th i s  financing  fo r  them selves.64

6 4 îh is  account o f the  A bbeville p ro je c t i s  drawn from Hickok to  
Hopkins, February 7 , 1934, Hopkins p ap ers , and personal in te rv iew  w ith
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The A bbeville p ro je c t  a ttra c te d  considerab le  a t te n t io n ,  including  

th a t  o f Rexford G. Tugwell, who v is i te d  i t  in  1935 and in d ire c t ly  

o ffe red  Hudgens a p o s itio n  in  the  recen tly -o rgan ized  Resettlem ent 

A dm inistra tion . In the  summer o f  1935 Hudgens accepted and began h is  

c a ree r w ith th e  agency, u ltim a te ly  becoming an A ss is tan t A dm inistrator 

o f  th e  Farm S ecurity  Adm inistration.® ^

By the  beginning o f  1934 many w ith in  th e  FERA had concluded th a t  a 

po licy  o f  re e s ta b lish in g  poor farmers on land  through superv ised  c r e d i t  

would be an e f fe c t iv e  program in  i t s e l f  and a convenient replacement 

fo r  CWA. D iscussing th e  m atter with Lorena Hickok, Miss Shepperson and 

Lincoln McConnell, th e  fed e ra l Reemployment D irector f o r  G eorgia, 

expressed grave concern about the p e r s is te n t  surp lus o f ig n o ran t and 

backward country peop le , o ften  a f f l ic te d  w ith  d e b il i ta t in g  d iseases and 

no t a ss im ilab le  by in d u s try . The a d m in is tra to rs  considered c i ty  and 

town unemployment a tru e  depression emergency req u irin g  maximum r e l i e f  

e f f o r t s .  However, they d id  n o t regard ru ra l impoverishment as merely an 

emergency, i t  was a fundamental co n d itio n , which, though worsened by the

Robert W. Hudgens, Chapel H i l l ,  North C a ro lin a , Ju ly  8 and 9 ,  1970. 
Hudgens re fe rs  to  th e se  people as needing superv ision  because they had 
experienced such prolonged p riv a tio n  th a t  " th e ir  recu p era tiv e  powers 
were inqsaired." Although th e  Abbeville p ro je c t  was a community opera ting  
on a crop d iv is io n  b a s is ,  i t  d iffe re d  in  Im portant re sp e c ts  from Sub
s is te n c e  Homesteading (o f which Mrs. H ill was a c r i t i c ) .  C lien ts  had to  
have farm backgrounds. No p a r t  time in d u s tr ia l  work was contem plated— 
the goal was s e lf - s u s ta in in g  farm ing. Although acreage p e r fam ily was 
small and th e re  was g re a t s t r e s s  on producing food, a cash crop was 
grown. Moreover, the  community arrangement appears not to  have been 
very b ind ing . On February 7 , 1934, Hickok reported  th a t  f iv e  of the  
o rig in a l fam ilie s  had l e f t  to  become independent tenan ts elsew here.
And, f in a l ly ,  th e re  were 32 fa m ilie s , o f g en era lly  h igher a b i l i ty  l e v e ls ,  
placed on ind iv idua l farm s.

®®Personal in te rv iew  with Robert W. Hudgens.
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d ep ress io n , was not caused by I t .  For th is  reason . In Shepperson's 

op in ion , the  $7 m illio n  per month FERA and CWA spent In Georgia was 

wasted ou ts id e  the  c i t i e s ,  s in ce  I t  e ffe c te d  no b asic  changes.^6

Shepperson and McConnell, and members o f  the  South C arolina r e l i e f  

s t a f f  as w e ll,  thought the  so lu tio n  was "subsistence" farming with in te n 

s iv e  su p e rv is io n . They d id  not regard  a v a l l l a b l l l ty  o f  land as an In su r

mountable problem since  t h e i r  Inform ation was the fed e ra l government owned 

ex tensive  t r a c t s  In the  South on which lan d less  farm ers could grow th e i r  

food and small amounts o f  co tton  f o r  cash . C lien ts  could r e p a i r ,  or i f  

necessary  b u ild , th e i r  own cab in s . Only the  sim p lest equipment and f a c i l 

i t i e s  would have to  be fu rn ished  them. Hickok reported  th a t  the adm inis

t r a t o r s ' advice was "d o n 't t r y  to  s t a r t  o f f  with bath tubs and m attresses 

. . . .  Bring In those  th in g s one a t  a tim e. But f i r s t  . . . g e t them 

ou t o f those hovels and In to  w eatherproof cab in s. That would be enough 

to  s t a r t  w1th."G7

D espite refe rences to  th is  proposal as "subsistence  farm ing," Hickok 

s tre s se d  th a t  I t  d i f fe re d  from the  I n te r io r  Departm ent's p ro je c ts  she 

had observed In 1933 In West V irg in ia . There was no In te n tio n  o f  moving 

stranded In d u s tr ia l  workers In to  ru ra l c o lo n ie s , she po in ted  o u t, bu t 

ra th e r  o f " tak ing  people who a re  a lready  on the  lan d , thousands . . .  o f 

sharecroppers . . . [and wage] hands, who are  e x is tin g  In tumble down

®^H1ckok to  Hopkins, January 25 and February 5 and 14, 1934, Hopkins 
papers. By March, 1934, Hopkins was making pub lic  remarks nearly  Iden
t ic a l  to  Miss Shepperson 's. See A tlan ta  C o n s titu tio n , March 14, 1934.

G^HIckok to  H opkins, Jan u ary  25 and February 5 and 1 4 , 1934,
Hopkins p ap e rs .
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shacks . . . c lu t te r in g  up farms where th e re  i s  no employment fo r  them ," 

and giving them the necessary  superv ision  to  r a is e  th e i r  l iv in g  stan d 

a rd s , however modestly.®®

The ad m in istra to rs  emphasized th a t  maximum superv ision  would be the  

key to  any r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  program 's su ccess , along with a tte n tio n  to  the  

most se rio u s  of the c l i e n t s '  hea lth  problems. Such guidance might have 

to  be permanent fo r  the  p resen t generation  of the  poor, they  thought, 

bu t w ith h e a lth  care and ed uca tion , t h e i r  ch ild ren  might become s e l f -  

su s ta in in g . Hickok a n tic ip a te d  th a t  some would o b jec t th a t  the  contem

p la ted  sm all sca le  farming o ffered  a t  b e s t a su b sis ten ce  w ith no chance 

fo r  advancement, but she a sse rte d  th a t  impoverished Negroes and poor 

w hites were a lready  a "wretched lo t"  w ithout ambitions to  b lu n t o r morale 

to  ru in . Moreover, she though t, they  were doc ile  and would lend them

selves to  a supervision  which might seem p a te r n a l i s t ic  to  Northern 

c r i t i c s . 69

Hickok informed Hopkins th a t  he could probable expect Miss Shep

person to  begin s trong ly  advocating r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  m easures. However, 

the  Georgia ad m in istra to rs  were hard ly  the  only ones th in k in g  in  these  

term s. Hickok found s im ila r  in te r e s t  a t  the loca l leve l in  M oultrie , 

Georgia, and in  the s ta te  r e l i e f  o f f ic e s  in  the  C aro lin es . L ater she 

d iscovered th a t  the  p r in c ip le  had been considered w ith in  th e  Alabama ERA

®®Hickok to  Hopkins, February 5 , 1934, i b id . The West V irg in ia  
p ro je c t was probably Arthur*dale, a ru ra l In d u s tr ia l  se ttlem en t fo r  
unemployed miners which was o f sp ec ia l in te r e s t  to  Mrs. R oosevelt.

69lb id . ;  see a lso  Hickok to  Hopkins, January 25, 1934, in  the 
same p la c e .
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since  before her d iscussions w ith Miss Shepperson in  J a n u a r y . I n  

R aleigh , on February 15, Jonathan Daniels e d i to r ia l iz e d  in  general terms 

on the  need to  rep lace  CWA w ith a permanent program o f "human reco n stru c 

t i o n .71 Meanwhile, a t  F isk U n ivers ity , th e  d is tin g u ish ed  black s o c io l

o g is t ,  Charles S. Johnson, o u tlin ed  a plan f o r  "R ehab ilita tion  o f Land

le s s  Rural Fam ilies" which included the  e s s e n t ia l  fe a tu re s  l a t e r  adopted 

by the  FERA.72 On February 19, with th e  id ea  gaining some currency , 

Lincoln McConnell p u b lic ly  c a lle d  fo r  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  of a t  l e a s t  75,000 

o f  the  ru ra l poor as the  only so lu tio n  to  G eorg ia 's  unemployment problem 

and simmarized th e  ex pec ta tion  th a t  many in  th e  ERA must have had th a t  

"once back on th e  farm a g a in , these farm ers w il l  be permanently removed 

from the r e l i e f  r o l l s . "73

Thus by February, 1934, the  idea  o f  ru ra l  re h a b il i ta t io n  was a t  

hand and gaining acceptance w ith in  the  FERA. I t  had, in  f a c t ,  pene tra ted  

to  the  h ig h es t le v e ls  o f  th e  r e l i e f  e s tab lish m en t. As e a r ly  as December, 

1933, Hopkins to ld  th e  P re s id en t th a t  FERA and CWA had b en efited  "m il

l io n s  o f  working people and farm ers, who even in  'p rosperous' tim es never 

got a .ch  o f  a break" and had su ffe red  more than anyone e ls e  since  1929. 

However, he was concerned th a t  "a t the end o f  C iv il Works th is  sp ring  

th e re  w ill s t i l l  be m illio n s  w ithout work, h eav ily  in  debt and t e r r ib ly

70nickok to  Hopkins, A pril 7 , 1934, i b i d .

7lRaleigh News and O bserver. February 15, 1934.

72“R eh ab ilita tio n  o f  Landless Rural F am ilies ,"  ty p e sc r ip t by 
Charles S. Johnson, n .d .  (probably e a r ly  1934), Charles S. Johnson 
p ap ers , Fisk U n iv e rs ity .

73Atlanta C onstitution . February 19, 1934.
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discouraged»" fo r  whom provision  would have to  be made.?* A l i t t l e  more 

than one month l a t e r  i t  became c le a r  th a t  he included the  ru ra l South 's 

d ispossessed in  th a t  number. Early in  February, 1934, Hopkins accepted 

the  res ig n a tio n  o f  Lawrence Westbrook as Texas ERA d ire c to r  and brought 

him to  Washington to  devise measures fo r  re e s ta b lish in g  poor fam ilie s  

on the  lan d , in c lu d in g  those d isp laced  by production con tro l po l ic ie s .?5 

And by February 26 , Aubrey W illiams could inform  the Louisiana adminis

t r a t o r  th a t  Hopkins planned to  rep lace CWA in  p a rt  with a new ru ra l p ro 

gram and add th a t  he expected i t s  announcement soon.^G

?*Hopkins to  FOR, December 29, 1933, FDRL OF 444.

?^Hopkins to  Westbrook, February 1 , 1934, Westbrook to  Thad H o lt, 
February 14, 1934, NA RG 69.

Aubrey W illiam s to  H arry E a rly , F ebruary  26 , 1934, NA RG 69.



CHAPTER IV

RURAL REHABILITATION UNDER THE FERA

Even as e a r ly  as th e  beginning o f  1934 I t  was c le a r  to  FERA o f f i 

c i a l s ,  though perhaps n o t to  the  A gricu ltu re  Department, th a t  so  f a r  New 

Deal programs, the  AAA in  p a r t i c u la r ,  had no t >/! the  most d e s t i 

tu te  people o f th e  ru ra l South. On March 4 , 193t th i  A tlan ta  C onstitu 

t io n  reviewed re c e n t federa l announcements concerning r e l i e f  p o licy  and 

com ented:

I t  would appear th a t  i t  has f in a l ly  been discovered t h a t  measures 
taken to  re l ie v e  farm d is t r e s s  through acreage c u rta ilm e n t, paying 
re n ta l f o r  Id le  a c re s , p rocessing  ta x e s , and o th er s im ila r  expe
d ien ts  do n o t reach the underly ing  tro u b le , and th a t  p ra c tic a l  
and la s t in g  recovery w ill n o t begin u n t i l  former farm fa m ilie s  
are  removed from temporary r e l i e f  l i s t s  . . .  and placed in  homes 
on land  where they  may adequately care  f o r  themselves and begin 
to  b u ild  f o r  th e  fu tu re .

The paper noted th a t  Georgia had 75,000 d isp laced  farmers on p u b lic  r o l l s  

who had n o t been helped by c u rre n t a g r ic u ltu ra l  p o l ic ie s ,  b u t saw in d i

ca tio n s th a t  th e  government was f in a l ly  seeking  th e i r  permanent r a th e r  

than temporary r e l i e f .^

The C o n stitu tio n  had read FERA in te n t  a c c u ra te ly . A fte r Hopkins 

announced the  end o f  CWA, he proposed to  reo rgan ize  h is  agency to  con

c e n tra te  on th ree  problems: provid ing  work f o r  th e  urban unemployed.

^A tlanta C o n s titu tio n . March 4 ,  1934,

84
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ass is ta n ce  f o r  c e r ta in  "stranded" In d u s tr ia l  p o p u la tio n s, and ru ra l 

r e h a b i l i ta t io n .  A ccordingly, he assigned Lawrence Westbrook to  plan the 

l a t t e r .  By March 7 Westbrook had o u tlin e d  i program which drew heavily  

on the r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  Ideas c u rre n t  w ith in  Southern ERA s t a f f s .  I t s  

major p r in c ip le  was th a t  r e l i e f  In ru ra l areas should provide re c ip ie n ts  

a means fo r  s e l f  : ^stenance, supplemented I f  necessary  by wages from work 

p ro je c ts . The new plan then suggested ways to  accomplish th is  purpose.

I t  contemplated th a t  an ERA could  p lace r e l i e f  fam ilie s  on small t r a c ts  

o f  la n d lo rd s ' AAA "ren ted  ac res"  o r  o th e r  a v a ila b le  lan d , o r  perhaps 

arrange f o r  them to  re n t  on a c o n tra c t  b a sis  fo rec lo sed  p roperty  from 

federal land  banks o r mortgage I n s t i tu t io n s .  Prelim inary In v es tig a tio n  

Ind ica ted  th a t  ample acreage (with numerous te n a n t houses) was a v a ila b le . 

The ERA could superv ise  those i t  s e t t l e d ,  as w ell as I t s  d e s t i tu te  wards 

a lready  on farm s.^

The r e l i e f  adm in istra tion  m ight a lso  fu rn ish  o r lend th e  p a r t ic 

ipan ts  c e r ta in  e s s e n t ia ls  f o r  farm ing, such as th e  Implements and work- 

stock which alm ost a l l  o f  them lacked . In many cases these  m ight be 

borrowed from lan d lo rd s o r  co rp o ra te  lan d h o ld ers . The ERA could provide 

cows and p ig s , acquired perhaps from AAA su rp lu s , p o u ltry , s tock  feed , 

and garden and crop seed . I t  m ight even be necessary  to  advance g ro

c e rie s  to  th e  r é h a b i l i ta n ts  u n t i l  they  became s e lf - s u s ta in in g .  The plan 

envisioned providing every th ing  on a loan o r  re n ta l b a s is .  Those who 

supplied  la n d , equipment o r  food could expect compensation. C lien ts

^T ypescrip t o f  "Suggested Rural Program (as amended)," March 7 , 
1934. Copy enclosed  In Howard Odum to  Will A lexander, March 7 , 1934, 
papers o f  th e  C om ission  on In te r ra c ia l  C ooperation, A tlan ta  U niversity . 
H ereafter c i te d  as CIC.
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could pay farm owners fo r  use o f  acreage by re p a irs  and improvements on 

th e i r  ten an t houses, te r ra c in g  and erosion  con tro l work on the  lan d , o r  

la b o r on th e i r  c rops. All o f  th i s  would be done under ERA superv ision  

and a t  a ra te  o f  exchange agreed upon by the  r e l i e f  agency and the  lan d 

owner. Another p o s s ib i l i ty  was th a t  th e  program could e s ta b lis h  poten

t i a l  buyers o f  small t r a c ts  from owners who wished to  dispose o f  por

t io n s  o f  th e i r  ho ld ings. These same conditions would apply when land 

banks o r  corporate  holders allow ed use o f t h e i r  fo rec lo sed  land . For 

I t s  advances o f  equipm ent, l iv e s to c k  and food, the  ERA would a lso  be 

re p a id . In most cases with a share  o f th e  c l i e n t 's  garden produce, eggs, 

m ilk and the l i k e ,  which I t  could d is t r ib u te  to  those  on d ir e c t  r e l i e f .3 

This plan proposed. In e f f e c t ,  th a t  th e  ERA assume much o f  the  t r a d i 

tio n a l "fu rn ish ing" o f  the  la n d le ss  poor, as w ell as th e i r  su p e rv is io n . 

Thus, In two Im portant fu n c tio n s  I t  would s u b s t i tu te  I t s e l f  fo r  th e  

lan d lo rd .

Hopkins and Westbrook recognized th a t  FERA's farm ers would need a 

minimal cash Income fo r  l iv in g  expenses and repayment o f advances. How

e v e r , In most cases th is  could no t be obtained by the  c u ltiv a tio n  o f  a 

money crop because th is  would run afoul o f  AAA's e f f o r t s  to  c u r ta i l  

production o f  s ta p le s .  T herefore they  expected ré h a b i l i ta n ts  to  grow 

only food and feed  crops. These r e s t r ic t io n s  would. In most c a se s .

3"Suggested Rural Program," March 7 , 1934, CIC. L a te r, Hopkins 
described  the  p lan  as no t making "fundamental changes" In the  lan d lo rd - 
te n a n t re la tio n s h ip . See A tlan ta  C o n stitu tio n , March 13, 1934. This 
would not be accu ra te  I f  th e  FERA became a fu rn ish e r  and su p e rv iso r o f  
ten an ts  and th e  land lo rd  became only a p rov ider o f  land  and r e c ip ie n t  
o f  r e n t .  However, to  th e  e x te n t th a t  FERA could keep tenan ts on th e  
land  and guide t h e i r  farm ing. I t  would keep th e  tenancy system from 
fu r th e r  d e te r io ra tio n .
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n e c e ss ita te  some n o n ag ricu ltu ra l source o f supplementary Income. Accord

in g ly , they planned to  allow c l ie n ts  to  work p a r t  time on various r e l i e f  

p ro je c ts  in  ru ra l a re a s , such as bu ild in g  community p a rk s , rep a ir in g  

country schoo ls, road work, and co n stru c tio n  o f  cooperative  produce 

markets o r food canning f a c i l i t i e s .  Many of th ese  suggested p ro je c ts  

resembled those o f  the  CWA and o ften  were a c tu a lly  the  unfin ished  work 

o f  th a t  agency.^

To conduct th e  new program Westbrook proposed to  c rea te  a ru ra l  reha

b i l i t a t i o n  d iv is io n  w ith in  FERA. Like a l l  th e  agency 's o th e r  a c t i v i t i e s ,  

th e  new undertaking would be d e c e n tra liz e d . T herefore Westbrook expected 

s ta te  r e l i e f  ad m in is tra tio n s  to  form r e h a b i l i ta t io n  committees and h ire  

s ta te  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  a d m in is tra to rs . At th e  lo c a l level he envisioned  

county and community committees to  s e le c t  c l i e n t s  and provide fo r  t h e i r  

sup erv isio n . Since FERA had no s t a f f  o f  t r a in e d  a g r ic u l tu r a l i s t s  to  

oversee i t s  new farm ers , i t  would have to  borrow personnel from, o r  

through, the  Department o f A g ric u ltu re 's  Extension D ivision .^

The plan was h a s t i ly  d ev ised , a "crash program," p a r t ly  because o f  

th e  need fo r  a quick replacem ent f o r  CWA and a lso  because a ru ra l opera

t io n ,  to  be e f f e c t iv e ,  would have to  s t a r t  before  the  South 's crop 

season began. Westbrook suggested th a t  Hopkins form th e  new FERA reha

b i l i t a t io n  d iv is io n  Im m ediately, work ou t i t s  procedural d e t a i l s ,  and 

p resen t an o u tlin e  to  a meeting o f ERA d irec to rs .®  A ccordingly, Hopkins 

scheduled a conference o f  Southern r e l i e f  s t a f f s  and Extension o f f i c i a l s

^"Suggested Rural Program," March 7 , 1934, CIC. 

filb id . ®Ibid.
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f o r  March 12-13 In  A tlan ta .^

One in d ic a tio n  o f  FERA's h u rried  planning was th a t  S ecre tary  o f 

A gricu ltu re  Henry W allace, whose a t t i tu d e  was im portant and whose coopera

tio n  would be e s s e n t i a l ,  was apparen tly  not consu lted  u n til  one week 

before the  A tlan ta  conference. W allace was c r i t i c a l  of the  ru ra l  reha

b i l i t a t i o n  plan and consented to  i t  r e lu c ta n t ly .  On March 5 , 1934,

Hopkins se n t the  S ec re ta ry  a d r a f t  o f  the  proposal and t r ie d  to  e n l i s t  

h is  support fo r  i t .  A n tic ipating  one major o b jec tio n  from th e  Department 

o f  A g ricu ltu re , Hopkins s tre sse d  th a t  the  whole program would be con

ducted in  conform ity w ith AAA crop red u c tio n . Judging from ano ther o f 

Hopkins' sta tem ents o f  about the  same tim e, he must have approached 

Wallace in  about th e se  term s:

We re a l iz e  t h a t  ou r problems in  ru ra l a reas  are  c lo se ly  id e n t i f ie d  
w ith th e  problems o f  the Department o f A g ric u ltu re , and i t  w ill  be 
our purpose, n o t only to  cooperate  with th e  Department . . .  by 
harmonizing our program with t h e i r s ,  but to  secure the  advice and 
a ss is ta n ce  o f  th e  various agencies [Extension Service] o f  th a t  
departm ent. . . .  The e s ta b lis h in g  o f farm fam ilies  on th e  land 
does no t a t  a l l  mean th a t  th e  production o f  cash crops would be 
in c reased . On th e  c o n tra ry , i t  i s  obvious t h a t  farming fo r  s e l f -  
sustenance w ill  reduce ti^e amount o f  land h i th e r to  p lan ted  in  cash 
crops.

Aware o f FERA's dependence on Extension and o th e r  Department o f  A gricu l

tu re  personnel f o r  superv ision  o f  c l i e n t s '  fa rm ing , Hopkins s tre s s e d  

th a t  ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  would n o t in te r f e re  w ith  p rice  p a r i ty  e f f o r t s .  

He a lso  to ld  W allace the  plan would enable r e h a b i l i ta n ts  to  s u b s is t  on 

t h e i r  own, g e t them o f f  r e l i e f  r o l l s ,  and make them p o ten tia l purchasers

^A tlanta C o n s titu tio n . March 11 , 1934.
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o f small acreages.®

Wallace took Issue  with Hopkins' assianptlons. He doubted th a t  p lac ing  

r e l i e f  re c ip ie n ts  on land and emphasizing production o f  food and feed 

could help reduce p lan tin g  o f  s ta p le s .  In h is  opinion c l ie n ts  would 

alm ost be forced  to  grow a money crop because subsis tence  farm ing would 

n o t provide an adequate Income fo r  them. At b e s t ,  he contended, they 

could produce p a r t  o f  t h e i r  food and f u e l ,  but no meat o r c lo th in g . Even 

I f  they  produced a l l  t h e i r  food, he reasoned, they would s t i l l  need cash 

f o r  c lo th in g , h e a lth  c a re , minimum f u rn i tu r e ,  household goods and th e  l ik e .  

He poin ted  ou t th a t  even In the  Department o f  A g ric u ltu re 's  estim ated  

modest l iv in g  s tan d ard  budget o f  $2,000 per y e a r ,  non-food Items con

s t i tu t e d  70 p e r c e n t o f  fam ily expenses. Likewise Wallace considered  I t  

even more u n lik e ly  th a t  FERA's fa rm ers , w ithout cash Incomes, could ev er 

purchase small acreages.®

A fter th ese  observations Wallace came to  h is  main o b je c tio n . Réha

b i l i t a n t s  needed Income and could o b ta in  I t  In only th ree  ways: by 

growing and m arketing a s ta p le  crop and thus In te r fe r in g  w ith production  

c o n tro l ,  by work r e l i e f  which would leave them as p a r t ia l  p u b lic  ch arg es , 

o r  by p a rt time In d u s tr ia l  employment wherever I t  could be arranged . 

R esolutely  opposed to  the  f i r s t  a l te rn a t iv e  and assuming the second to  

be u n d esirab le , Wallace suggested th a t  a workable program should confine

®Hopkins' l e t t e r  o f March 5 , 1934, I s  o u tlin e d  In W allace 's rep ly  
to  I t ,  dated March 12, 1934, In  NA RG 69 , FERA Old Subject f i l e .  The 
Quotation Is  from "Suggestions f o r  Mr. Harry Hopkins' S ta tem ent,"  n .d .  
[befo re  March 7 , 1934], Ib id .

^Wallace t o  H opkins, March 12 , 1934, NA RG 6 9 , FERA Old S u b je c t
f i l e .
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I t s  e f f o r t s  to  s e le c te d  areas where some In d u s tr ia l work was a v a ila b le .

In such lo c a l i t i e s  c l ie n ts  could be s e t t l e d  on f iv e  acre  p lo ts  to  grow 

food. The S ecre tary  proposed th a t  tw o -th ird s o f  each In d iv id u a l 's  sup

p o rt come from n o n -ag ric u ltu ra l work. This was» o f  co u rse , the program 

o f  the In te r io r  Departm ent's Subsistence Homestead D ivision and had no t 

notably  reduced ru ra l  poverty . Wallace a lso  suggested th a t  work oppor

tu n i t i e s  might become more widespread In ru ra l a reas w ith the  expansion 

and d e c e n tra liz a tio n  o f In d u s try , bu t he adm itted th a t  the  p rospect was 

rem ote.10

Thus, d e sp ite  Hopkins' assurances to  the  c o n tra ry , Wallace appre

hended th a t  FERA's e n try  In to  farm a f f a i r s  might d is ru p t crop c o n tro l. 

Because o f  h is  re s e rv a tio n s , th e  S ecre tary  concluded th a t  the Department 

o f  A gricu ltu re  could no t support any plan which m ight expand a g r ic u ltu ra l  

production fo r  any purpose o th e r  than home consumption o r  free  d i s t r ib u 

tio n  through r e l i e f  channels. Having d e ta ile d  these  l im ita t io n s ,  he 

then sa id  p e rfu n c to r ily  th a t  th e  Department would be glad to  "cooperate 

fu l ly "  with FERA In developing the  program and th a t  he would send 

re p re se n ta tiv e s  to  th e  A tlan ta  c o n fe re n c e .^

Although th e  S e c re ta ry 's  arguments had some fo rc e , one might contend 

th a t  Impoverished ru ra l Southerners could b e n e f it  more from farming fo r  

home use than W allace supposed. C erta in ly  the  Incomes o f  the  la n d le s s

W allace a lso  to ld  Hopkins he doubted tra d in g  c l i e n t  labo r 
fo r  use o f  farm acreage could be a permanent o r  general p o licy . Although 
I t  might provide temporary su b sis ten ce  fo r  many u n t i l  they  could be 
absorbed In to  o th e r  employment, he fea red  I t  would b ring  back In to  
production much o f  the  m arginal land  r e t i r e d  under th e  AAA.

I l lb ld .
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farm ers and lab o re rs  on r e l i e f  were normally f a r  below the  $2,000 per 

y ear Wallace re fe rre d  to  as supporting  a modest l iv in g .  Therefore they  

might no t requ ire  70 per cent o r any such s u b s ta n tia l  p a r t  o f th e i r  

incomes in  money to  improve t h e i r  l iv in g  c o n d itio n s . L ater research  

by th e  Works Progress A dm inistration revealed  th a t  whereas landowners' 

cash re c e ip ts  increased  in  d i r e c t  p roportion  to  th e  percentage o f  t h e i r  

land p lan ted  to  s ta p le  c ro p s , th e  rea l l iv in g  standards o f  ten an ts  and 

sharecroppers , a t  the  very bottom o f  th e  sc a le  to  begin w ith , could be 

increased  s ig n if ic a n t ly  by production fo r  home consumption.

On March 12, r e l i e f  d ire c to rs  and s t a f f  members from a l l  Southern 

s t a t e s .  Extension o f f i c i a l s ,  and numerous o th ers  assembled in  A tla n ta 's  

Biltmore Hotel to  h ear Hopkins and Westbrook p re se n t the  new p o lic y . 

Hopkins was delayed a rr iv in g  in  A tlan ta  and FERA Southeastern f i e ld  

rep re se n ta tiv e  Alan Johnstone opened th e  conference. Westbrook ou t

lin e d  th e  program. He s tre s se d  th a t  the  f i r s t  p r io r i ty  should be to  

p lace ru ra l r e l i e f  re c ip ie n ts  on land and in  houses. He thought land 

was re a d ily  o b ta in ab le  from lan d lo rd s who had AAA "ren ted  acres" a v a i l 

a b le , insurance companies, commercial banks and federa l land banks, a l l  

o f which held  fo rec lo sed  farm s. He expected th ese  owners to  provide 

acreage w illin g ly  i f  i t  were made c le a r  to  them th a t  they would b e n e f i t  

from fa m  improvements made by e x p e rtly  superv ised  te n a n ts . Indeed, 

Westbrook a s s e r te d , th i s  was th e  only  way in  which FERA could reasonably  

hope to  e n l i s t  t h e i r  cooperation .

12%. J .  Woof t e r ,  "Rural Planning f o r  More W orkers," n .d . [1939], 
copy in  the  1914-1939 f i l e  o f th e  H istory  Branch, Economic and S t a t i s t i c a l  
A nalysis D iv ision , Economic Research S erv ice , U.S. Department o f  A gri
c u ltu re .
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Westbrook thought th e  s im p lest arrangement would be to  ob tain  land  

from p riv a te  lan d lo rd s . Because most o f t h e i r  unused land was "ren ted" 

by th e  AAA under crop con tro l c o n tra c ts , no co tton  could be grown on 

I t  and th e re fo re  th e  c l i e n t  fam ily could r a is e  only food and feed c ro p s . 

R é h a b ilita n ts , he emphasized, should have assu ran ces , p re fe rab ly  w r i t te n ,  

o f  a t  l e a s t  one y e a r 's  tenu re  on th e  lan d . He a lso  recommended th a t  I f  

funds became a v a i la b le ,  ten an ts  who proved successfu l under superv ision  

m ight be a s s is te d  to  purchase t h e i r  small acreages.

The A gricu ltu re  Department was rep resen ted  in  A tlan ta  by Louis Bean 

o f  the Bureau o f  A g ricu ltu ra l Economics. He p resen ted  W allace's views 

by read ing  a sta tem en t v i r tu a l ly  Id e n tic a l to  the  S e c re ta ry 's  l e t t e r  to  

Hopkins. Like W allace, he s tre s se d  the  need f o r  n o n -ag ric u ltu ra l work 

to  provide c l ie n ts  most o f t h e i r  Incomes In l ie u  o f cash cropping. 

Westbrook assured him th a t  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  farm ing would no t In te r f e re  

w ith  production c o n tro l ,  bu t would a id  crop d iv e r s if ic a t io n  and th e re 

fo re  help  cu t the o u tp u t o f  s ta p le s .  Wallace had to ld  Hopkins, a lb e i t  

r e lu c ta n t ly ,  th a t  th e  Department would cooperate w ith FERA In dev ising  

a ru ra l program, and Bean In d ica ted  one su b s ta n tia l  c o n trib u tio n  I t  could 

make. He Infom ed th e  conference th a t  AAA could fu rn ish  s ta te  r e l i e f  

ad m in is tra tio n s  w ith su rp lu s c a t t l e ,  m ostly from drought a re a s , f o r  use 

as dom estic liv e s to ck  by r e h a b i l i ta t io n  fa m ilie s .

Most o f  the  s t a te  r e l i e f  o f f i c i a l s  p resen t responded favorab ly  to  

th e  new p lan . For exam ple, the  Georgia ERA, under Miss Shepperson's 

guidance, had been th in k in g  fo r  weeks about th e  problems o f ru ra l r e l i e f  

and had alreacty o u tlin e d  ways to  apply the  FERA proposal to  the  s t a t e .  

There was considerab le  enthusiasm  fo r  the  program w ith in  the  Alabama



93

delegation  as w e ll. Some ERA o f f i c i a l s ,  however, were sk ep tica l about 

some o f  I t s  f e a tu re s .  A V irg in ia  a d m in is tra to r p red ic ted  th a t  land

lo rd s ,  who were accustomed to  paying wages lower than r e l i e f  r a te s ,  

would ob jec t v igo rously  i f  FERA expected them to  observe i t s  minimum 

standard  o f 30 cen ts  per hour fo r  r e h a b i l i ta n ts  working p a r t  time on 

th e i r  farms to  repay advances o f  equipment o r re n t . Westbrook hastened 

to  assure  him th a t  t h i s  was no t contem plated. FERA, he s a id ,  would 

continue to  s e t  a minimum ra te  fo r  work r e l i e f ,  includ ing  th a t  performed 

fo r  se ttlem en t o f  advances i t  made. But th e  agency would not attem pt 

to  e s ta b lis h  pay sc a le s  fo r  p riv a te  employers who fu rn ished  land or 

equipment and accepted  c l i e n t  labo r in  re tu rn . Fully  aware o f FERA's 

dependence on la n d lo rd s ' cooperation in  allow ing access to  the  lan d , 

Westbrook s ta te d  t h a t  th e  new program sim ply could n o t be in s t i tu te d  

under any o th e r  p o lic y .

R e lie f a d m in is tra to rs  from both North Carolina and South C arolina 

c r i t ic iz e d  the  program fo r  i t s  inadequate encouragement o f small farm 

ownership. The North C aro lin ians had experienced in  th e  e aste rn  p a r t  

o f the  s ta te  massive displacem ent by AAA of cotton and tobacco ten an ts  

who then had to  be taken on r e l i e f .  They doubted th a t  ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta 

tio n  could be o f  more than supplementary use In re e s ta b lish in g  them on 

lan d . For sev era l months they  had contem plated e s ta b lis h in g  a loan 

fund adm inistered by a n o n -p ro fit co rp o ra tio n . Displaced tenan ts  could 

be placed on la n d , equipped by the ERA, and pay fo r  t h e i r  small acreages 

and implements on extended c o n tra c ts . Malcolm M ille r , the  South 

C arolina ERA d i r e c to r ,  expressed in te r e s t  in  the  North C arolina suggestion . 

He sa id  he fea red  th a t  th e  new FERA p o licy  might only in crease  the te n a n t
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population and p red ic ted  f a i lu re  fo r  any plan no t aimed a t  u ltim ate  

ownership. S im ila r ly , the  M ississippi a d m in is tra to r thought i t  would be 

most economical to  have c l ie n ts  buy land o u tr ig h t ,  on long terms with 

superv ision . Relying on h is  c o n su lta tio n s  w ith the  s ta te  Extension Ser

v ic e , he estim ated  th a t  a r e l i e f e r  could acquire a small farm with a 

house and barn , as well as a mule, plow, wagon, cow and o th e r  minimum 

stock  and equipment f o r  about $1,080 repayable over a period  of y e a rs .

But c le a r ly  he was no t th ink ing  of cond itions which uuld be met by the  

most impoverished in  h is  s t a t e .

Malcolm H il le r  a lso  questioned W estbrook's assumption o f  the  ready 

a v a i la b i l i ty  o f  farms fo rec losed  by fed e ra l land  banks. He repo rted  th a t  

o f  737 farms com prising 162,000 acres h e ld  by the  land bank in  Columbia, 

South C aro lina , only  231, averaging about 170 c u ltiv a b le  acres each , 

were not a lready  ren ted  o u t. He suspected  th a t  these  were among the 

l e a s t  productive fo rec lo sed  p ro p e rtie s  In  the  s t a t e ,  and th e re fo re  no t 

o f  the type on which c l ie n ts  should be s e t t l e d .  Furtherm ore, M ille r  

doubted th a t  the  program could be s ta r te d  in  time fo r  the  1934 crop 

season .

The most negative  views expressed a t  th e  conference were those o f 

two spokesmen f o r  Harry E arly , d ire c to r  o f  th e  Louisiana ERA.

N. C. W illiamson, p la n te r ,  p re s id en t o f  the  American Cotton Coopera

t iv e  Council, and b e n e fic ia ry  o f  government a ss is ta n c e  through AAA, 

spoke "as a farm er iqyself,"  and d e c la re d ,

I do n o t b e liev e  these  enormous nunbers o f people need p e r
manent r e l i e f  o r  temporary r e l i e f  f o r  the  balance o f th i s  y e a r .
As f a r  as L ouisiana i s  concerned, we would l ik e  to  see . . . th is  
meeting . . . re p o rt th a t  th ere  w ill  n o t be any r e l i e f  program
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nex t year fo r  a g r ic u ltu re .  We be lieve  i t  w ill be more helpfu l and 
more h ea lth fu l f o r  the  ru ra l communities and the people on the 
farm s. . . .  The general a t t i tu d e  o f  people i s  th a t  i f  they can 
g e t r e l i e f  . . . they  w ill g e t a l l  they  can . I do n o t be lieve  th a t  
the  southern s ta te s  are in  anything l ik e  as d ire  d i s t r e s s  as we 
have p ic tu red  them. . . .  I do know th a t  whenever you begin a 
system o f  dole . . .  any kind o f  r e l i e f  w ill grow as i t  i s  con
tin u e d . They a re  going to  claim  th a t  they  need he lp  . . .  but I 
th in k  we should co n sid er a program o f  educating  our people to  
re ly in g  on them selves again . . . . The qu icker farm ing people 
know they are going to  have to  re ly  on t h e i r  own re so u rce s , the  
b e t te r  o f f  they w ill  be. . . . The people are supposed to  support 
th e  government, n o t the  government th e  people.

Another Louisiana p la n te r  concurred , “I do n o t fe e l th a t  we need a con

tin u a tio n  o f  r e l i e f .  I be lieve  we can g e t along w ithout i t  as we did 

in  y ears  p a s t ."  He neg lec ted  to  inform the  conference w hether ju s t  

p la n te rs  o r the  whole ru ra l population o f  Louisiana go t along so well 

w ithout FERA a s s is ta n c e .

On the  o th e r  hand, Alabama r e l i e f  o f f i c i a l s  (who would, during 

1934, develop the  c o u n try 's  la rg e s t  ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  program) were 

e n th u s ia s t ic  about W estbrook's o u t l in e .  They hoped i t  would develop 

in to  a broad, long-term  c re d i t  p lan . But they  thought i t  would be use

fu l even i f  i n s t i tu te d  only on an emergency b a s is  fo r  th e  cu rren t y e a r , 

because immediate measures were needed to  reach 50,000 ru ra l r e l i e f  

cases in  the  s t a te .

Hopkins a rr iv e d  in  A tlan ta  on the  afternoon o f March 12, as the 

conference recessed  f o r  the day. That evening he ta lk e d  w ith rep o rte rs  

about h is  views o f th e  o b jec tiv e s  o f  r e h a b i l i ta t io n .  He in d ica ted  th a t  

he saw i t  as a to ta l  a l te rn a t iv e  to  d i r e c t  r e l i e f  in  th e  ru ra l a re a s— 

i t  would end r e l i e f  p e r  s e ,  he s a id ,  by making s e lf - s u s ta in in g  the  

country  people then on ERA r o l l s .  Both Hopkins and Westbrook s tre sse d
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th a t  s t a te  r e l i e f  ad m in is tra tio n s  would have g re a t  la t i tu d e  in  developing 

th e i r  own procedures. Westbrook remarked th a t  FERA would approve alm ost 

any plan which aimed a t  permanent r e h a b i l i ta t io n  of i t s  c l i e n t s .

Although much conference d iscussion  cen tered  around meeting the 

Immediate needs o f  1934, Hopkins envisioned broader e f f o r t s .  He to ld  

s ta te  d ire c to rs  to  " fo rg e t em ergencies" and seek ways to  make the poor 

perm anently se lf -su p p o r tin g . Achievement o f  th a t  o b jec tiv e  would req u ire  

a "long time program, n o t o f  th i s  week o r  t h i s  month o r  t h i s  summer."

He thought i t  would be "rem arkable," in  f a c t ,  " i f  we even g e t s ta r te d  

th is  y e a r  g e ttin g  them used to  working on t h e i r  own p iece o f lan d , o r  i f  

we can g e t i t  underway with the  kind o f  superv ision  we need. . . . "

Hopkins a lso  commented on th e  probable s iz e  of the  new undertak ing . 

He had a v a ila b le  f o r  immediate use in  the  sp rin g  o f 1934 between $250 

m illio n  and $350 m il l io n , o f which an "appreciable  amount" would be sp en t 

in  the  South. C urrent fed e ra l e s tim ates  were th a t  696,000 ru ra l fam i

l ie s  in  the  United S ta te s  (about 10 per cen t o f  a l l  the  n a tio n 's  farm ers) 

were on r e l i e f .  Approximately 700,000 in d iv id u a l cases throughout the  

country could b e n e f i t  from ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n .  A to ta l  o f about 

1,181,000 Southern fa m ilie s  were expected to  receive r e l i e f  during th e  

coming y e a r  and Hopkins estim ated  th a t  120,000 o f them would be included 

in  th e  new program.13

13sourœ s on th e  A tlan ta  conference include  "Program, Southern 
Rural R e h ab ilita tio n  Conference, A tla n ta , March 12-13, 1934," d r a f t  o f  
"Suggestions fo r  Mr. Harry Hopkins' S ta tem ent," n .d .  [befo re  March 7 , 
1934] and "T ranscrip t o f  the  Minutes o f  the  Regional Conference on Rural 
R e h ab ilita tio n  held  by th e  Federal Emergency R e lie f A dm inistration in  
A tla n ta , Georgia, M ar^  12 and 13, 1934," a l l  in  NA RG 69 , FERA Old 
Subject f i l e .  See a ls o  A tlan ta  C o n s titu tio n . March 10, 11, 12, 13 and 
14, 1934, and Montgomery A d v e rtise r. March IT , 13 and 14, 1934.
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Throughout 1934 FERA d ire c tiv e s  to  s t a te  ad m in is tra to rs  e labo ra ted  

the new ru ra l p o lic y . Making the poor se lf-su p p o rtin g  by lo c a tin g  them 

on lan d , advancing equipment and domestic liv e s to ck  and provid ing  super

v ision  remained s ta te d  o b je c tiv e s . Supplementary income was s t i l l  

regarded as necessary  fo r  c l i e n t s ,  but they  were expected to  ob tain  i t  

from lab o r f o r  land lo rds o r  work r e l i e f .  FERA ra re ly  mentioned p a r t  

time in d u s tr ia l  employment as an a l te r n a t iv e .  By the  middle o f  1934 the  

agency began to  l i s t  he lp ing  i t s  wards to  buy land as a long range goa l. 

For example, a June memorandum advocated improvement o f r e h a b i l i ta n ts ' 

cond itions “in s o fa r  as p o ss ib le  on t h e i r  own farm s.

FERA suggested th a t  county r e l i e f  a d m in is tra tio n s  begin by su r 

veying vacant ten a n t houses and acreages s u i ta b le  fo r  gardens. Those 

approved fo r  occupancy could be rep a ired  and made h ab itab le  by the  ERA 

o r th e  r e h a b i l i ta n ts  them selves, and in  re tu rn  owners would sig n  leases  

fo r  1934-1935 and charge no cash r e n t .  D e s titu te  r e l i e f e r s  p laced  in  

these  houses, o r  a lready  occupying them bu t lack ing  crop arrangem ents, 

could be aided in  g e ttin g  use o f land to  grow food mid feed  c rops . For 

th is  they  would compensate land lo rds w ith p a r t  time lab o r o r  a s ta te d  

po rtion  o f  t h e i r  produce, according to  a standard  ra te  o f  exchange 

devised by the loca l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  committee. In a l l  o f  th i s  reha

b i l i t a t i o n  su perv iso rs would d ir e c t  the  c l i e n t s ,  who were expected to  

sign agreements to  fo llow  in s tru c tio n s .^ ^

^^FERA d ir e c t iv e ,  "O bjectives and Suggested Procedure f o r  Rural 
R e h a b ilita tio n ,"  June 7 , 1934, NA RG 69.

IS ib id . The r e h a b i l i ta t io n  com nittees were to  be ad junc ts o f  the 
county r e l i e f  a d m in is tra tio n s . I f  they s e t  compensation r a te s  f o r  p r iv a te  
la n d lo rd s , they would be ac tin g  con tra ry  to  W estbrook's expec ta tion  a t  
the  A tlan ta  conference.
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Hopkins a lso  suggested c r i t e r i a  f o r  s e le c tin g  r e h a b i l i ta n ts .  ERA 

r o l l s  should f i r s t  be c lea red  o f  a l l  ru ra l  cases having any o th e r means 

o f support and only those remaining should  be considered as p o ss ib le  

c l i e n t s .  Those e l ig ib le  fo r  r e l i e f  should be requ ired  to  show th a t  they 

had no access to  any employment a t  a l iv in g  wage (includ ing  a v a ila b le  

work in  spring  plowing and p la n tin g ) , no jobs in  loca l b u sin ess , in d u s try , 

o r  pub lic  p ro je c ts  such as road work. Moreover, they  should dem onstrate 

th a t  they could n o t arrange fo r  use o f  land on any term s, could not 

ob tain  government o r p r iv a te  c r e d i t ,  and had no AAA b e n e fits  due.^®

FERA defined  two kinds of advances which could be made to  réha

b i l i t a n t s .  One was su b sis ten ce  loans fo r  food, c lo th in g , fu e l and 

e s s e n tia l  medical c a re —th in g s  u su a lly  given to  r e l i e f e r s .  The o th e r 

type was r e h a b i l i ta t io n ,  o r  c a p i ta l ,  goods, comprising n e c e s s i t ie s  fo r  

making a crop. Arrangements f o r  possession  o r  use o f  land and b u ild in g s , 

a cq u is itio n  o f  farm equipm ent, t o o l s ,  dom estic l iv e s to c k , work anim als, 

fe e d , seed , and f e r t i l i z e r  f e l l  in to  t h i s  ca tego ry . D irec tiv es sp e c i

f ie d  th a t  these  c h a t te ls  could e i t h e r  be so ld  o r  leased  to  c l i e n t s ,  but 

in  a l l  cases payment would be req u ire d . When item s were so ld , r e l i e f  

adm in istra tions were to  r e ta in  t i t l e  u n t i l  farm ers paid  in  f u l l ,  to  

p revent t h e i r  s e l l in g  o r  mortgaging equipment before i t s  complete 

am ortiza tion . Likewise no one should rece iv e  t i t l e  u n t i l  the  ERA had 

a s s is te d  him to  s e t t l e  h is  back deb ts so  th a t  c re d ito rs  could not take

16“Rural Program: Statem ent o f  P o lic y ,"  d ire c tiv e  from Hopkins 
to  a l l  ERAS, March 22 , 1934, in  the  papers o f  H. C. Nixon, in  the  
possession o f th e  Nixon fam ily , N ash v ille . H ereafte r c i te d  as Nixon 
papers.
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over c a p ita l goods as soon as he acquired  them. All advances were to  be 

secured by n o tes  held  by the  ERA with repayment depending on the  Item .

In those few cases In which land was so ld  th e  recommended period  was 

about 35 y e a rs . Most equipment was to  be paid  fo r  w ith in  a time equal 

to  I t s  usefu l l i f e .  FERA suggested two o r  th ree  years f o r  liv e sto ck  

and one y e a r  f o r  consumable subsis tence  a r t i c l e s .

In the  sp rin g  and sumner o f 1934 Henry Wallace s t i l l  had re se rv a 

tio n s  about ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n .  On March 21 , j u s t  a f t e r  the  A tlanta  

conference, chairman Donald Comer o f  the  Alabama r e h a b i l i ta t io n  committee 

wrote Westbrook about a d iscussion  w ith Wallace In which the  Secretary  

wondered "why USDA should tu rn  over to  us land  which he has ren ted  away 

from co tton  farm ers . . .  so c l ie n ts  can r a is e  truck  f o r  s a le  In  compe

t i t i o n  with tru ck  the neighboring farm ers might a lso  be ra ising .*^®  In 

May, a f te r  th e  program had s ta r te d  on a lim ite d  sca le  In  th e  South, 

Wallace rece ived  a favo rab le  assessm ent o f  I t  from Calvin B. Hoover, 

the  Departm ent's lead ing  a u th o rity  on th e  displacem ent o f  ten an ts  by 

the  AAA. Hoover im plied th a t  FERA's attem pts to  s ta b i l i z e  the  ru ra l poor 

would a c tu a lly  help f u l f i l l  one In te n t  o f th e  AAA, In so fa r  as I t  coun ter

acted  the  reduction  o f  th e  number o f  sharecroppers on th e  lan d , a tren d  

which a l l  AAA c o n tra c t s ig n e rs  had pledged to  endeavor to  p reven t. He 

pointed ou t t h a t  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  fam ilie s  were most f req u e n tly  s e t t le d  

by arrangement w ith la n d lo rd s , o ften  those who had p rev io u sly  cu t t h e i r

I^MRural R e h ab ilita tio n  Program: F inancial P o lic ie s  and Proce
d u res ,"  d ire c tiv e  from Westbrook and Corrlngton G i l l ,  December 26, 1934, 
NA RG 16, AAA leg a l f i l e .

^®Comer t o  W estbrook, March 2 1 , 1934, NA RG 6 9 , FERA Old S ub jec t
f i l e .
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normal number of te n a n ts . Moreover, Hoover assured  the S ecre tary  th a t  

" th is  work i s  being c a rr ie d  on in  c lo se  cooperation with our Extension 

Agents and every e f f o r t  i s  being made to  see to  i t  th a t  the  program does 

no t in te r f e r e  with our acreage reduction  . . .  and does not r e s u l t  in 

any inp roper use of 're n te d  a c r e s '.  . .

Wallace was never wholly convinced. On Ju ly  25 he to ld  Aubrey 

Williams he doubted "subsistence  farming" could be kept completely non

commercial. R eluctan tly  he sa id  th a t  "es tab lish ed  a g r ic u ltu re ,"  because 

o f i t s  d e s ire  to  c o n tr ib u te  to  a so lu tio n  o f th e  n a tio n 's  r e l i e f  problems, 

would accep t ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n .  But he apprehended th a t  “we may not 

couple subsis tence  farming with adequate p a r t  time employment, and FERA's 

fanners m ight e n te r  commercial channels and a f f e c t  AAA's b e n e f its  to  

landowners. "In th a t  e v e n t,"  he w ro te , "ag ric u ltu re  w ill pay more than 

i t s  share o f  the  r e l i e f  b ill."^ ®

Perhaps because o f W allace 's re se rv a tio n s , bu t more l ik e ly  because 

the  r e l i e f  adm in is tra tion  needed A gricu ltu re  Department cooperation in  

providing i t s  c l ie n ts  e x p ert guidance, FERA, the  Extension S erv ice , and 

the  AAA hammered ou t a working arrangement in  June , 1934. The agreement 

was signed by Westbrook, H. R. T o lley  o f the  AAA Program Planning D ivi

s io n , and C. W. Warburton, head o f  the  Extension D ivision . I t  accepted 

the  general o u tlin e  o f FERA's p lans and sp e c if ied  th a t  a l l  superv ision  

would be by " tra in ed  s p e c ia l i s ts  in  a g ric u ltu re  and home econom ics," 

a s s is te d  by capable loca l farm ers. " I t  i s  im perative th a t  th e  experience

1*Calvin B. Hoover to  W allace, May 2 , 1934, NA RG 16. 

20wallace to  Aubrey W illiam s, Ju ly  25, 1934, NA RG 69.
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and resources o f  the Extension Service be u t i l i z e d  in  th is  program," 

an FERA supplementary sta tem ent read . Another form ally  accepted p r in c ip le  

was th a t  "the ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  program o f the  Federal Emergency 

R e lie f A dm inistration and th e  A g ricu ltu ra l Adjustment program . . . should 

be co o rd in a ted ,"  which m eant, o f  co u rse , t h a t  re h a b i l i ta n ts  would no t 

grow cotton

Agreement a lso  extended to  procedural m a tte rs , where i t  became c le a r  

th a t  Extension would e x e rc ise  g re a t in flu e n c e . S ta te  r e l i e f  ad m in istra 

t io n s  were to  appoin t r e h a b i l i ta t io n  d ire c to rs  who were acceptab le  to  

the  d ire c to rs  o f Extension. In G eorgia, fo r  example. Miss Shepperson 

and the  s ta te  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  conmittee s e le c te d  Robert Vansant, a county 

ag en t, and the  Alabama ERA designated  Robert K. Greene, a prominent 

p la n te r  and Auburn g rad u a te . At th e  lo ca l le v e l th e  agreement recom

mended th a t  the  county advisory  committees include a g r ic u ltu ra l  and 

home dem onstration agents as well as th e  r e l i e f  d ire c to rs  and o th e rs . 

There was a general ex p ec ta tio n  th a t  th ese  groups would p lay  a m ajor ro le  

in  the  se le c tio n  o f c l i e n t s .^2 They were a lso  to  choose county

2V era d i r e c t iv e ,  "O bjectives and Suggested Procedure f o r  Rural 
R e h a b ilita tio n ,"  based on a memorandum o f  June 7 , 1934, signed by 
Westbrook, T olley  and W arburton, NA RG 59 , FERA Old Subject f i l e ,  and 
a more d e ta ile d  d ire c tiv e  from kbstbrook, w ith the same t i t l e ,  dated  
June 27, 1934, copy in  th e  Wisconsin S ta te  H is to rica l S o c ie ty , Madison.

22"Suggested Rural Program," March 7 , 1934, CIC; plan f o r  ru ra l  
r e h a b i l i ta t io n  in  Georgia enclosed in  Count D. Gibson to  Gay B. Shepperson, 
A pril 17, 1934, NA RG 96; "Plan fo r  Rural R eh ab ilita tio n  in  L ou is iana ,"  
n .d .  [ a f t e r  March 22 , 1934], Nixon papers; Montgomery A d v e rtise r ,
March 15 and 21 , 1934; "F ie ld  N otes," Rural R e h a b ili ta tio n . I (November 
15, 1934), 16; personal in terv iew s with Gay B. Shepperson, Richmond, 
V irg in ia , June 29, 1970, and Robert L. V ansant, L aw renceville , G eorgia, 
Ju ly  16, 1970. Georgia com nittees included vocational a g r ic u ltu re
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r e h a b i l i ta t io n  su p e rv iso rs , who were supposed to  have th e  q u a li f ic a tio n s  

of a "more mature county ag en t,"  thus p r a c t ic a l ly  guaranteeing t h e i r  

Extension an teceden ts.^^  These o f f i c i a l s ,  in  tu rn ,  were to  s e le c t  s t a f f s  

o f outstanding  farm ers from th e  area to  superv ise  re h a b i l i ta n ts  d i r e c t ly  

f o r  a per diem compensation. There would a ls o  be a p a ra l le l  s t a f f  o f 

women a s s is ta n ts  to  advise c l i e n t s ' wives in  homemaking.Z*

The pervasive in fluence  o f  th e  Extension Service in  th e  new program 

was a m atte r o f  some importance because o f  th e  considerab le  divergence o f

teachers and those in  Louisiana added p a rish  school and h ea lth  o f f i c i a l s .  
No s ta te  seems to  have accepted FERA suggestions th a t  e s ta b lish e d  ten an ts  
o r  some o f  the  c l ie n ts  themselves be in c lu d ed , but most included  lo ca l 
farm ers o r  businessmen. I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  determine how much in fluence  
th ese  committees had in  c l i e n t  s e le c tio n . But apparently  in  Alabama th e  
county r e l i e f  a d m in is tra to r and r e h a b i l i ta t io n  committee chose them 
jo in t l y ,  while in  Georgia and Louisiana ERA o f f i c i a l s  made the  m ajor 
d ec is io n s .

Z^Here again ac tua l p ra c tic e  v a rie d . In Georgia th ese  superv iso rs 
were sometimes graduates o f  land g ran t c o lle g e s , occasionally  form er 
county a g en ts , bu t m ostly "p rac tic a l fa rm ers ."  On the o th e r  hand, 
Alabama requ ired  them to  be graduates o f  a g r ic u ltu ra l  c o lle g e s . Mont
gomery A d v e rtise r. March 21 , 1934; personal in terv iew  w ith Robert L. 
Vansant.

24ln Alabama th e  a s s is ta n ts  were former "cotton committeemen," 
o r ig in a lly  chosen to  a s s i s t  county agents to  i n i t i a t e  AAA crop con tro l 
in  1933. Under FERA they  were known as "farm forem en." See Lorena 
Hickok to  Hopkins, June 7 , 1934, FDRL Hopkins papers. H erea fte r c i te d  
as Hopkins papers. The agreement s p e c i f ic a l ly  s ta te d ,  probably a t  th e  
in s is te n c e  o f  Extension a g r i c u l tu r a l i s t s ,  t h a t  ERA case woricers would 
have no p a r t  in  superv ising  c l i e n t s .  See FERA, "O bjectives and Sug
gested Procedure fo r  Rural R e h a b ilita tio n ,"  J w e  27, 1934, mimeographed 
copy in  the Wisconsin S ta te  H is to rica l S o c ie ty , Madison. The agreements 
provided s t i l l  ano ther means f o r  the  USDA to  keep in  c lo se  touch w ith 
FERA ru ra l p o lic y . In a sep ara te  "Memorandum o f  U nderstanding," signed 
by Westbrook, T olley and Warburton on June 7 ,  1934, the  USOA e s ta b lis h e d  
i t s  own r e h a b i l i ta t io n  coord inating  committee headed by J .  Phil Campbell 
to  advise FERA on departm ent po licy  and promote the r e l i e f  agency 's 
program among county ag en ts . In a d d itio n , a l l  USOA personnel assigned 
to  FERA re h a b i l i ta t io n  were to  send re p o rts  o f  th e i r  a c t iv i t i e s  to  
Campbell. The memorandum i s  in  NA RG 69 , FERA Old Subject f i l e .
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outlook between i t  and th e  r e l i e f  a d m in is tra to rs , a d iffe ren ce  acknowl

edged by both s id e s .  Extension was a p a r t  o f  th e  Department o f  A gri

c u ltu re , which was preoccupied w ith the  needs o f  landowning commercial 

farm ers. I t  was a lso  adm inistered through the  land  g ran t c o lleg e s  and 

s ta f fe d  by p ro fess io n a l a g r ic u l tu r a l i s t s  who had s c ie n t if ic - te c h n ic a l  

backgrounds and were g re a tly  concerned with spreading  the gospel of 

improved farm m ethods, proper use o f  land , and the  l ik e .  U nderstandably, 

these  county agen ts were drawn to  working w ith those progressive  and 

u sua lly  prosperous landowners who were most l ik e ly  to  ap p rec ia te  and 

b e n e fit from t h e i r  e f f o r t s .  Robert L. Vansant, th e  Georgia r e h a b i l i t a 

t io n  d ir e c to r ,  re c a lle d  a general opinion in  th e  1930's th a t  Extension 

men were "o ld - lin e  conservatives" and adm itted th a t  they were m ainly con

cerned with su ccessfu l farmers

The a g r ic u l tu r a l i s t s  tended to  conceive ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  in  

terms o f  extending c re d i t  according to  sound f in a n c ia l p r in c ip le s  and 

saw superv ision  as in s tru c tio n  in  the  b e s t tec h n ic a l methods. As Alabama 

operations began in  la te  A p ril ,  th e  s ta te  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  d iv is io n  

in s tru c te d  i t s  farm foremen concerning the  guidance o f  c l i e n t s .  I t  

advised them, "above a l l ,  do n o t lose  your sense o f  p roportion  and l e t ' s  

make th is  a sound and se n sib le  program th a t  w ill  be an example o f  good 

business p ra c tic e  under adverse c o n d i t i o n s . W h e n  Vansant agreed to  

head the  new e f f o r t  in  Georgia he wanted i t  understood th a t  he would 

conduct an " a g r ic u ltu ra l  program, no t a so c ia l work program." He

Personal in terv iew  with Robert L. Vansant. 

^^Montgomery A d v e rtise r, A pril 22, 1934.
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c o n s is te n tly  m aintained th a t  only sound loans f o r  which repayment could 

reasonably be expected should be made and th a t  borrowers should be super

vised by " p r a c t ic a l ,  te c h n ic a l ,  a g r ic u ltu ra l  men." But as an o f f ic ia l  

o f th e  FERA, and l a t e r  the  R esettlem ent and Farm S ecurity  A dm in istra tions, 

Vansant became convinced th a t  chronic  poverty was rooted in  lack  o f  oppor

tu n i ty ,  ignorance and i l l  h e a lth . He was "converted" to  an apprecia tion  

o f  the  need to  improve the a b i l i t i e s  o f th e  poor. A fte r t h i s  re a l iz a t io n  

many of h is  Extension acquaintances concluded th a t  he had "gone over com

p le te ly  to  so c ia l w o r k . "27

In c o n tra s t  to  th e  a g r i c u l tu r a l i s t s ,  r e l i e f  a d m in is tra to rs  were 

mostly former so c ia l workers who saw t h e i r  fu n c tio n  as help ing  needy 

people. They saw ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  as an experim ent in  improving the  

farming s k i l l s  and general l iv in g  h a b its  o f  t h e i r  c l i e n t s ,  encouraging 

th e i r  a b i l i ty  f o r  s e l f -d i r e c t io n  and lessen ing  t h e i r  dependence on both 

government and la n d lo rd s . Miss Shepperson re c a lle d  th a t  the  Extension 

serv ice  In Georgia was very cooperative  in  p rovid ing  superv ision  and 

techn ica l a s s is ta n c e . But she a lso  remembered th a t  one could " te l l  

these  a g r i c u l tu r a l i s t s  th a t  our purpose was th e  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  o f  people , 

n o t land , and they  would agree 100 p e r c e n t ."  However, In th e  ap p lica 

tio n  o f  the  program she regarded them as overly  concerned w ith c o rre c t 

tech n ica l methods and thought they  revealed  a lack  o f understanding o f 

e f fo r ts  to  in c rease  the  general competence o f  the  p o o r.2^

2?In th e  FERA program Vansant may have taken c l ie n ts  who d id  no t meet 
h is  standards as good r i s k s .  However, in  Georgia se le c tio n  o f  r é h a b i l i 
ta n ts  was handled by ERA county a d m in is tra to rs . Personal In terv iew s with 
Robert L. Vansant and Gay B. Shepperson.

28personal In terv iew  with Gay B. Shepperson. She thought Vansant 
was an e x c e lle n t  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  a d n in is tr a to r  and he In tu rn  held  her in  
high esteem . Personal in terv iew  w ith Robert L. Vansant.
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Late In A p ril , 1934, as Alabama re h a b il i ta t io n  work was g e ttin g  

underway, Lorena Hickok v is i te d  Montgomery and tra v e le d  through the  

b la c k b e lt. She found th a t  the  ERA s t a f f  had l i t t l e  use f o r  Extension 

o f f i c i a l s  and was sk ep tica l o f th e  value of t h e i r  a s s is ta n c e . R e lie f 

adm in istra to rs thought Extension was too  " p o l i t ic a l  minded" and feared  

th a t  in  choosing lo ca l su perv iso rs they would probably look fo r  men with 

"superio r tech n ica l q u a l i f ic a t io n s ,"  bypassing those who could deal with 

poor fam ilie s  on a "p rac tic a l and sym pathetic b a s is ."  Hickok had p re

v iously  observed th a t  county agents were u su a lly  u n in te re s te d  in  people 

on r e l i e f .  They p refe rred  to  work with b ig  successfu l farm ers, she 

rep o rte d , and were too  "silo -m inded ."  I f  Hickok was c r i t i c a l  o f the  

a g r i c u l tu r a l i s t s ,  she was c a u s t ic  in  her assessm ent o f th e  home demon

s t r a t io n  ag en ts . They "spend a l l  t h e i r  time foo ling  around w ith g i r l s '  

c lu b s ,"  and have a "Chautauqua s la n t  on l i f e , "  she w rote. She suspected 

they  would "shudder a t  the  id ea  o f  walking in to  a ten an t fa rm er's  shack 

and teaching the  w ife how to  c lean  the  p lace up."%9

Alabama, Georgia and L ouisiana in i t i a t e d  ru ra l opera tions w ith in  

severa l weeks a f t e r  the  A tlan ta  conference. T heir programs were the 

only ones which r e a l ly  functioned  during the 1934 crop season. Most 

o th e r  Southern r e l i e f  ad m in istra tio n s were slow in  planning and began 

work, i f  a t  a l l ,  n ear the end o f 1934 o r in  1935.^® Although FERA

2*Hickok to  Hopkins, A pril 7 , 1934, Hopkins papers. Personal i n t e r 
views with Gladys Baker, Washington, D .C., October 31, 1969, and Arthur F. 
Raper, Oakton, V irg in ia , December 27, 1969. For a c r i t i c a l  ap p ra isa l of 
the  Extension Service see Gladys Baker, The County Agent (Chicago: 
U niversity  o f Chicago P re ss , 1939).

^^Westbrook to  Hopkins, A pril 9 , 1934, NA RG 69; T. P. Lee re p o rts  
to  Hopkins on M iss iss ip p i, November 3 , 10 and 26 , 1934, and January 17,



106

in tended u ltim ate ly  to  expand re h a b i l i ta t io n  in to  a nationwide under

ta k in g , i t s  e f fo r ts  were always concentra ted  in  th e  South. By February, 

1935, only 88,000 fa m ilie s  received  loans and guidance. More than h a lf  

o f  these  were in  Alabama (20,813) and Louisiana (25,584), while Georgia 

had th e  th ir d  la rg e s t  group (6 ,9 7 8 ). Moreover, 93 per cent o f the 

re c ip ie n ts  were in  the  South and only s ix  o th e r  s t a te s  aided as many as 

100. By June, 1935, when th e  new R esettlem ent A dm inistration absorbed 

FERA's farm ers, th e  South s t i l l  had 60 per c e n t o f  the 203,000 cases in 

the  country . This predominance was due to  th e  tenancy system , in  which 

th e  poor were a lready  on the  land  o r  only re c e n tly  removed from i t ,  and 

lan d lo rd s were e i th e r  unable o r  d is in c lin e d  to  fu rn ish  them. However, 

the  la rg e  numbers o f  c l ie n ts  in  some Southern s t a te s  d id  not n e c e ssa r ily  

in d ic a te  an unusually  comprehensive program in  th e  reg ion . R ather, i t  

o ften  rep resen ted  w holesale t r a n s f e r  o f r e l i e f e r s  to  r e h a b i l i ta t io n ,  

follow ed by t h e i r  c la s s i f ic a t io n  and d i f f e r e n t ia te d  trea tm en t, which in  

some cases was l i t t l e  more than r e l i e f  under an o th er name.^^

Each s ta te  ad m in is tra tio n  had some c la s s i f i c a t io n  scheme to  d e te r 

mine e l i g i b i l i t y  f o r  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  and these  procedures had much to  do

1935, Hopkins papers; Malcolm M ille r  rep o rt to  Hopkins on Texas,
November 30, 1934, NA RG 69 , FERA s ta te  f i l e s ;  A. H. Ward to  Westbrook, 
December 22, 1934 (on F lo r id a ) , J .  R. A llgyer to  Hopkins, February 9 , 
1935 (on T ennessee), and f i e ld  re p o rt on North C arolina  by Alan John
s to n e , January 19, 1935, a l l  in  Hopkins p ap ers . For a d e sc rip tio n  o f 
th e  ex tensive  Arkansas program o f  1935 see Loula Dunn to  Josephine C. 
Brown, January 8 , 1935, and Malcolm M ille r to  Hopkins, February 7 , 1935, 
Hopkins papers; f i e ld  re p o rt from William Watson f o r  two weeks ending 
June 15, 1935, NA RG 69 , FERA Old Subject f i l e .

Berta Asch and A. R, Mangus, Farmers on R e lie f  and R e h ab ilita tio n  
(Washington: WPA D ivision o f  Social Research^ Monograph V III , 1937), 
17-21.
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with whether the  ERA reached those In g re a te s t  need. In Georgia county 

d ire c to rs  c e r t i f ie d  r e l i e f  fam ilies who had a p h y sica lly  f i t  male o f  a t  

le a s t  18 years o f age who had farm experience. In the spring  o f  1934 

they  assigned I n i t i a l  p r io r i ty  to  those  a lready  loca ted  on land and 

req u irin g  the  sm a lle s t cash advance to  s t a r t  farm ing. Miss Shepperson 

announced th a t  the  f i r s t  1,000 c l ie n ts  would be former farm owners who 

had l o s t  t h e i r  land . By August Georgia had a more d e ta ile d  system which 

d iv ided  r e l i e f e r s  in to  th ree  groups. C lass A co n sis ted  o f  25,200 d e s t i 

tu te  fam ilie s  In the  open country , 6,700 with no acreage to  work and

18.500 a t  l e a s t  lo ca te d  on land. Of th e  l a t t e r  about h a lf  owned some 

equipment. Class B fam ilie s  were those on ERA r o l l s  In towns—about 

1,000 landowners and 3,100 tenan ts and la b o re rs . There were a lso  about

7.500 c la ss  C f a m il ie s ,  no t y e t on r e l i e f  bu t probably needing reh a 

b i l i t a t i o n  a s s is ta n c e . A s ta te  d ire c tiv e  sp e c if ie d  th a t  “B" and "C" 

groups were no t to  be considered u n t i l  th e  "A" category was exhausted .

In Georgia r e l i e f e r s  would receive p refe rence .

In Louisiana th e  r e l i e f  adm in istra tion  had previously  defined  

farm ers, whether owners o r te n a n ts , as “p ro p rie to rs"  capable o f s e l f -  

su p p o rt, and removed them from the  r o l l s  one month before th e  A tlan ta  

conference. With th e  new p o lic y , th e  s ta te  o f f ic e  reviewed a l l  ru ra l 

ap p lican ts  and considered a l l  w ithout p rospects f o r  public  o r p r iv a te  

jo b s o r  c re d i t  e l ig ib le  f o r  re h a b il i ta t io n .^ ^  These cases were

32%. T. B ennett, rep o rt on the  Georgia program, NA RG 69 , FERA Old 
Subject f i l e .

^^Harry Early t o  Hopkins, March 31, 1934, and November 15, 1934, 
Hopkins papers.
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c la s s i f ie d  as owners, ten an ts  (with equipm ent), croppers (w ithout eq u ip 

m ent), wage hands and sq u a tte r s . The Louisiana p lan  c a lle d  fo r  f i r s t  

a tte n tio n  to  those who could be made s e lf - s u s ta in in g  w ith a "reasonable 

expend itu re ,"  e sp e c ia lly  those who w ith  some help could q u a lify  f o r  a 

government crop lo an . Since th is  c r e d i t  was extended only to  those who 

grew s ta p le s ,  these  b e n e f ic ia r ie s ,  due to  AAA c o n tra c ts , would be lan d 

owners. O ther s e le c tio n  c r i t e r i a  included  th e  c l i e n t 's  " a t t i tu d e ,"  

experience, and, rem arkably, h is  "standing  in the community." Tenants 

and croppers were considered only i f  they  had secured a y e a r 's  le a s e .

Wage hands had to  meet th e  same standard  and were th e re fo re  e f f e c t iv e ly  

excluded.34 There i s  l i t t l e  evidence o f  how th e  Louisiana program 

a c tu a lly  o pera ted , bu t i t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  these  requirem ents prevented 

i t  from reaching th e  s t a t e 's  worst le v e ls  o f  poverty .

As in  o th e r  s t a t e s ,  the  Alabama ERA accepted r e l i e f e r s  fo r  reh a 

b i l i t a t io n  only i f  they had exhausted a l l  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f  c r e d i t .

But i t  regarded sharecropping arrangements as one o f  those p o s s ib i l i t i e s  

and was determined to  fo rce  land lo rds to  assume as much o f  t h e i r  o ld  

fu rn ish in g  burden as p o ss ib le . T herefo re , the  ERA refused  to  accep t as 

r é h a b il i ta n ts  persons i t  thought farm owners could suppo rt. I t  even 

went one s te p  fu r th e r  and ru led , on A pril 17, th a t  ten an ts  would be 

denied any r e l i e f  un less th e i r  lan d lo rd s  c e r t i f i e d  by a f f id a v it  t h a t  they 

could no t fu rn ish  them .35

^^Typescripts o f "Plan fo r  Rural R eh ab ilita tio n  in  L ou isiana,"  
n .d . [ a f t e r  March 22 , 1934] and " I n i t i a l  Steps in  Rural R e h a b ili ta tio n ,"  
n .d . [A p ril , 1934], Nixon papers.

35Montgomery Advertiser, April 17, 1934.
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Likewise the  r e l i e f  ad m in is tra tio n  re je c te d  as r é h a b il i ta n ts  th o se , 

otherw ise q u a l i f ie d , whose land lo rds would no t waive back d e b t s T h i s  

was to  avoid th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  c re d ito rs  tak ing  over equipment and goods 

which the  ERA helped i t s  c l ie n ts  acq u ire . Thus o n e 's  acceptance f o r  the  

program depended in  p a r t  upon a p la n te r 's  cooperation , a f a c to r  u n re la ted  

to  need. F in a lly , Lorena Hickok rep o rted  th a t  the ERA even cu t o f f  from 

r e l i e f  persons i t  had a lready  accepted fo r  r e h a b il i ta t io n  when t h e i r  

land lo rds refused  to  sign  debt w aivers. She thought t h i s  po licy  was "a 

b i t  h a rsh ,"  but r e l i e f  o f f i c i a l s  defended i t  as an attem pt to  fo rce  

farm ers e i th e r  to  give ten an ts  c re d i t  o r  cooperate w ith the  ERA'S e f f o r t s  

to  help  them. A dm inistrators counted on pub lic  opinion to  bring r e c a l 

c i t r a n t  p lan te rs  in  l i n e ,  bu t Hickok doubted the  t a c t i c  would work.^^

The a p p lica tio n  o f  a l l  th ese  c r i t e r i a  g re a tly  reduced the  number 

who could hope fo r  r e h a b i l i ta t io n .  In l a te  March 30,000 ru ra l Alabama 

fam ilie s  were on r e l i e f ,  bu t by A pril 22 , as the  program s ta r te d ,  th e re  

remained only 17,200 from whom th e  f i r s t  se le c tio n s  were made.38

3 8 ib id .,  March 21 , April 15 and 17, 1934.

3?H1ckok to  Hopkins, June 7 , 1934, Hopkins p ap ers . Hickok's 
observations were in  northern  Alabama. A s im ila r  re p o r t  from a b lack 
b e l t  county counted 456 fam ilie s  on d i r e c t  r e l i e f  in  March, 1934. By 
June 1 the  number had been reduced to  53 , w ith only 20 s h if te d  to  work 
r e l i e f  and 70 to  ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n .  Most o f  the  r e s t  were being 
c a r r ie d  by p la n te rs  bu t o thers had been dropped from r e l i e f  "because 
landowners, some o f whom did  no t understand the  . . . program, declined  
to  waive re n t o r  d e b t[ s ] .  . . ."  Montgomery A d v e rtise r. June 9 , 1934. 
See a lso  Louise Krueger to  C orrlngton G i l l ,  August I S ,^ 9 3 4 ,  NA RG 69 . 
I t  should be noted th a t  FERA had to  re ly  on persuasion and pub lic  
opinion to  in fluence  p la n te r s ,  s in ce  un like  AAA i t  had no rea l leverage 
to  fo rce  them to  help  support th e  ru ra l poor.

3®Montgomery A d v e r tis e r ,  A p ril 2 2 , 1934.
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Another major f a c to r  determ ining the  e ffe c tiv e n e ss  o f  a id  to  the  

d e s t i tu te  was the amount and kind o f  help  they received  in  ob tain ing  

lan d , equipment and liv e s to c k . C losely re la te d  to  th i s  was the  q u a lity  

of t h e i r  sup erv isio n . In April the  Georgia r e l i e f  adm in istra tion  sub

m itted  to  FERA an o u tlin e  o f  the  a ss is ta n c e  I t  Intended to  give I t s  

farm ers. I t  estim ated  th a t  In 126 ru ra l  coun ties th e re  were av a ilab le  

6,800 vacant tenan t houses and 251,000 accompanying unused a c re s . The 

plan a n tic ip a te d  th a t  each r é h a b i l i ta n t  would c u lt iv a te  no more than 10 

o r  15 a c re s ,  although he might have more fo r  p a s tu re . C lien ts  could 

produce no c o tto n , bu t would grow various s o i l  b u i ld e r s ,  c o m , peas, 

beans, peanu ts, sorghun, vegetables and melons. The ERA fig u red  th a t  

an average fam ily advance would Include land re n ta l ($50 p e r y e a r) , 

house r e p a ir  ($50), f e r t i l i z e r  (300 pounds p e r acre a t  an average to ta l  

c o s t o f  $51 .75), food ($92.40 worth o f f lo u r ,  m eal, l a r d ,  m eat, sugar 

and c o ffee ) fo r  the  s ix  months during  which garden produce was unavail

a b le , c lo th in g  ($60), and medicine ($12). Mules would be ren ted  a t  

f i r s t  to  cu t expenses. The ERA envisioned  th a t  I t s  charges could own 

c a p ita l goods e v en tu a lly . The agency planned to  advance to  co st-sh arin g  

p a irs  o f  fam ilie s  h a l f  In te re s ts  each In a mule, h a rn e ss , wagon and Imple

ments fo r  $155. In add ition  Ind iv idual fam ilie s  might acquire a cow 

($25), hogs ($20), and chickens ($10). At f i r s t  th ese  Items would be 

le n t  by the  r e l i e f  ad m in is tra tio n  In re tu rn  f o r  the  fa rm er's  pledge 

to  "keep, use and p ro te c t"  them. L a te r , as they made some p r o f i t s ,  they  

could am ortize equipment and liv e s to ck  and u ltim a te ly , perhaps, land as w e l l .39

39pian fo r  ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  In G eorgia, envlosed In Count D. 
Gibson to  Gay B. Shepperson, April 17, 1934, NA RG 96.
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Alabama's r e h a b i l i ta t io n  plan was the  f i r s t  subm itted to  th e  FERA 

and some o f  i t s  procedures were regarded as models f o r  o ther s t a t e s . 40 

Robert Greene, the s t a t e  d i r e c to r ,  had been an outspoken c r i t i c  o f  FERA's 

previous ru ra l o p e ra tio n s .4  ̂ With the  a id  o f  Extension consu ltan ts he 

o u tlin e d  an "econon\y program" designed to  c o s t  no more annually than 

d i r e c t  r e l i e f .  In th e  sp ring  and summer o f 1934 th e  average advance per 

fam ily was only $94.11. As in  o th e r  s t a t e s ,  c l ie n ts  were expected to  

repay everything in  f u l l .  By November 15, 1934, $650,000 had been loaned 

and $500,000 repaid  e i t h e r  in  work o r  produce. Among cost-sav ing  te c h 

niques was a requirem ent th a t  r é h a b i l i ta n ts  p reserve  the  garden vege

ta b le s  they grew by d ry in g , r a th e r  than canning, because the former 

method was no t only cheaper bu t le s s  com plicated and th e re fo re  more 

l ik e ly  to  be continued by the  poor.4%

But the  most p u b lic ize d  expense-cu tting  procedure was th a t  o f p ro 

vid ing  workstock, which gave the  Alabama opera tio n s popular n o to r ie ty  

as th e  " s te e r  program ." I f  c l ie n ts  lacked work an im als, the r e l i e f  

ad m in is tra tio n  undertook to  fu rn is h , on c r e d i t ,  c a t t l e  o r  oxen. In d is 

c rim in a te ly  c a lle d  " s te e rs "  In Alabama. Sometimes th ese  were AAA s u r 

p lus beef anim als, b u t u su a lly  lo ca l scrub "piney woods s te e rs "  were 

found more s a t is f a c to ry  fo r  p u llin g  plows. The ERA was emphatic th a t  

I t  would not supply mules because ownership and ca re  o f  them were m ajor 

f in a n c ia l burdens f o r  poor farm ers . Mules were scarce  In Alabama, c o s t

4®Malcolm M ille r  to  Aubrey W illiam s, October 15, 1934, Hopkins 
papers; Montgomery A d v e r tis e r . Ju ly  10, 1934.

41"F ield  N otes," Rural R e h a b ili ta tio n , I (November 15, 1934), 16.

42Ib id .
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a t  l e a s t  $100-$150 a p ie ce , and consutied about $120 worth o f  feed per y ea r. 

"You can se e ,"  the  ERA to ld  I t s  c l ie n ts  in  an u n in ten tiona l conment on 

i t s  r e l i e f  s tan d ard s, " th a t i t  co sts  alm ost as much to  feed  a mule fo r  

a y ea r as i t  co sts  to  feed  a whole fam ily ."  But s te e rs  c o s t only about 

$24 per y ear to  feed  because they could graze fo r  th e i r  su b s is te n c e .*3 

Lorena Hickok was in  the  Alabama b la c k b e lt  in  A p ril, 1934, as the  

s te e r  program began. She encountered much pub lic  skep tic ism  about i t  

among small town w h ite s . One c r i t i c  exploded, '"H ell 1 This a i n ' t  no 

New Deal i f  we . . . g o tta  go back plow in' s t e e r s ! '"  He to ld  her the  

c a t t l e  were d i f f i c u l t  to  break to  a plow. Moreover, they  would not 

work in  the  h e a t, bu t " ' j u s t  lay  r ig h t  down, o r  wander o f f  to  the swamp 

d ragg in ’ the n igger w ith 'em, i f  he a i n ' t  le a d in ' 'em !'"  But these 

d e tra c to r s ,  she observed, were m ostly non-farm ers. She a ls o  talked  

with some r e h a b i l i ta n ts  who were plowing s a t i s f a c to r i ly  w ith s te e r s .

A black farm er assured  h e r ,  "'Anybody c 'n  g i t  along a l r ig h t  wid a 

s te e r .  '"44

Other c r i t i c s  contended the  program was s ta r t in g  too  la te  fo r  th e  

crop season in  southern  Alabama, bu t Extension experts d isag reed .

Various o thers thought th e  FERA was going to  e n t i r e ly  too  much tro u b le  

fo r  the b e n e fit o f  "pore white tra sh  and n ig g e rs ."  There was s im ila r  

skepticism  in Georgia where the s ta te  d ir e c to r  re c a lle d  numerous 

"doubting Thomases." But Hickok found th a t  the  Alabama r e l i e f  s t a f f

43Alabama R e lie f  A dm in istra tion , " In s tru c tio n s  fo r  R e h ab ilita tio n  
Subscribers in  Group I ,"  December, 1934, Hickok to  Hopkins, April 7 ,  
1934, Hopkins papers.

44Hickok to  H opkins, A pril 7 , 1934, Hopkins p a p e rs .
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was confiden t o f  good r e s u l ts  and the  more thoughtfu l lo ca l businessmen 

and p lan te rs  expected th a t  perhaps 50 per cen t o f the c l ie n ts  could be 

permanently r e h a b i l i ta te d .  But a l l  agreed th a t  close superv ision  was 

e s s e n t ia l .  '"You j e s t  g o tta  stand  r ig h t  over 'e m ," ' they  to ld  h e r .*5 

In June, 1934, Hickok re tu rned  to  Alabama and tra v e le d  through th e  

northern p a r t  o f  the  s t a t e .  Her rep o rts  to  Hopkins o f fe r  a glimpse o f  

the e a r ly  opera tion  o f  ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  in  the Deep South. Near 

Florence she observed c l ie n ts  supp lied  with seed , f e r t i l i z e r ,  to o ls  and 

d ra f t  animals (mules in  th i s  a re a , un like  th e  r e s t  of the  s t a te ) .  

Advances ranged from $49-$165 and averaged $80. The r e l i e f  adm in istra 

tio n  bought no land bu t lo ca ted  fam ilie s  on lan d lo rd s ' AAA "rented 

a c re s ."  R e h ab ilitan ts  grew no co tton  un less they turned  i t  over to  FERA 

fo r  r e l i e f  u se . T heir su rp lu s  produce was app lied  by ERA to  th e i r  

indebtedness and they received  preference  fo r  local road work. Hickok 

discovered th a t  most land lo rds were q u ite  w illin g  to  waive debts and 

otherw ise coopera te , apparen tly  convinced th a t  land improvement and 

supervised re p a ir  o f  houses and fences was adequate compensation. In 

the  m atte r o f  c l i e n t  s e le c t io n ,  Hickok noted th a t ,  although those chosen 

were unquestionably needy, th e re  was some tendency to  bypass the most 

d e s t i tu te  and dependent. 'The idea  i s  to  s t a r t  ou t t h i s  y ea r with those  

most l ik e ly  to  succeed," she w ro te. 'These w ill  be given fu r th e r  oppor

tu n i t ie s  nex t y ea r i f  they  make good . . .  and . . .  i f  th e  program goes 

on le ss  l ik e ly  cand idates w ill be taken on. I t ' s  a l l  experim ental th i s  

year . . . and they  want the  b e s t m ateria l to  work w i th ."*6

45ib id . ;  personal in te rv iew  w ith Robert L. Vansant. 

^H ickok to  Hopkins, June 7 , 1934, Hopkins papers.
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Hickok was su rp rised  to  f in d  th a t  county ag en ts , r e h a b i l i ta t io n  

superv iso rs and a s s is ta n ts  with Extension backgrounds were c o n trib u tin g  

more to  the  program than r e l i e f  o f f i c i a l s  had o r ig in a lly  expected. Farm 

foremen handled about e ig h t fam ilie s  each and severa l were s u f f ic ie n t ly  

in te re s te d  to  work overtime v/ith t h e i r  wards. Hickok made the  rounds 

with one foreman who was q u ite  proud o f h is  c l i e n t s ' progress and con

f id e n t o f th e i r  su ccess , although he did admit personal d i f f ic u l ty  with 

“one sm art n igger who d o n 't  l ik e  to  take ad v ice ."  Another conscien tious 

superv iso r to ld  her th a t  most r e h a b i l i ta n ts  were i l l i t e r a t e  and had 

g re a t need fo r  someone to  advise them in  business a f f a i r s ,  since land

lo rds had always kept t h e i r  accounts. "Now our job i s  to  see th a t  they

get a new s t a r t ,  w ith someone to  p ro te c t them," he sa id .* ?

Although Hickok adm itted th a t  the  Alabama program, with i t s  s t e e r s ,  

$40 m ules, borrowed land and minimal lo an s , might seem "niggardly" to  

some, she thought i t  had an e s s e n tia l  p r a c t ic a l i ty .  "Instead  o f s ta r t in g  

out w ith $2,500 homes . . . brand new expensive equipment and stock" and

excessive indeb tedness, she observed, "these people are  being given the

th in g s tliey a c tu a lly  need to  g e t s ta r te d —and on terms they can meet 

. . . ."  Other improvements in  t h e i r  l iv in g  standards "w ill come in  

tim e ,"  she added.*®

Hickok's observations ra is e  the im portant question  of th e  e f f e c t iv e 

ness o f  FERA re h a b i l i ta t io n  in  reaching  the South 's w orst poverty . I t  

i s  t ru e  th a t  i t  aided only r e l i e f e r s  who had no prospects o f  jobs o r 

c r e d i t .  However i t  was le s s  than comprehensive in  t h i s .  One o f  the

*?Ibid. *®Ibid.
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program 's o rig in a l aims was to  end d i r e c t  r e l i e f  in  ru ra l a re a s . Thus, 

w hile r e l i e f  ad m in istra tio n s tra n s fe rre d  many cases to  r e h a b i l i ta t io n ,  

they a lso  attem pted , as in  Alabama, to  fo rce  la rg e  numbers o f  the poor 

back upon the  resources o f lan d lo rd s , and completely dropped many o th e rs  

from the pub lic  r o l l s .  In June Aubrey Williams commented th a t  in  the  

process o f  s h if t in g  to  ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n ,  Alabama and Louisiana had 

taken "arb itra ry  ac tio n s"  to  slash  r e l i e f  lo ad s . "I s tro n g ly  suspect 

th is  is  the  cause o f considerab le  s u f fe r in g ,"  he w r o t e . i t  should 

a lso  be remembered th a t  the  s ta te  agencies c la s s if ie d  ru ra l c l ie n ts  and , 

as Hickok observed, p laced  the  “b e s t m a te ria l"  on land w ith superv ision  

and c re d i t .  But two WPA re se a rc h e rs , w ritin g  in  1936, concluded th a t  

g re a t  numbers o f  r é h a b i l i t a n t s ,  presumably the  l e a s t  cap ab le , received  

l i t t l e  more than r e l i e f

Furthermore, th e re  i s  evidence th a t  by 1935 s ta te  r e l i e f  ad m in is tra 

t io n s  were becoming more s e le c tiv e  in  providing a s s is ta n c e . In December, 

1934, the  Alabama agency issued  i t s  top  group o f  r e h a b i l i ta n ts  in s t ru c 

t io n s  fo r  1935 which requ ired  them to  f in d  t h e i r  own p laces to  farm , 

make a ren ta l agreement w ith a land lo rd  (p refe rab ly  f o r  more than one 

y ea r)  and ob tain  a waiver o f any back debts they  owed him. County 

r e l i e f  o ff ic e s  were supposed to  a s s i s t  the  ten an ts  f i l l  ou t lease  forms 

and may have given them more ex tensive  h e lp . However, i t  i s  l ik e ly  t h a t  

these  arrangements were considerably  more than the  most impoverished and 

dependent c l ie n ts  could n e g o tia te . These in s tru c tio n s  s tro n g ly  suggest

^^Aubrey Williams to  George B. Power, June 4 , 1934, FDRL Williams 
papers.

^®Asch and Mangus, Farmers on R e lie f  and R e h a b ili ta tio n , 18.
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t h a t  the Alabama ERA extended a id  In 1935 to  a le s s  needy and more capable 

c l ie n te le  than in  th e  sp rin g  o f  1934.51 A s im ila r  tren d  p reva iled  through

ou t the S ou theast. One in v e s tig a to r  found th a t  only about 20 per cen t 

o f  the  r e h a b i l i ta n ts  in  a seven s ta te  a rea  were wage hands* and o f the  

o th e rs , only o n e -th ird  were sharecroppers. He concluded, "those farm 

fam ilies  who were presumably in  a b e t te r  f in a n c ia l s i tu a tio n  . . . were 

more o ften  taken on th e  . . . program than were croppers and farm la b o r

e rs  . "52

The e x te n t to  which impoverished ru ra l Negroes shared the  b e n e fits  

o f  the  FERA program i s  u n c e rta in . O ff ic ia l  p o lic y , o f  cou rse , pro

h ib ite d  ra c ia l  d isc r im in a tio n . Both Hopkins and F o rre s te r  B. Washington, 

th e  d ir e c to r  o f  FERA's National Negro D iv is io n , made th a t  po in t a t  the  

A tlan ta  conference. I t  i s  a lso  c le a r  th a t  th e re  were many black c l i e n t s .  

In A p ril, 1935, a N ational Emergency Council o f f ic ia l  reported  th a t  

one th i r d  o f Alabama's 10,000 r e h a b i l i ta n ts  were Negroes. But th e re  

were in e q u itie s  in  th e  s iz e  o f  c l i e n t s ' advances. In seven Southeastern 

s ta te s  4,028 w hites received  an average o f  $205 during one year on the 

program, w hile th e  f ig u re  fo r  2,260 Negroes was only $122.53 the  

same tim e , some l o c a l i t i e s  may have ex erted  su b tle  p ressures which d i s 

couraged black a p p lic a n ts . In Decenher, 1934, a curious rep o rt from a 

s t a f f  member o f the  Georgia ERA s ta te d  th a t  d isp laced  "colored fam ilie s

51 Alabama R e lie f  A dm in istra tion , " In s tru c tio n s  to  R eh ab ilita tio n  
S ubscribers in  Group I , "  December, 1934, Hopkins papers.

52%. J .  W oofter. Landlord and Tenant on the  Cotton P lan ta tion  
(Washington: WPA D ivision  o f  Social ResearchT Monograph V, 1^36), 174.

5 3 lb id .,  173.
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who might be e l ig ib le  f o r  th is  oropram are a f ra id  to  apply fo r  i t "  

because they  had "become accustomed to  a measure o f economic and so c ia l 

p ro tec tio n  [by ERA] in  th e  c i t i e s ,  which, they  b e lie v e , i s  e n t i r e ly  

lacking in  the  ru ra l a re a s ."  However, th e  re p o r t  con tinued , those blacks 

who were re h a b i l i ta n ts  had progressed as well as the  w hites and th e re  

was "no evidence o f r a c ia l  an tipathy  to  them in  the [com m unities]." The 

w r ite r  concluded th a t  th e  agency should s t r iv e  to  overcome unfounded 

black apprehension about the  program.5*

In O ctober, 1935, A lfred  Edgar Sm ith, a re sea rch e r f o r  the  FERA 

race re la tio n s  u n i t ,  found th a t  "ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  . . . attended 

by d i f f ic u l t i e s  as i t  has been . . .  i s  e f fe c t iv e  enough fo r  blacks in  

i t s  lim ited  scope," b u t n e v e rth e le ss , "ru ra l Negro labo r con tinues in  

a dep lorab le  s t a te . "  However, Smith l a t e r  prepared a re p o rt on a l l  

federal r e l i e f  opera tio n s and concluded, "apparen tly  Negroes shared 

in  every phase of emergency r e l i e f  but were d e f in i te ly  d iscrim inated  

ag a in st in  one o r  more d e ta il  o f adm inistration ."^®  One may surmise 

th a t  h is  general assessm ent applied  to  ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n .

FERA's ru ra l o p e ra tio n s were h a s t i ly  conceived and conducted w ith 

l i t t l e  c e n tra l d i r e c tio n . R eh ab ilita tio n  reached lim ited  numbers, 

209,951 cases in  i t s  peak month o f A p ril , 1935, and then probably

®*Report to  Hopkins from Gay B. Shepperson (w ritten  by A lice R. 
Owens), December 5 , 1934, Hopkins papers; John D. Petree (Alabama NEC 
d ire c to r )  to  Eugene S. Leggett (NEC Executive A s s is ta n t) ,  April 2 , 1935,
NA R6 44 , Federal Records C enter, S u itla n d , Maryland.

®®Alfred Edgar Sm ith, "Negro Labor and Unemployment R e lie f ,"
October, 1935, NA R6 69 , WPA L ibrary ; "Report-Sunmary, 1935, Negro C lien ts  
on Federal Unemployment R e lie f , December 31, 1935, NA RG 69 , FERA New 
Subject f i l e .
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by-passed th e  most impoverished.^® But i t s  idea o f  combining c re d i t  and 

guidance was sound. I t  f i t  th e  experience o f the  S ou th 's  ru ra l poor, 

who had always received  advances and superv ision  from th e  same sou rce , 

the lan d lo rd s . FERA assumed these  func tions with the  in te n t  o f encourag

ing and improving the  competence o f  d e s t i tu te  and lan d less  country fo lk , 

and w ithout charging p la n te r s ' in te r e s t  r a te s .  By supplying workstock 

and implements to  p ro p e rty le ss  croppers i t  provided some a chance to  

ra is e  t h e i r  s ta tu s  to  th a t  o f  share tenan ts.® ? The New Deal continued 

and re fin e d  th is  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  Idea in  i t s  R esettlem ent and Farm S ecurity  

A dm in istra tions.

Harry Hopkins was convinced o f  th e  worth o f  ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  

and wanted to  continue and expand i t  as p a r t  o f  the  r e l i e f  e f f o r t .  On 

December 14, 1934, he proposed to  Roosevelt a complete reo rgan iza tion  

o f  federa l r e l i e f  fo r  1935 and assigned  the ru ra l program a place in  

h is  new d esig n . He to ld  th e  P resid en t th a t  FERA then gave d ir e c t  a id  

to  4 .3  m illio n  fam ilies and 700,000 s in g le  persons. Of th e s e , a m illio n  

were unemployable because o f  age, i l l n e s s ,  o r  d i s a b i l i t i e s .  Another 

3.5 m illio n  were unemployed and sim ply needed jo b s . But about 500,000 

needed r e h a b i l i ta t io n  as farm ers. Hopkins proposed to  ab o lish  d ir e c t  

r e l i e f  and tu rn  unemployables over to  th e  care o f the  s t a t e s .  For the  

jo b less  he favored a new fe d e ra lly  adm inistered and financed  work r e l i e f  

agency. To complete the  plan he wanted to  expand r e h a b i l i ta t io n  to  

cover a h a l f  m illio n  c a se s , and a t  the  same tim e, r e s e t t l e  "stranded"

®®Asch and Mangus, Farmers on R e lie f  and R e h a b ili ta tio n , 17. 

®?Woofter, Landlord and Tenant, 189.
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farm fam ilies  from submarginal lands to  more f e r t i l e  a c re s .

F in a lly , throughout 1934 many assoc ia ted  the  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  idea 

with the  encouragement o f landow nership. Some regarded purchase o f  

small acreage as an e s se n tia l  f in a l  s tep  in  u p l if t in g  the  poor. Even 

before the  A tlan ta  m eeting, Hopkins had suggested to  Wallace th a t  réha

b i l i t a n t s  could be p o ten tia l land  b u y e r s . A t  the conference i t s e l f  

several o f th e  s ta te  r e l i e f  o f f i c i a l s  urged th e  idea upon Westbrook and 

the FERA.60 Moreover, many o f  the  s ta te  p lans affirm ed general in te n 

tio n s  o f  a s s is t in g  the  needy to  own small t r a c t s .  The Georgia o u tlin e  

proposed th a t  the  ERA's b e s t fanners be lo ca ted  "a t once on lands which 

they sh a ll ev en tu a lly  am ortize fo r  themselves."®^ In December, 1934, 

the Alabama ERA in s tru c te d  I t s  top  c l ie n ts  to  attem pt to  arrange with 

land lords le a se s  with op tions to  buy.®2 In th e  l a t t e r  p a r t  of 1934 

most s ta te  ad m in istra tio n s e s ta b lish e d  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  corpora tions to  

f u l f i l l  leg a l requirem ents in  o b ta in in g , lea s in g  and s e l l in g  p ro p e rty , 

and these bodies were empowered to  purchase and convey re a l

^^C onfidential memorandum, Hopkins to  FDR, December 14, 1934, FDRL 
OF 444-C. The new work r e l i e f  agency was, o f  cou rse , the  WPA. The 
reo rgan iza tion  was c a rr ie d  ou t in  A p ril ,  1935, but ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  
was t ra n s fe r re d  to  the  new RA.

S^Wallace to  Hopkins, March 12, 1934, NA R6 69, FERA Old Subject
f i l e .

"T ranscrip t o f  the  Minutes o f th e  Regional Conference on Rural 
R e h ab ilita tio n  held by the  Federal Emergency R e lie f  A dm inistration in  
A tlan ta , G eorgia, March 12 and 13, 1934," NA RG 69.

®^Georgia plan enclosed in  Count D. Gibson to  Gay B. Shepperson, 
April 17, 1934, NA RG 96. The plan contemplated p lo ts  as small as e ig h t  
a c re s .

®^Alabama R e lie f  A dm in istra tion , " In s tru c tio n s  to  R eh ab ilita tio n  
Subscribers in  Group I ,"  Hopkins papers.
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esta te ,® ^  In June , 1935, f o r  example, th e  Arkansas program contemplated 

land a c q u is itio n  fo r  c l ie n ts  because "home ownership i s  the  u ltim ate  aim 

in  every c a s e ."64

Small landownership as a means o f r e h a b i l i ta t in g  the  poor was in  

f a c t  a growing id e a , among c r i t i c s  as w ell as upholders o f  the  FERA's 

o p e ra tio n s . On June 20, 1934, T. J .  W oofter, a resea rch e r o f farm 

problems fo r  th e  r e l i e f  agency, wrote to  Will A lexander, executive d i r e c 

to r  o f the  Commission on I n te r r a c ia l  C ooperation. He to ld  Alexander t h a t  

h is  in v e s tig a tio n s  had convinced him o f  the  need fo r  a "long time plan 

looking to  th e  reduction o f  tenancy to  the  s ta tu s  o f  a way s ta tio n  to  

ownership." He thought th a t  FERA's "recen t hu rried  a ttem pt a t  ru ra l 

re h a b il i ta t io n "  was no s u b s t i tu te  fo r  a farm ownership program, since  

i t  was mainly a scheme to  g e t country fam ilie s  o f f  r e l i e f  and d e a l t  w ith  

"the most depressed ten a n t c la s s ."  The e lim in a tio n  o f  tenancy , he 

though t, would n e c e ss ita te  "working f i r s t  w ith the b e t t e r  c la s s  of 

te n a n t."  Woofter envisioned an "evolu tionary" plan which would "open 

op p o rtu n ities  fo r  land ownership" fo r  th e  poor. He was probably unaware 

o f i t ,  bu t Alexander would soon undertake a campaign fo r  le g is la t io n  to  

promote r e h a b il i ta t io n  by land  re d is tr ib u tio n .® ^

63"Rural R eh ab ilita tio n  Program; F inancial P o lic ie s  and P rocedures," 
FERA d ire c tiv e  from Westbrook and Corrington G ill to  a l l  s ta te  ERA and 
re h a b i l i ta t io n  d ire c to r s ,  December 26, 1934, NA RG 16, AAA legal f i l e .

Ĝ FERA f i e ld  repo rt by W illiam Watson fo r  the two weeks ending June 15, 
1935, NA RG 6 9 , FERA Old Sub ject f i l e .

65I .  J .  W oofter to  W ill A lexander, June 2 0 , 1934, CIC.



CHAPTER V

THE CONCEPTION AND INTRODUCTION OF THE BANKHEAD 

LEGISLATION, 1934-1935

The move to  ob ta in  an ti-p o v e rty  le g is la t io n  began la te  in  January , 

1934. S ta iy  May o f  the  R ockefeller Foundation telephoned Will Alexander 

in  A tlan ta , and suggested , th a t  since  th e  New Deal was nearing i t s  f i r s t  

ann iversa ry , th e  tim e had come fo r  se rio u s in v e s tig a tio n  o f  the  impact 

o f  federa l recovery e f f o r t s  upon Negroes. May to ld  Alexander th a t  th e  

foundation could provide $50,000 fo r  research  on the  su b je c t , bu t d esired  

no p u b lic i ty . A ccordingly, he proposed to  channel the  money th ro u ^ i the 

Rosenwald Fund, which had a long in te r e s t  in  th e  problems o f Negroes, to  

the  In te r ra c ia l  Commission which would manage th e  in q u iry . May requested  

th a t  Alexander, w ith Edwin R. Embree, execu tive  d ire c to r  o f the  Rosenwald 

Fund, and Charles S. Johnson, a Fisk U n iv ers ity  s o c io lo g is t ,  accep t 

re sp o n s ib ili ty  f o r  the  s tudy . Alexander ag reed , and in  la te  March, 1934, 

the  board o f the  In te r ra c ia l  Coimnission fo rm ally  approved h is  p a r t ic ip a 

t io n .1

Early in  February, A lexander, Embree and Johnson c o n s titu te d

1Memoir o f  Will A lexander, Columbia Oral H istory C o lle c tio n , Columbia 
U n ivers ity , 372 (h e re a f te r  c i te d  as COHC-Alexander); Edwin R. Embree to  
William P. B eaze ll, February 15, 1935, papers o f  the  Commission on I n te r 
ra c ia l Cooperation, A tlan ta  U niversity  (h e re a f te r  c ite d  as CIC).
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themselves the  Committee on M inority Groups in  the  Economic Recovery and 

met in  N ashville  to  organize th e  s tu4y . They devised a th re e fo ld  p lan . 

F i r s t ,  they e s ta b lish e d  an inform ation c le a r in g  cen te r in  A tlan ta  headed 

by Arthur Raper, o f A lexander's s t a f f ,  to  rece iv e  rep o rts  from throughout 

the  South concerning the  e ffe c tiv en e ss  o f  New Deal p o lic ie s  f o r  b lack s. 

Secondly, Johnson would arrange fo r  an in q u iry  in to  the  N egro 's po sitio n  

in  two major Southern in d u s tr ie s —meat packing and s t e e l—governed by 

NRA codes. This research  was assigned to  George S. M itc h e ll, a V irginian 

who was l a t e r  a reg ional d ire c to r  o f  the  Farm Security  A dm in istra tion , 

and a black a s s o c ia te ,  Horace R. Caton. T h e ir find ings were u ltim a te ly  

published as Black Workers and the  New Unions, which appeared sh o rtly  

a f te r  the demise o f th e  NRA.

F in a lly , Alexander and Johnson undertook to  examine New Deal a g r i 

c u ltu ra l p o l ic ie s .  As Alexander informed Howard Odum, " I t  was decided 

to  make some s o r t  o f  e f f o r t  to  d iscover an in te l l ig e n t  b a s is  fo r  a long

time program fo r  Negroes on the farm , p a r t ic u la r ly  those who w ill be 

uprooted by crop reduction  and the withdrawal o f marginal lan d s . 

S ig n if ic a n tly , even a t  th is  e a r ly  d a te , th e re  was co n sid era tio n  o f  the 

need fo r  long range p o l ic ie s .

Johnson managed the  study o f  the  AAA. By June, 1934, he had 

assembled a s t a f f  o f  in v e s tig a to rs  and se n t them in to  the  Deep South fo r  

in q u ir ie s , in te rv iew s and observation . He took sp ec ia l pa ins to  assure 

h is  b i- r a c ia l  group o f  f i e ld  men personal " se c u rity  and confidence" in  

p o te n tia lly  h o s t i le  p la n ta tio n  d i s t r i c t s  where they might be regarded

^COHC-Alexander, 374-75; A lexander to  Odum, February 1 5 , 1934, CIC.
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as meddling o u ts id e rs . He attem pted to  ob tain  c re d e n tia ls  fo r  them from 

the  In te r io r  Department through Clark Foreman, Secre tary  Ick es ' adv iso r 

on Negro a f f a i r s .  F a ilin g  in  t h i s ,  he made th e  b e s t p o ssib le  lo ca l a rrange

ments. In M ississipp i f o r  example, where in v e s tig a tio n s  were scheduled 

in  B olivar and Noxubee c o u n tie s , Johnson secured the cooperation o f the  

S ta te  d ire c to r  o f  E xtension, who in s tru c te d  county agents to  provide 

a ss is ta n c e . Johnson procured l e t t e r s  o f  in tro d u c tio n  from the S ta te  Com

m issioner o f  A g ricu ltu re , and Oscar Johnston , p res id en t o f  the  Delta and 

Pine Land Company, granted  fu l l  access to  th a t  p la n ta tio n . As a f in a l 

p recau tio n , th e  f i e ld  s t a f f  rece ived  the  w ritte n  sanction  o f  th e  s h e r i f f  

a t  C leveland, M iss is s ip p i.3

Although some f i e ld  study continued as l a t e  as December, 1934, most 

o f  the  in v e s tig a tio n s  were concluded before O ctober. The voluminous 

evidence confirmed th a t  the  S ou th 's  co tton  tenancy system was in  a s ta te  

o f  advanced d e te r io ra t io n ,  th a t  crop r e s t r i c t io n  had compounded the  d i f f i 

c u l t i e s ,  and th a t  AAA's repu ted  in e q u itie s  f o r  tenan ts  were re a l enough 

and general throughout th e  co tto n  b e l t .  These find ings compelled the 

committee to  s h i f t  i t s  concen tra tion  from exclusive  concern w ith the 

condition  o f  ru ra l Negroes to  th e  dep lorab le  p lig h t  o f  a l l  the  lan d less  

farmers o f  th e  South.^

The committee saw among i t s  purposes the  arousing o f  pub lic  opinion 

and the in s p ira t io n  o f  Congressional a c tio n . In o rder to  in fluence

3johnson to  Alexander, June 14, 20, 23 , and 25, 1934, Charles S. 
Johnson p ap ers , Fisk U n iv e rs ity . H ereafte r c i te d  as Johnson papers.

^Johnson to  Alexander, December 10, 1934, and Embree to  B eaze ll, 
February 15, 1935, CIC; COHC-Alexander, 375-76.
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opinion they determ ined to  pub lish  a b r i e f  re p o rt ra th e r  than the vo lu

minous r e s u l ts  o f  the  f i e ld  s tu d ie s .  To prepare t h i s ,  th e  committee 

h ired  Frank Tannenbaum, a h is to r ia n  with considerab le  rep u ta tio n  In L atin  

American s tu d ie s .  Tannenbaum, then employed a t  the  Brookings In s t i tu t io n  

In Washington, was well versed  In the  h is to ry  o f  fo reign  land reform 

movements, p a r t ic u la r ly  those in  Mexico. He a lso  knew th e  South; In 1924 

he had w ritte n  Darker Phases o f  th e  South, a pe rcep tive  book about the  

s e c t io n 's  so c ia l and economic d e f ic ie n c ie s . He had n o t ,  however, been 

In the region s in c e  th a t  time.®

In the  e a r ly  f a l l  o f  1934, A lexander, Embree, Johnson and Tannenbaum 

met to g e th e r  f o r  th e  f i r s t  tim e , a t  A lexander's home in  A tlan ta , to  

review the  com m ittee's f in d in g s . They concluded th a t  th e  AAA cotton 

program had been an "unforeseen calam ity" f o r  sharecroppers and te n a n ts , 

reducing and even destroy ing  th e  minimal s e c u r i ty  affo rded  by the crop 

l ie n  system . Landowners now found i t  p ro f i ta b le  to  reduce the  number o f  

th e i r  ten an ts  and demote those  remaining to  wage la b o re rs . Those d i s 

placed were fo rced  on r e l i e f ,  "with a l l  t h a t  means In pu rpose lessness.

In f u t i l i t y ,  in  the  absence o f  se lf-g o v ern an ce . In the  d estru c tio n  o f  

ambition and th e  devasta tion  o f  a dream th a t  'n e x t y e a r '"  would promise 

b e t te r  co n d itio n s . The committee was by no means the  f i r s t  to  make such 

o b se rv a tio n s, b u t I t  based I t s  conclusions on the  r e s u l ts  o f  Johnson 's 

f i e ld  s tu d ie s  and grasped w ell the  tren d  In th e  South.®

®COHC-Alexander, 375-77.

®Tannenbaun to  A lexander, October 13, 1934, Frank Tannenbaum p ap ers , 
Columbia U n iv e rs ity . H e rea fte r c i te d  as FT. The l e t t e r  Is  t i t l e d  
"Memo o f  a re c e n t d iscussion  between Tannenbaum, Johnson, Alexander, 
Embree."
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D iscussion turned to  the  proposal o f some minimum program. "The 

problem as we v isu a liz e d  i t , "  Tannenbaum w ro te , " Is  to  f in d  an Immediate 

way ou t fo r  the poorest and most n early  fo rg o tten  group In our ru ra l 

popu la tion ."  But d e sp ite  th i s  a ff irm a tio n , th e  conference sought no 

sweeping plans f o r  th e  e ra d ic a tio n  o f poverty . In s te a d , the  four searched 

fo r  some program which could be achieved qu ick ly  and a t  r e la t iv e ly  low 

c o s t to  the  government. They m aintained th a t  the  aim should be to  re s to re  

ten an ts  and croppers to  something lik e  th e i r  p a s t  condition  ra th e r  than 

r a is e  them to  any Ideal s t a tu s .  This would provide a sense o f  s e c u r ity  

and renew the ambition o f  th e  poor.^

The conm lttee c le a r ly  recognized th a t  I t  was concerned with a 

"marginal group" o f  Impoverished people whose cond ition  was ch ron ic . 

Because o f  th is  they thought so c ia l  and economic programs fo r  the  poor 

should be sim ple and modest In  s c a le ;  they saw no va lue , f o r  example.

In e s ta b lis h in g  e la b o ra te  cooperative  p ro je c ts  which the  poor could no t 

manage f o r  them selves. Another assum ption, l a t e r  d iscard ed , was th a t  

no sp ec tacu la r Improvement could be made In th e  l iv e s  o f sharecroppers 

so long as the  n a tio n a l economic emergency p e r s is te d .  But a t  the  same 

tim e they  reasoned th a t  even a "meagre program" would a l le v ia te  th e  

d is t r e s s  o f  the  S ou th 's  ru ra l poo r.^

The fo u r men developed only one te n ta t iv e  recommendation—a p i l o t  

p ro je c t In  which 300 ru ra l r e l i e f  cases would be provided h a lf-a c re  

hom esltes In a fa m  community se ttle m e n t. These c l ie n ts  would be 

expected to  b u ild  th e i r  own homes, o f logs I f  necessary . S e lf-su ff ic ie n c y

?Ib1d . 8%b1d.
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in  gardening would be req u ired . The community would hold c ro p lan d , 

p astu re  and woodland c o l le c t iv e ly ,  o r  d is t r ib u te  acreages to  r e s id e n ts .  

They a n tic ip a te d  some degree o f  government su p e rv is io n . Cash cropping 

would be de-emphasized but probably no t e lim ina ted  complétai y ^ This 

vague proposal seems to  have drawn upon the example o f  the  I n te r io r  

Departm ent's su b s is ten ce  homesteads and th e  FERA's ru ra l conm unities, 

as well as Tannenbaum's w ritin g s  on Mexican land  r e d is tr ib u t io n .

This program, th e  committee though t, r e a l i s t i c a l l y  recognized the  

chronic  poverty and m arginal a b i l i t i e s  o f  those  i t  sought to  h e lp . I t  

w ise ly  refused  to  id e a liz e  the  poor by overestim ating  th e i r  c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  

providing e la b o ra te  communities which they  could no t manage, o r  expecting  

rap id  o r dram atic changes in  t h e i r  l iv in g  s ta n d a rd s . The committee d id  

expect i t s  approach, i f  w idely a p p lie d , to  g e t ru ra l  people o f f  r e l i e f  

and care  f o r  some o f  those d isp laced  and " se t a d r i f t . "  Moreover, the  

land  tenure p rov isions were f le x ib le  enough to  perm it ind iv idua l o r  c o l

le c tiv e  ownership w ith in  the  experim ental community. S t i l l  ano ther 

advantage was th a t  a s in g le  dem onstration p ro je c t  could be s ta r te d  

q u ick ly . The c h ie f  l im ita t io n  o f  the  plan was a lso  mentioned by the  

committee, but as a v ir tu e :  i t  aimed only to  re l ie v e  emergency condi

tio n s  and th e re fo re  contemplated no broad permanent reco n stru c tio n  o f 

ru ra l  l i f e .  Im p lic it  in  these  d iscu ssio n s was th e  idea th a t  fundamental 

reform  had to  aw ait th e  re tu rn  o f general p rosperity .^®  This recommenda

tio n  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h a t  even the  th ink ing  o f  these  men, who were s in c e re ly  

concerned fo r  th e  poor, was hampered by tim id ity  and lack o f im agination

®Ib1d. 1® Ibid.
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in  the  face o f an overwhelming problem.

I t  Is  very l ik e ly  th a t  I t  was a t  t h i s  meeting th a t  the  committee 

asked Tannenbaum to  to u r  the  South and observe cond itions f i r s t  hand 

before w ritin g  th e  re p o r t .  Probably in  mid-December, 1934, Tannenbaum 

began an i t in e ra ry  suggested by Johnson through Arkansas, M iss is s ip p i, 

Alabama and Georgia. He o r ig in a lly  in tended  to  take n in e ty  days f o r  the  

t r i p  but cut i t  sh o r t  a f t e r  only te n ,  d ec la rin g  th a t  he had seen enough 

to  convince him th a t  th e  tenancy system had co llapsed  under the  w eight 

o f  i t s  own inadequacies and the d ep re ss io n , and could no t be re s to red  

o r  made to  support masses o f  lan d less  people . E ith er the  committee o r  

th e  New Deal, he a s s e r te d , had to  do something about i t .^ ^

Tannenbaum's b r i e f  excursion was a tu rn ing  p o in t fo r  him and the  

committee. He had n o t been South s in c e  before the  Great D epression. 

Although he had been w ell acquainted w ith  the  re g io n 's  poverty in  the  

e a r ly  1920 's , he apparen tly  was unprepared fo r  the  d e s t i tu t io n  he w it

nessed ten years l a t e r ,  in  December, 1934. A lexander's re c o lle c tio n s  o f 

Tannenbaum's rea c tio n  suggest th a t  th e  l a t t e r  had been appalled  by what 

he saw. At the  same tim e , Tannenbaum's sense o f  shock e v id en tly  a l te re d  

h is  co lleagues ' th in k in g . The follow ing March Alexander re c a lle d  th a t  

a t  the  end o f  1934 "our committee was o f  the  opinion th a t  the  te n a n t 

system could never be patched up, t h a t  a t  i t s  b e s t i t  was an im possible 

system , th a t  i t s  breakdown i s  com plete. . .

CIC.

COHC-Alexander, 377; Johnson to  Alexander, December 10, 1934, CIC. 

^^COHC-Alexander, 375-77; Alexander to  Bruce B liven , March 9 , 1935,
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Between O ctober, 1934, and the  end o f  the  y ear Tannenbaum's outlook 

and th a t  o f  the committee had changed d ram a tica lly . The community p i lo t  

p ro je c t was never mentioned ag a in , nor was th e re  f u r th e r  ta lk  o f  re s to r in g  

the  former p o s itio n  o f  the  poor, o r  o f  the  Im p ra c tic a b ili ty  o f basic  

reform during hard tim es. By December, 1934, the committee was formu

la t in g  a plan o f  land  d is tr ib u tio n  which I t  expected to  end tenancy and 

reduce poverty permanently by promoting small landow nership. Alexander 

em phatically  to ld  Embree th a t  any program which aimed a t  le s s  than farm 

ownership fo r  the  lan d less  was "tem porizing."^^ Thus, by the beginning 

o f  1935 the  committee had abandoned p a l l ia t iv e  measures and had s h if te d  

I t s  a ttack  to  the Southern land tenu re  system . I t  now thought In broader 

and more fundamental terms than I t  had dared In  O ctober, 1934. But as 

l a t e r  experience rev ea led , an emphasis on land ownership would a lso  mean 

an Increasing ly  narrow er concern w ith only those among th e  poor who had 

s u f f ic ie n t  a b i l i ty  and resources to  become small owners.

In the  l a s t  weeks o f  1934, Tannenbaum re tu rned  to  Washington, where 

th e  committee had provided him an o f f ic e  and where he was to  w rite  th e  

re p o r t and c irc u la te  th e  find ings among New Deal o f f i c i a l s .  But since  

th e  committee a lso  Intended to  promote p u b lic  p o lic y , he assumed th e  

e x tra  duty o f  try in g  to  s t i r  th e  ad m in istra tio n  to  a c tio n . Tannenbaum's 

e s s e n tia l  p roposa l, tra c ea b le  to  h is  s tu d ies  o f Mexico, was a massive 

government land-buying program which would c re a te  sm all farms fo r  re s a le  

on easy terms to  the  ru ra l poor. S ho rtly  before th e  new year he d i s 

cussed th is  Idea w ith  A ss is tan t S ecre tary  o f  A gricu ltu re  Paul Appleby, 

who was recep tive  and w illin g  to  convey the  proposal to  Henry W allace.

^^Alexander t o  Embree, January  8 ,  1935, CIC.
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At the  S e c re ta ry 's  suggestion  Appleby brought th e  m atter to  the  a t te n t io n  

of C hester Davis, who was s u f f ic ie n t ly  favorab le  to  recommend th a t  an 

o u tlin e  be c irc u la te d  w ith in  the Department.

In th e  l a s t  da^s o f  1934 and th e  f i r s t  month o f  1935, Tannenbaum 

re fin ed  h is  proposal and wrote fo u r memoranda. On December 29 he sub

m itted  a prelim inary  o u tlin e  to  Appleby. On January 6 he conferred again 

with the  committee in  A tlan ta  and w rote ano ther o u t l in e ,  e s s e n t ia l ly  th e  

same as the  f i r s t ,  f o r  i t s  use . L a te r  in  the month he prepared a compre

hensive sta tem ent in  th e  name o f th e  whole committee. This document was 

intended fo r  c irc u la t io n  w ith in  th e  A gricu ltu re  Department and the  FERA.

I t  tra c e d  what the  committee probably then considered  the u ltim ate  

dimensions o f i t s  program. F in a lly , Tannenbaum wrote a fou rth  memorandimi, 

more cau tious in  tone than the  t h i r d ,  which l ik e ly  was intended to  be the  

b asis  f o r  a b i l l .  From these  sources the th in k in g  o f Tannenbaum and th a t  

o f  the  committee and i t s  sym pathizers in  the  Department can be recon

s tru c te d .IS

In Tannenbaum's a n a ly s is , the  p la n ta tio n  was norm ally d e f ic ie n t  in  

p roviding adequate l iv in g  standards fo r  i t s  w orkers. Since the  1 9 2 0 's , 

however, depression cond itions had s tru ck  a m ortal blow to  the  system .

^^OHC-Alexander, 378; Tannenbaum to  Paul Appleby, December 29 ,
1934, FT and CIC.

^STannenbaum to  Appleby, December 29, 1934, and "Notes on Conference 
o f  M essrs. A lexander, Embree, Johnson, Tannenbaum and Simon on A gri
c u ltu ra l R e h ab ilita tio n "  a t  A tla n ta , January 6 ,  1935, FT and CIC; "A 
Proposed Program f o r  th e  Improvement o f  the  Condition o f  the  Tenant 
Farmer, P a r t ic u la r ly  in  the  Cotton Areas o f th e  South. Submitted to  
the Department o f  A gricu ltu re  and the  FERA by the  Special Committee on 
Negroes and Economic R econstruction ,"  January , 1934 [1935], CIC; "D raft 
Program fo r  a New System o f Land Tenure," n .d .  [January , 1935], FT.
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As la n d lo rd s ' incomes d e c lin e d , so had th e i r  sense o f  re s p o n s ib i li ty  fo r

t h e i r  dependents, and th e  o ld  p ra c tic e  o f  fu rn ish in g  had fa l le n  o f f .

In to  th i s  s i tu a t io n  came fed e ra l p o l ic ie s .  The presence of r e l i e f ,  f o r  

example, encouraged th e  decline  o f fu rn ish in g  since  many landlords saw 

FERA as a su b s ti tu te  f o r  t h e i r  own com m issaries. The AAA had fu rth e red  

th is  change by providing a " sp e c if ic  monetary in ce n tiv e "  to  landowners 

to  reduce th e  number o f  ten an ts  o r convert them to  wage la b o re rs . This 

tren d  to  day la b o r , Tannenbaum n o ted , was w ell underway and progressing  

ra p id ly  in  some p la c e s . Moreover, AAA encouraged mechanization which 

promised to  d isp lace  ten a n ts  and wage hands a l ik e .

The meaning o f a l l  t h i s ,  Tannenbaum th o u g h t, was th a t  the South 

could expect the  d ispossessed  po rtion  o f  i t s  population  to  in c re a se . As

he considered  the  " p e c u lia r  c h a rac te r  o f  th e  South, i t s  p e rs is te n t  race  

f e e l in g ,  and th e  tem per which governs f r i c t io n  when i t  comes to  a head ,"  

he reasoned th a t  "the so c ia l consequences o f  la rg e  groups o f homeless 

and p ro p erty le ss  m ig ran ts , both w hite and c o lo re d , c o n s titu te  the  elem ents 

o f  a se rio u s  problem ," which "may prove beyond easy  remedy in  the  no t 

d i s t a n t  f u tu r e ."16

I f  th e  government ac ted  prom ptly, Tannenbaum thought, a remedy was 

p o ss ib le . But the  so lu tio n  assu red ly  d id  no t l i e  in  rev is ion  o f e x is tin g  

p a r i ty  p o l ic ie s .  Tannenbaum to ld  Appleby th a t  "the d i f f ic u l t i e s  j u s t  

described  cannot be obv iated  by a change in  th e  crop control c o n tra c ts ."1^ 

A p a r i ty  p rice  fo r  stap le -p roducing  landowners was d is t in c t ly  d if f e r e n t

I^Tannenbaim to  Appleby, December 26, 1934, FT and CIC. 

1?Ib id .
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from an e f f o r t  to  reduce poverty . The re a l key to  th e  problem was a 

comprehensive land se ttle m e n t program, indeed , a new land tenure  system 

fo r  the  South. As th e  committee memorandum expressed i t ,  " I t  i s  ncv; 

apparent th a t  . . . some fundamental change in  the  re la tio n sh ip  tenan ts 

to  the  s o i l "  i s  n ecessa ry , the  only a l te r n a t iv e  being in d e f in ite  emer

gency r e l i e f . 18

Having examined an immense and complex s i tu a t io n  and p rescrib ed  land 

d is t r ib u t io n  as a general remedy, Tannenbaum made two recommendations 

about where the government should co ncen tra te  i t s  reso u rces, r̂. -lis 

memorandum re la tin g  to  a d r a f t  o f  le g is la t io n  he proposed to  d i r e c t  

government a ss is ta n ce  t o  te n a n ts , young fanners needing help in  g e ttin g  

e s ta b lis h e d , and some o f  the  most capab le  and s ta b le  wage la b o re rs . The 

government should s t r i v e  to  c rea te  a b e t t e r  tenure  fo r  these  people w ith 

out moving them. In encouraging small ownership, i t  should give p re f 

erence to  those s t i l l  lo ca te d  on the land  as ten an ts  o r  c ro p p ers , and 

secondary a tte n tio n  to  those a lready  " s e t  a d r i f t . "  This po licy  was 

expected to  prevent f u r th e r  displacem ent o f peop le , bu t not n e c e ssa r ily  

reverse  the  trend  a lre ad y  In m otion.1^

In the  memorandum d ra f te d  fo r  c ir c u la t io n  w ith in  the A gricu ltu re  

Department and the  FERA, Tannenbaum env isioned  a d is t in c t ly  broader 

program than th a t  in  th e  b i l l - d r a f t  memorandum. In th is  document the  

committee tra c e d  i t s  hopes fo r  the  u ltim a te  scope o f  i t s  program—hopes

I^Conference o f  A lexander, Embree, Johnson, Tannenbaum and Simon, 
January 6 , 1935, FT and CIC.

19"0 raft Program f o r  a New System o f Land T enure," FT.



132

too  broad to  be w ritte n  in to  a b i l l .  The committee declared  th a t  th e  end 

should be " to  e s ta b l is h  in  farm ownership a huge number o f fam ilies  now 

e n ti r e ly  c u t o f f  from ownership and even from tenancy o r  crop sharing  

arrangem ents."20 Here was a suggestion  th a t  the  government concern i t s e l f  

with people a lready  " a d r i f t , "  a more in c lu s iv e  aim than th a t  o f concen

tr a t in g  on "p resen t te n a n ts"  who s t i l l  had access to  land on some term s.

To Implement the  program, Tannenbaum proposed th a t  a specia l fed e ra l 

agency be empowered to  purchase lands he ld  by banks. Insurance companies 

and fed e ra l land banks. Such lands were e x te n s iv e , according to  h is  

in fo rm ation . He expected these  co rp o ra te  landholders to  welcome a chance 

to  s e l l  and convert t h e i r  a s se ts  in to  more liq u id  form. Acreage could 

a lso  be purchased from in d iv id u a ls .2^

Secondly, w ithout passing a d m in is tra tiv e  co sts  on to  tenan t purchas

e r s ,  the p ro jec ted  government agency should r e t i r e  any submarginal lands 

which i t  acq u ired , s e l l in g  only f e r t i l e  acreages to  te n a n ts . The land 

would be broken up in to  fam ily s ized  farm s, varying according to  the  

reg io n , bu t probably 40 acre  p lo ts  in  co tton  country . The land then would 

be so ld  to  te n a n ts , croppers and la b o re r s ,  w ith p reference to  those 

a lready working i t ,  and w ith low i n t e r e s t  charges and l ib e ra l  am ortiza tion  

term s. The b i l l  d r a f t  memorandum suggested  th ree  types o f small ho ld ings: 

f u l l  tim e non-commercial subsis tence  ac reag es, p a r t  tim e subsistence  

holdings fo r  farm la b o re rs , and f u l l  tim e comnercial farms fo r  those

20"A Proposed Program fo r  the Improvement o f  the  Condition o f  the  
Tenant Farmer . . . ,"  CIC,

21 "D raft Program fo r  a New System o f  Land T enure," FT.
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capable o f  managing them,^^

Tannenbaum and th e  co n n lttee  recognized th a t  mere ex tension  o f c re d i t  

to  Inexperienced and Impoverished ten an ts  would accomplish l i t t l e .  There

fo re  they  proposed th a t  the  agency superv ise  borrowers through reg ional 

o f f ic e s .  The committee env isioned  d ire c tio n  o f the  ten a n t pu rchasers ' 

crop se le c tio n  (In  conformance with the AAA program) and general opera

tio n s  fo r  perhaps as long as ten  y e a rs . S im ila r ly , superv iso rs could 

advise c l ie n ts  In  m arketing t h e i r  produce and organizing  cooperative 

a s so c ia tio n s . Moreover, the  fed era l agency might extend ad d itio n a l loans 

fo r  such necessary  c a p ita l  as bu ild ings and l iv e s to c k , and a t  l e a s t  I n i 

t i a l l y ,  provide some production c r e d i t .  The committee b e liev ed , however, 

th a t  care should be taken to  avoid overburdening te n a n t purchasers w ith 

d eb ts . Extension o f  c r e d i t  should be minimized In favo r o f th e  guidance 

which the  committee regarded as most e s s e n t ia l .  S ig n if ic a n t ly , these 

superv isory  fe a tu re s  were contained In th e  memorandum fo r  the department 

and the  FERA, but no t in  the  l e g is la t iv e  d r a f t  memorandum o r  th e  Bankhead 

tenancy b i l l  when I t  was In troduced .23

Even as e a r ly  as 1935, cooperative  farm p ro jec ts  organized by the  

FERA and the  Subsistence Homesteads D ivision o f th e  In te r io r  Department 

were h igh ly  c o n tro v e rs ia l . T herefo re , Tannenbaum s ta te d  f l a t l y  In h is  

memorandun on le g is la t io n  th a t  he contemplated no new communities. On 

the  o th e r hand, the memorandun se n t to  th e  A gricu ltu re  Department and 

the FERA recommended, along w ith the  m ajor proposal o f widespread land

22lb1d.

Z^Tannenbaum to  Appleby, December 26, 1934, FT and CIC; "A Proposed 
Program fo r  the  Improvement o f th e  Condition o f th e  Tenant Farmer . . . , ' ■  
CIC.
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d is t r ib u t io n ,  experim entation w ith " c a re fu lly  d irec te d  cooperative com

m u n ities ."  These would be o f th ree  types: cooperative  farm co lon ies , 

cooperatives with c e n tra liz e d  community f a c i l i t i e s ,  and European s ty le  

v illa g e s  w ith ou tly ing  f i e l d s .2*

The committee, f a r  from Ignoring th e  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f  cooperative 

a g r ic u ltu re , had endorsed I t  as a usefu l experim ent. These backers o f  

what would develop In to  th e  Bankhead-Jones tenancy b i l l  d id  th is  as e a r ly  

as January , 1935, long before th e  Southern Tenant Fanners Union form ally 

suggested cooperative farm ing as a panacea in  1936. However, knowing 

th a t  Congress would be a n ta g o n is tic  to  c o l l e c t iv i s t  experim ents, the  

committee undoubtedly considered  I t  p o l i t i c a l l y  unwise to  ask fo r s p e c if ic  

au th o riza tio n  fo r  such communities. The Bankhead tenancy le g is la t io n ,  

when In troduced , was s i l e n t  on th is  p o in t.  N ev erth e less , the  memorandum 

which advocated community p ro je c ts  was c irc u la te d  w ith in  FERA, suggesting 

th a t  th e  committee Intended a t  l e a s t  to  encourage th e  experiments the 

r e l i e f  adm in istra tion  had underway.

F in a lly , Tannenbaim considered ways o f financ ing  th e  program. The 

sim plest method would be a Congressional ap p ro p ria tio n  f o r  the proposed 

land buying agency. An a lte rn a te  method would be to  e s ta b l is h  the agency 

as a government co rpo ra tion  au thorized  to  s e l l  fe d e ra lly  guaranteed 

bonds, using  the  proceeds to  buy land  and r e s e l l  I t  to  ten a n ts  on c r e d i t .  

The bonds, o f cou rse , would be secured by mortgages on th e  land. Tannen

baum saw disadvantages In the  l a t t e r  p lan . He thought I t  would be

2*"D raft Program fo r  a New System o f  Land T enure," FT; "A Proposed 
Program fo r  th e  Improvement o f the Condition o f th e  Tenant Farmer . . . ,"  
CIC.
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ad m in is tra tiv e ly  com plicated. More im p o rtan tly , he feared  th a t  because 

o f  the  n ecess ity  to  safeguard  the  value o f  i t s  bonds, the  co rpo ra tion  

might lend  only to  r e la t iv e ly  good r i s k s ,  thus subord inating  so c ia l pur

poses to  fin an c ia l co n sid era tio n s  in  i t s  c r e d i t  p o l ic ie s .  But even though 

d i r e c t  app ropria tion  was p re fe ra b le , Tannenbaum thought Congressional and 

public  opinion might support the  c re a tio n  o f  a bond-issuing co rp o ra tio n .

As alw ays, expense would be a major f a c to r  in  Congressional th in k in g .

A land program la rg e  enough to  be e f fe c t iv e  would c o s t ,  in  the  com m ittee's 

e s tim a tio n , several b i l l io n  d o lla rs  during th e  next few y e a rs . Congress 

would probably balk a t  such d i r e c t  ex p en d itu re s , whereas i t  m ight approve 

a mortgage bond program.25

The memoranda considered  here a t  some leng th  were im portant land

marks in  the  form ation o f  tenancy le g i s la t io n .  When brought to g e th e r , 

these  documents reveal a broad concept o f  c r e d i t  fo r  land purchase, 

a c q u is itio n  o f  implements and l iv e s to c k , as well as money f o r  production 

needs and even su b s is te n c e . Moreover, the  c re d i t  would be combined with 

superv ision  o f borrow ers. Here can be d e tec ted  the  o u tlin e  o f a sweeping 

program o f r e h a b i l i ta t io n  by means o f  promoting landow nership, which the  

committee hoped could fo llow  the  passage o f  proper le g is la t io n .

During the f i r s t  s ix  weeks o f  1935 th e  committee made numerous 

con tac ts  with New Deal o f f i c i a l s .  On January 9 Embree met w ith AAA 

lega l sec tio n  c h ie f  Jerome Frank, U ndersecretary o f A gricu ltu re  M. L. 

Wilson and Calvin Hoover. Then Embree and Alexander met w ith W allace.

The Secretary  seemed u n in te re s te d  in  t h e i r  f in d in g s , bu t sh o r tly

25"D raft Program f o r  a Nav System o f  Land Tenure," FT.
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afterw ards put them in  touch with Rexford 6 . Tugwell and L. C. Gray, the 

Department's land use e x p e r t.

Meanwhile, Tannenbaum achieved a c lo se  working re la tio n sh ip  with the 

departmental e s tab lish m en t. He conferred  w ith Wilson and discovered th a t  

he and the  undersec re ta ry  " ta lk [ed ] u ltim a te ly  the  same language on b asic  

I s s u e s ."  W ilson, a f t e r  hearing  Tannenbaum's p roposal, volunteered to  

sound out William I .  Myers, Governor o f  th e  Farm C redit A dm in istra tion , 

about th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f purchasing fo rec lo sed  land from th e  FCA. Paul 

Appleby showed sp ec ia l i n t e r e s t  in  the  memoranda Tannenbaum subm itted to  

him and suggested th a t  he tak e  a desk In  the  A gricu ltu re  Department " to  

work a t  the  problem from th e  In s id e ."  Tannenbaum accep ted , and by 

February was working c lo s e ly  with Wilson and Gray to  develop a b i l l .2 ?

Also In January» 1935, th e  committee attem pted to  approach the 

P residen t w ith I t s  f in d in g s  and p lan s . A lexander's co n tac t w ith the 

White House was George F o s te r Peabody, an 83-year-o ld  p h ila n th ro p is t  

and long-tim e acquain tance o f  R o o sev e lt 's . Alexander knew Peabody mainly 

through the  In te r ra c ia l  Commission's d ea lin g s  with educational founda

t io n s ;  th e  Peabody Fund had been instrum ental fo r  years in  u p l if t in g  pub

l i c  in s tru c tio n  fo r  both races in  th e  South. Peabody was sym pathetic to  

e f f o r t s  to  deal w ith tenancy and agreed to  broach the  su b je c t to  Roose

v e l t .

Embree to  A lexander, January 8 , 1935, CIC; COHC-Alexander, 381-84.

®^Tannenbaum to  A lexander, Decanter 26 , 1934, and to  Alexander, 
Embree and Johnson, February 2 , 1935, FT; Tannenbaum to  Alexander, Embree 
and Johnson, January 11, 1935, FT and CIC.

2®C0HC-Alexander, 274. Peabody had in troduced FDR to  Warm S prings, 
G eorgia, as a vacation and th e ra p eu tic  c e n te r .
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Alexander suggested th a t  Peabody persuade th e  P resid en t to  c a l l  a 

conference o f  the  New D eal's  h ig h es t a d m in is tra to rs  to  consider the  

tenancy problem. Peabody considered th is  Idea  no t " f i t t i n g "  bu t o ffe red  

to  t r y  to  a rrange an appointm ent w ith R oosevelt fo r  Alexander and E n tree . 

On January 10 Peabody se n t an emphatic telegram  to  Marvin M cIntyre, 

s ta tin g  th a t  Alexander and Embree had r e l ia b le  new data  on the  breakdown 

o f tenancy, as well as a p o licy  proposal c o n s is te n t w ith R oosevelt's  

general Ideas as Peabody understood them from previous co n v ersa tio n s . 

Peabody urged Roosevelt to  see them.^* For th e  moment the  P residen t was 

u n in te re s te d . He to ld  McIntyre to  suggest t h a t  the committee d iscuss the 

m atter w ith Hopkins.30 Thus the  o rig in a l e f f o r t  to  gain P re s id e n tia l sup

p o rt fo r  tenancy l é g i s l a t i f  f a i l e d .

With Tannenbaum's d r a f t  memorandum as a b a s is ,  and with guidance 

from Tannenbaum and Gray, a departm ent law yer, d ra fte d  a b l l l .3 ^  I t  was 

broadly drawn, to  provide g rea t la t i tu d e  In  d ea lin g  w ith tenancy.

Senator Jo s lah  Bailey o f  North C aro lin a , one o f  I t s  enem ies, l a t e r

^^Telegram, Alexander to  Embree and Tannenbaum, January 10, 1935,
CIC; te leg ram , Peabody to  M cIntyre, January 10 , 1935, FDRL OF 1650 and 
CIC. The CIC copy In d ica te s  th a t  th e  telegram  was charged to  Alexander 
and a copy se n t to  Peabody, suggesting  th a t  Alexander wrote I t .  The te x t  
o f the te legram  In d ic a te s  th a t  Peabody had d iscussed  tenancy problems 
and A lexander's I n te r e s t  In them as e a r ly  as November, 1934.

3^Uh1te House memo a ttach ed  to  Peabody to  M cIntyre, January 10 , 1935, 
FDRL OF 1650. Also a ttach ed  I s  Hopkins to  M cIntyre, January 17, 1935, 
which In d ica te s  Hopkins met w ith Embree January 18. All av a ilab le  
evidence In d ic a te s  t h a t  Alexander d id  no t have a p riv a te  appointment 
with FDR to  d iscuss tenancy u n ti l  December, 1935, a f t e r  he had become 
A ss is tan t A dm inistra tor o f  th e  R esettlem ent A dm in istra tion . See Alexantter 
to  Embree, December 5 , 1935, CIC.

31COHC-Alexander, 390; Tannenbaum to  A lexander, Embree and Johnson, 
February 2 ,  1935, FT; M. L. Wilson to  A. R. Mann, A pril 12, 1935,
NA RG 16.
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complained th a t  i t  was “as wide open a t  both ends as a b a rre l w ith both 

heads knocked o u t . "3% I t  provided f o r  a government co rpo ra tion  au thorized  

to  issue  $1 b i l l io n  worth o f  fe d e ra lly  guaranteed bonds. With the  money 

i t  r a is e d , th e  co rpora tion  could purchase and r e s e l l  land to  ten an ts  on 

long repayment term s. Borrowers would pay an unspecified  in te r e s t  r a t e ,  

intended to  be as low as p o s s ib le , depending on what the  co rpo ra tion  had 

to  pay to  m arket bonds. The new agency could buy and r e s e l l  farm  equip

ment in  th e  same manner. E lig ib le  purchasers would be lim ite d  to  te n a n ts , 

croppers and la b o re rs . The b i l l  made no mention o f the  superv ision  of 

c l ie n ts  d escribed  in  the  com m ittee's memoranda, nor d id  i t  even contain  a 

clause p reven ting  purchasers from a lie n a tin g  t h e i r  land to  sp e c u la to rs .33 

But the  d r a f te r s  had provided th a t  the  co rpora tion  would keep formal t i t l e  

u n til  th e  te n a n t 's  debt was com pletely am ortized. This fe a tu re  would 

prevent a lie n a tio n  and give th e  corporation  leverage fo r  superv ision  to  

p ro te c t i t s  lo a n .3*

The b i l l  had been w ritte n  by February 3 , but needed a sponsor. 

Tannenbaum o r ig in a l ly  thought o f  c a ll in g  on Senator Theodore G. Bilbo o f 

M ississipp i b u t d iscarded  th e  id e a .33 As e a r ly  as mid-January* M. L. Wilson

3^Congressional Record. 74 Cong., 1 st s e s s . ,  April 22, 1935, p. 6121.

33The t e x t  o f th e  b i l l  appears in  pp. 1-5 o f U .S ., S ena te , Committee 
on A gricu ltu re  and Forestry* To C reate the  Farm Tenyit Homes C orporation . 
Hearings befo re  a Subcommittee o f  the Conwittee on A gH culture and 
Forestry* on s .  l60o , 74 Cong., 1 s t  s e s s . ,  March T 9 S 5 .H e re a f te r  
c ite d  as Senate Hearings.

34rannenbaum to  Alexander* Embree and Johnson* February 2* 1935, FT.

35coHC-Alexander* 378; infomal report by Alexander to  the board of 
the Interracial Commission, April 16, 1936, CIC; Birmingham News,
February 3* 1935.
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had begun to  sound out Senator John H o llis  Bankhead o f Alabama, who was 

then asked to  in troduce the  b i l l .  Bankhead had played no p a rt  in  con

ceiv ing  the  measure, but agreed to  p resen t i t . ^

The b i l l ' s  supporte rs  knew th a t  Bankhead's name was an im portant 

a s s e t  to  i t s  p rospects o f  enactm ent. The Senator was an in f lu e n tia l  

member o f the  A gricu ltu re  and F orestry  Committee. Since the chairman 

o f  th a t  committee, E lliso n  D. "Cotton Ed" Smith o f  South C aro lina , was 

an a rden t foe o f  the  New D eal, the  adm in istra tion  was accustomed to  

working with Bankhead on Southern a g r ic u ltu ra l  m a tte rs . Bankhead was 

in tim a te ly  connected w ith p rice  p a r i ty  p o l ic ie s .  He had, o f  co u rse , 

sponsored the  Cotton Control Act o f 1934, which increased  the  e f f e c t iv e 

ness o f the AAA cotton  program by adding to  i t  an elem ent of compulsion. 

With R oosevelt's  au th o riza tio n  in  1933 he had a lso  in troduced the  l e g i s l a 

tio n  which e s ta b lish e d  the Subsistence Homestead D ivision in  the  I n te r io r  

Department.37

Although the  Senator was fundam entally conservative (Will Alexander 

once re fe rre d  to  him as a "bourbon"), he was committed to  most New Deal 

p o l ic ie s .  He had a rep u ta tio n  as an e ffe c tiv e  le g i s la to r  when properly  

m otivated. A lexander, who g o t along well w ith him, thought he was

3^Tannenbaum to  A lexander, Embree and Johnson, January 11, 1935,
FT and CIC; Alexander to  Bruce B liven , March 9 ,  1935, CIC. The f i r s t  
pu b lic  d isc lo su re  th a t  Bankhead would sponsor a b i l l  was h is  conversa
t io n  with th e  Washington correspondent o f the  Birmingham News. See the  
News, February 3 , 1935.

S^Bankhead to  Harold Ic k e s , March 8 , 1933, in  the  1914-1939 f i l e  
o f  th e  H istory  Branch, Economic and S ta t i s t i c a l  Analysis D iv ision , 
Economic Research S e rv ice , U.S. Department o f A g ricu ltu re . H ereafte r 
c i te d  as USDA H isto ry  Branch. See a lso  Sidney Baldwin, Poverty and 
P o l i t ic s .  The Rise and D ecline o f  the  Farm S ecurity  A dm inistration 
(OiapeT m T T l ln iv e R T ty - ô f  North CaroTfnâ P ro ss, 1968), 132-33~
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pompous and v a in . He l a t e r  re c a lle d  th a t  In  h is  e f f o r t s  to  promote th e  

b i l l  he worked c lo se ly  w ith the  Alabamian. In th is  c ap ac ity , Alexander 

s a id ,  one o f h is  co n trib u tio n s  was th a t  he f l a t t e r e d  Bankhead and "mas

saged h is  ego" to  encourage h is  e f f o r t s .  At any r a t e ,  the  b i l l  met 

Bankhead's approval and when he Introduced I t  on February 11, I t  "had 

become h is  Idea."^®

As he Introduced th e  b i l l  Bankhead had I t  re fe r re d  to  the  A gricu l

tu re  and F orestry  Committee, and from th e re  d i r e c t ly  to  a subcommittee 

headed by h im s e l f .^  On February 15 he d e liv e re d  a rad io  speech from 

Washington, o u tlin in g  the  b i l l  and s ta tin g  th a t  I t s  In ten tio n  was to  

check the  Increase  o f  tenancy , open home ownership o p p o rtu n itie s  to  

te n a n ts , and lessen  th e  waste o f  so il  resou rces by re tirem en t o f  sub

marginal lan d s . He added th a t  estab lishm en t o f  farm communities was 

n o t contemplated.^®

The proponents o f  the b i l l  were o p tim is t ic  about I t s  chances. 

Tannenbaum Informed C harles S. Johnson t h a t ,  w hile the  b i l l  lacked c e r 

ta in  d esirab le  f e a tu r e s .  I t  was " s a tis fa c to ry "  and "a good s t a r t . "  In 

th e  A gricu ltu re  Department M. L. W ilson, s t i l l  th e  main con tac t w ith 

Bankhead, assumed th e  p o s itio n  o f coo rd ina to r o f  e f f o r ts  In th e  b i l l ' s

38cohc-Alexander, 585 , 597-98; Informal re p o rt by Alexander to  the  
board o f the  In te r ra c ia l  Commission, A pril 16, 1936, CIC. Baldwin,
Poverty and P o l i t i c s .  132, has a good d e sc r ip tio n  o f Bankhead as "one 
o f  th a t  breed o f  southern p o li t ic ia n s  In th e  1930's who helped b ridge  
th e  gap between the  conserva tive  ag rarian  Id ea ls  . . . o f  an age th a t  
was dying, and th e  new needs o f  a changing South . . . "  and who could 
"balance h is  a lleg ian ce  to  a conservative  southern  constituency  . . .
[w ith] the  l ib e ra l  goals o f  th e  New D eal."

^^Congressional Record. 74 Cong., 1 s t  s e s s . ,  February 11» 1935, p . 1782

t y p e s c r i p t  o f  r a d io  speech by Bankhead, February 15, 1935, CIC.
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b e h a lf . L. C. Gray began arranging favorable testim ony fo r  Congressional 

h earin g s , expected w ith in  a few weeks

During February, 1935, th e re  were two Incongruous developments w ithin  

the  A gricu ltu re  Department. On February 5 Jerome Frank and o th e r  l ib e r a ls  

In the AAA lega l se c tio n  were f i r e d  In the  d isp u te  over sharecropper 

po licy . But a t  th e  same time a tenancy b i l l  had been prepared w ith in  the  

department and was about to  be Introduced In Congress by Bankhead. Thus 

while th e  AAA t r i e d  t o  r id  I t s e l f  o f  th e  tenancy Issue and succeeded only 

In arousing more co n tro v ersy , o th e rs  In the  departm ent were developing 

le g is la t io n  which they  expected to  co n trib u te  to  the e lim ina tion  o f  tenancy 

and poverty.

The Bankhead b i l l  was no t an a d m in is tra tio n  measure a t  f i r s t .  I t  

was w ritte n  and In troduced w ithout R oosevelt's  d i r e c t  knowledge. Indeed 

he had avoided Peabody's and A lexander's a ttem pt to  fa m ilia r iz e  him with 

th e i r  general program. At a p ress conference two days a f t e r  th e  b i l l ' s  

In troduction  the  P re s id en t was asked to  comment on I t .  He d e c lin e d , say

ing th a t  he had only read about I t  In the  n e w s p a p e r s R o o s e v e l t 's  

I n te r e s t  had been aroused , however. By February 15 he had received  

copies o f the  b i l l ,  and on th a t  da te  he d ire c te d  a memorandum to  Hopkins 

and William I .  Myers o f  the  Farm C red it A dm inistra tion , asking th e i r  

opinions o f I t .* ^

^Hannenbaum to  Johnson, February 26, 1934 [1935], Johnson papers; 
Gray to  Carl C. T ay lo r, Mardi 2 , 1935, NA RG 145.

42pDR Press Conferences, V, 106. Press conference 183 (White House, 
February 13, 1935).

43pOR to  Hopkins and Myers, February 15 , 1935, FDRL OF 444.
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Myers' rep ly  to  the  P re s id e n t, w rit te n  a f te r  co n su lta tio n  with 

Hopkins, was unfavorab le. His argument was in tended to  f o r e s ta l l  any 

new ru ra l c r e d i t  agency. He contended th a t  the  proposed corporation  

would d u p lica te  c r e d i t  f a c i l i t i e s  o f  both the FCA and FERA ru ra l reha

b i l i t a t i o n ,  e sp e c ia l ly  s in ce  Congress was considering  l ib e r a l iz a t io n  o f  

FCA loan procedures. Myers a lso  a s se r te d  th a t  since  most good lands in  

the South were a lready  being worked by te n a n ts , l i t t l e  acreage was a v a i l 

a b le , and th e  only hope o f  re lo c a tin g  th e  lan d less  was to  d iv ide some 

p resen t farms In to  su b s is ten ce  homesteads In p rox im ity , i f  p o ss ib le , to  

local in d u s tr ie s .  F in a lly , he thought the  proposed corporation  was “too 

narrow," presumably because th e  b i l l  d id  not mention superv ision  o f bor

rowers

Myers, probably w ith Hopkins' concurrence, proposed an a l te rn a te  

p lan . He recommended th a t  funds from the pending Emergency R e lie f  B ill 

o f 1935 be used to  develop a coord inated  program In which ru ra l reha

b i l i t a t io n  would provide c r e d i t  and superv ision  fo r  a g re a tly  Increased  

number o f  c l i e n t s ,  w hile th e  newly l ib e ra l iz e d  FCA financed th e  most 

ab le  and risk -w orthy  ten an ts  in  farm ownership.*^

J u s t  a f t e r  the  b i l l ' s  In tro d u c tio n , i t s  most a c tiv e  supporters in  

the  A gricu ltu re  Department o p t im is t ic a lly  began considering  what admin

i s t r a t iv e  procedures could be developed under the  le g is la t io n .  Wilson 

asked Gray to  o u tlin e  th e  m ajor p o s s ib i l i t i e s .  Gray re p lie d  th a t  he 

saw two a l te r n a t iv e s .  The f i r s t  was a sim ple c re d i t  po licy  in  which 

tenan ts would receive  loans and perhaps some expert advice on land

f l y e r s  to  FDR, March 1 , 1935, FDRL OF 503. ^ ^ Ib ld .
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s e le c tio n . Gray sa id  th a t  th is  approach had been c a re fu lly  considered 

and d iscarded  because i t  "would no t add much to  the  so lu tio n  of the te n a n t 

problem ." He noted th a t  th e  FCA already  sought le g is la t io n  to  perm it i t  

to  lend up to  75 per cen t o f  the  value o f  rea l e s ta te  a t  low in te r e s t  on 

an am ortization  p lan . But a program no more l ib e ra l  than th a t  would help 

few Southern te n a n ts . On th e  o th e r  hand, a more favorab le  extension o f  

c re d i t  could be j u s t i f i e d  only by th e  in c lu sio n  o f  such " p a te rn a l is t ic "  

elements as superv ision  o f  borrowers to  p ro te c t  the lo an . This was 

e sp e c ia lly  tru e  because a la rg e  proportion  o f  Southern tenan ts  had n o t 

reached the necessary  leve l o f  competence to  s e l e c t ,  buy and manage small 

farms w ithout considerab le  g u id a n c e .^

G rey's second a lte rn a t iv e  requ ired  more " in ten s iv e  adm in istra tion"  

than the  f i r s t ,  and was a good example o f th e  b i l l ' s  a r c h i te c ts ' in te n 

t io n  to  s t r e tc h  i t s  general language in to  as broad a program as suggested 

in  Tannenbaum's memoranda. The federa l government should no t merely 

lend  money, bu t should acquire  la n d , make b a s ic  farm improvements, and 

r e s e l l  i t  through long term  c o n tra c ts  which p ro h ib ited  i t s  a lie n a tio n  by 

the  purchaser. The c r e d i t  agency should safeguard i t s  loan by super

v is in g  th e  borrower and req u irin g  proper use o f  the lan d . Because the  

program was meant to  promote the  so c ia l and economic progress o f  th e  

poor. Gray s tre s se d  th a t  I t  should not be adm inistered  by customary bank

ing methods which sanctioned  loans only to  good r i s k s .  In te re s t  charges 

should be as low as p o ss ib le . Care should be taken to  avoid overloading 

c l ie n ts  with c r e d i t  and d eb t; Gray thought th e  value o f  land and

^Memo, Gray to  W ilson, February 18, 1935, FT and USDA H istory  
Branch.
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inppovements so ld  to  purchasers in  the  South should n o t exceed $2,500.4?

Events would reveal th a t  Gray and Wilson were o v e ro p tim istic  In 

making ad m in is tra tiv e  plans only one week a f t e r  th e  b i l l ' s  in tro d u c tio n . 

But t h e i r  e a r ly  th in k in g  was s ig n i f ic a n t ,  n e v e r th e le s s . For example, 

they  firm ly  re je c te d  sim ple loan procedures such as Myers advocated to  

R oosevelt. They favored in s tead  th a t  cm b in a tio n  o f  c r e d i t  and guidance 

which was l a t e r  b a s ic  to  the  Farm S ecu rity  A dm inistration  tenan t purchase 

program. Furtherm ore, as m ajor c o n tr ib u to rs  to  the  shaping o f the  b i l l ,  

they  saw in  i t s  general p rov isions enough f l e x i b i l i t y  to  e f f e c t  th a t  

com bination.4^

Wilson and Gray a lso  a n tic ip a te d  some l a t e r  problems o f the  FSA 

te n a n t purchase o p e ra tio n s . They recognized th a t  in  the  agency's 

e f f o r t s  to  reach th e  d e s t i tu te  and dependent p o l i t i c a l  expediencies would 

probably compel th e  ex tension  o f  a id  to  some farm ers who were r e la t iv e ly  

w ell o f f  and capable o f s e l f  d i r e c t io n . Gray a lso  saw th a t  c o st consid 

e ra tio n s  would be p o l i t i c a l ly  im portant and th e re fo re  recommended a 

gradual expansion o f  the  program, from to ta l  loans o f  about $15 m illio n  

in  th e  f i r s t  y e a r  to  some $250 m illio n  in  the  third.4*

47 Ib id .

4%annenbaum seems to  have been even more o p tim is tic  about passage. 
W riting to  A lexander, Embree and Johnson on February 2 ,  1935 (FT), befo re  
th e  b i l l ' s  in tro d u c tio n , he d ec lared  th a t  the  nex t b ig  o b jec tiv e  must be 
to  gain a hand In  developing d e ta ile d  ad m in is tra tiv e  ru le s  fo r  the  program. 
Johnson re p lie d  (February 7 , 1935, FT) th a t  although Tannenbaum was 
" re fre sh in g ly  o p tim is t ic ,"  he would s e t t l e  f o r  g e ttin g  the  b i l l  th rough .

4^Memo, Gray to  W ilson, February 18, 1935, FT and USDA H istory  Branch. 
To hold down c o s ts .  Gray proposed to  lease  some land from la n d lo rd  w ith 
a government guarantee o f  re n t  and superv ision  o f  th e  te n a n t.
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Throughout e a r ly  1935 the  committee t r i e d  to  generate  support fo r  

the  b i l l .  A lexander, whose I n te r r a c ia l  work had given him access to  

l i b e r a l ,  business and p h ilan th ro p ic  c ir c le s  In the South, began by con

ta c tin g  in f lu e n tia l  acquain tances. He secured the  support o f  h is  f r ie n d  

Edgar S te m , a w ealthy New Orleans co tton  broker and son-in-law  o f  J u l iu s  

Rosenwald. S tem  then  wrote to  W. L. Clayton o f  Houston, head o f one o f  

th e  n a tio n 's  la rg e s t  co tton  exporting  firm s , to  encourage h is  I n t e r e s t .  

A lexander, meanwhile, ta lk e d  w ith P e te r  Molyneaux, e d i to r  o f an 1 important 

farm jo u rn a l , the  Texas Weekly, and c r i t i c  o f crop r e s t r i c t i o n ,  who agreed 

to  promote th e  b i l l  among h is  readers.^®

Whether by design  o r  n o t , Alexander was drawing upon a major stream  

o f opposition  to  the  AAA In seeking support fo r  the  b i l l .  Cotton brokers 

and a l l i e d  e d ito rs  l ik e  Molyneaux were In te re s te d  In handling a la rg e  

volume o f  co tton  In In te m a tio n a l  trad e  and had l i t t l e  personal concern 

fo r  I t s  p rice  per pound. Therefore they  opposed crop r e s t r i c t io n .  These 

men might have been d isposed  to  support the  Bankhead b i l l  since  i t  added 

fu r th e r  c r i t ic is m  o f  th e  AAA, which they d is l ik e d . Perhaps they reasoned 

th a t  I f  the  government promoted small ownership, and resolved  the tenancy 

c r i s i s ,  la rge  p la n te rs  could end sharecropping a lto g e th e r  and mechanize 

t h e i r  o p e ra tio n s . The government could then l i f t  crop r e s t r i c t io n s  and 

th e  p la n te r s ,  f re e  from fu rn ish in g  re s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  and f u l ly  mechanized, 

could p lan t un lim ited  acreages and s t i l l  p r o f i t ,  even I f  p rice s  dropped

®®Alexander t o  Tannenbaum, February 15 and 18, 1935, FT; Alexander 
to  Johnson, February 18, 1935, S tem  to  Alexander, March 21, 1935, and 
S tem  to  C layton, same d a te , CIC. See a lso  Tannenbaum to  Johnson, 
February 26, 1935, Johnson papers.
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to  1932 le v e ls . Meanwhile, the  brokers and e x p o rte rs  could, by handling 

la rg e r  amounts o f  c o tto n , recap ture  world m arkets, lo s t  since American 

co tto n  p rices had r is e n  under the  AAA.®̂

Among o thers approached was P ro fesso r Herman Clarence Nixon o f  

Tulane U niversity ; so c ia l s c i e n t i s t ,  s tu d en t o f  Southern ru ra l l i f e ,  and 

one o f  the "N ashville A grarians" o f 1930. Nixon l a t e r  became a s ig n i f 

ic a n t  advocate o f  th e  Bankhead le g is la t io n .  The committee a lso  contacted  

Clarence Poe o f  R ale igh , North C aro lina , e d i to r  o f  the Progressive 

Farmer, probably th e  most In f lu e n tia l  farm paper in  the  South. Jonathan 

D an ie ls , e d ito r  o f  the  Raleigh News and O bserver, was sought ou t and found 

a lready  f a v o r a b l e H e  had e d i to r ia l iz e d  th a t  because the  new general 

"p rosperity  o f  a g r ic u ltu re  makes an ugly Irony o f the  ten an t farm er on 

r e l i e f , "  North C aro lina  d esp era te ly  needed th e  b i l l  which, i f  i t  could 

succeed in "ending the  procession toward peasan try  in American a g ric u ltu re  

. . . [would] be a bargain  a t  a b i l l io n  d o lla rs  . . ."  and a m ajor New 

Deal achievement.®^

In seeking support fo r  the  measure the  committee immediately d e te r 

mined th a t race should no t be d iscussed  u n n ecessa rily . Johnson 's 

research  had shown th a t  although la rg e  numbers o f  Southern b lacks were

®Vor a l a t e r  argument th a t  th e  Bankhead small ownership plan must 
be coordinated w ith  rev iv a l o f American e x p o rts , see Peter Molyneaux, 
"Displaced Tenants and World T rade," The Texas Weekly, October 12, 1935.

®^Alexander to  Tannenbaum, February 15 and 18, 1935, FT; Alexander 
to  Johnson, February 18, 1935, CIC; Jonathan Daniels to  R. B. E leazer, 
March 22, 1935, and to  George F. Peabody, A pril 16, 1935, Jonathan 
Daniels papers. Southern H is to rica l C o lle c tio n , U niversity  o f North 
C aro lina.

53Rale1gh News and O bserver. March 1 0 , 1935.
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d esp era te ly  poor, tenancy was not e x c lu siv e ly  o r even predom inantly a 

Negro problem. There were in  the  co tto n  b e l t ,  over 1 m illio n  white ten a n t 

fam ilie s  as compared to  s l ig h t ly  le s s  than 700,000 Negro te n a n ts .^4 The 

committee had long since  expanded i t s  in te r e s t  to  include  a l l  the  la n d le s s . 

Any p u b lic  suggestion th a t  the  b i l l ' s  c h ie f  purpose was to  b e n e f it  Negroes 

could have rep e lle d  Im portant su p p o rte rs . Consequently, the committee 

reso lved  to  s t r e s s  lan d lessn ess  as a se rio u s  economic problem and m ini

mize race .

With th is  approach in  mind, Tannenbaum suggested to  Johnson th a t  he 

ask th e  National A ssociation  fo r  th e  Advancement o f  Colored People to  

con tac t in f lu e n tia l  no rthern  fr ien d s  in  the  m easure 's b e h a lf . But he 

warned th a t  t h i s  should be done d is c re e t ly  o r  no t a t  a l l .  When the  

execu tive  d ire c to r  of th e  Federal Council o f  Churches c r i t ic iz e d  the 

b i l l  because i t  f a i le d  to  include a s p e c if ic  ban on d isc rim in a tio n , 

Tannenbaum cautioned a g a in s t d i r e c t  mention o f  ra c e . He considered non

d isc rim in a tio n  requirem ents in e f fe c tiv e  anyway, he s a id ,  and thought i t  

more r e a l i s t i c  to  re ly  on sym pathetic ad m in istra tio n  o f the program once 

the  le g is la t io n  was enac ted . Tannenbaum a lso  had l i t t l e  patience w ith 

open c r i t ic ism s  o f the  b i l l  by prom inent b lac k s . He p r iv a te ly  complained 

th a t  recen t comments by John P. Davis o f  the  National Negro Congress, 

concerning lack  o f  a nondiscrim ination  c la u se , were "uninformed i f  not 

in  bad taste."®®

®*Charles S. Johnson, Edwin Embree, and Will A lexander, The Collapse 
o f  Cotton Tenancy (Chapel H il l :  U n iversity  o f North C arolina P re s s , 1W5] 
4 .

®®Tannenbaum to  Johnson, March 6 ,  1935, Johnson papers; George E. 
Haynes to  Tannenbaum, March 15, 1935, and Tannenbaum to  Haynes, March 18, 
1935, FT.
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In ad d itio n  to  in flu en c in g  in d iv id u a ls , the  supporters obtained 

endorsements fo r  th e  b i l l  from re l ig io u s  o rg an iza tio n s . The Federal 

Council o f  Churches p u b lic ly  favored  i t ,  but otherw ise gave l i t t l e  sup

p o r t . Tannenbaum, through acquaintances in  the  Church h ie ra rch y , secured 

more vigorous a id  from th e  National C atholic  W elfare Conference. Not 

s u rp r is in g ly , the  In te r ra c ia l  Commission a lso  o f f i c i a l l y  urged passage 

o f  the  m easure.56

Alexander likew ise  hoped to  receive  the backing o f  organized lab o r. 

To George Googe, Southeastern re p re se n ta tiv e  o f  the  American Federation 

o f Labor, and A. Steve Nance o f  the  A tlan ta  Federation of T rades, he 

a sse r te d  th a t  tenancy le g is la t io n  would b e n e fit  In d u s tr ia l  workers by 

a l le v ia t in g  poverty and reducing th e  g rea t re s e rv o ir  o f  cheap ru ra l la b o r 

which co n tin u a lly  dragged down Southern wage s ta n d a rd s .5? This reasoning 

a lso  persuaded the AFL na tional lead ersh ip  and on April 15 William Green 

announced th a t  the fed e ra tio n  was in  "hearty  accord" w ith the  b i l l .  The 

endorsement was unprecedented s in ce  the  AFL had never taken a p o sitio n  

on a measure no t immediately a ffe c tin g  labo r.^^

F u lly  as va luab le  f o r  th e  b i l l ' s  fu tu re  as a l l  o f the  endorsem ents, 

however, was the n e u tr a l i ty  o f th e  American Farm Bureau Federation .

5®C0HC-Alexander, 388; inform al rep o rt by Alexander to  the  board o f 
the  In te r ra c ia l  Commission, A pril 16 , 1936, and commission p ress r e le a s e , 
April 26 , 1935, CIC; Tannenbaum to  Alexander and B itre e , March 23, 1935, 
FT; Congressional Record. 74 Cong., 1 s t  s e s s . ,  April 16, 1935, p . 5755.

S^Alexander to  E n tree , March 12, 1935, CIC; Alexander to  Tannenbaum, 
March 12, 1935, FT.

5®Tannenbaun to  Alexander, April 13, 1935 and Charlton Ogbum to  
Bankhead, April 9 , 1935, FT; New York Times, A pril 15, 1935, 6-L.
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Alexander» then a novice In a g r ic u ltu ra l  p o l i t ic s »  qu ick ly  learned  o f the  

fe d e ra t io n 's  power and o f  the  apprehension In the  A gricu ltu re  Department 

th a t  I t  m ight oppose th e  b i l l .  But In l a te  March a re liev e d  Tannenbaum 

reported  th a t  AFBF o f f i c i a l s  had agreed n o t to  Impede I t .  Alexander 

l a t e r  re c a lle d  th a t  the  Farm Bureau could have blocked the  le g is la t io n  

had I t  so d e s ire d .59

The supporte rs adopted th e  common lobbying t a c t i c  o f  forming a f ro n t  

o rgan iza tion  to  endorse t h e i r  alms. During March and April they organized 

th e  National Committee on Small Farm Ownership. I t s  membership drew upon 

th e  b i l l ' s  c le r ic a l  su p p o rt. Southern educato rs and jo u rn a lis ts »  Negro 

leaders»  organized labor» and na tiona l farm  o rg an iz a tio n s . Some o f the  

p a r t ic ip a n ts  were the  Reverend John A. Ryan o f the  N ational C atholic Wel

fa re  Conference» Dr. Ivan Lee Holt o f  th e  Federal Council o f  Churches » 

Edgar S te m , Howard Odum, W. E. B. DuBols, P residen t R (*ert R. Moton o f  

Tuskeegee I n s t i tu t e ,  p u b lish e r Clark Howell o f  the A tlan ta  C o n s titu tio n , 

farm e d ito rs  Clarence Poe and B. Kirk Rankin, William Green and counsel 

Charlton Ogbum o f th e  AFL, Birmingham I n d u s t r i a l i s t  Donald Comer,

M. W. Thatcher o f  the  Farm ers' Union and the  Grange's Louis Taber.

Peabody accepted th e  nominal chairm anship. On April 19 the  small owner

sh ip  committee met in  Washington, heard a speech by Bankhead and endorsed 

th e  b i l l .  I t  a lso  published  a pamphlet o u tlin in g  th e  m e a s u r e . 5 9

^^Alexander to  Embree, March 12, 1935, CIC; Tannenbaum to  Alexander 
and Embree, March 23 , 1935, FT; COHC-Alexander, 585.

GOAlexander to  Johnson, April 10, 1935, Johnson papers; Alexander to  
Tannenbaun, A pril 9 , 1935, and sta tem en t and membership l i s t  of the 
conference, PiprW 19, 1935, FT; pam phlet, "Farm Tenancy—the Remedy. 
Twenty Questions Asked and Answered," n .d . ,  copy In CIC.
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While the  b i l l  was being developed, the  C o m ittee  on M inority Groups 

In the Economic Recovery had no t l o s t  s ig h t  o f the  need fo r  a re p o r t  on 

the  AAA's e f fe c ts  on te n a n ts .  Tannenbaum, who was supposed to  produce I t ,  

l o s t  I n te r e s t  In w ritin g  as he became con fiden t o f  the  b i l l ' s  passage. 

Charles S. Johnson then  assumed the ta s k . In the meantime Embree arranged 

p u b lic i ty  fo r  the  forthcom ing re p o r t .  On March 21 the p relim inary  f in d 

ings were re le ased  w ith  much press coverage.

By m id-April Johnson f in ish e d  a d r a f t  o f the  whole re p o r t .  Alexander 

and Embree e d ite d  i t  and th e  r e s u l t  was a th in  volume. The Collapse o f 

Cotton Tenancy. This concise summary o f  the  f i e ld  s tu d ie s  of 1934 and 

o th e r  In v e s tig a tio n s  o f  Southern ru ra l l i f e  was fac tu a l and moderate In 

tone but f irm ly  In d ic ted  the  AAA. In th e  f a l l  o f  1935 I t  was published  

by the  U n iversity  o f North C arolina p ress  and Is  s t i l l  recognized as the 

b e s t b r i e f  survey o f  th e  tenancy c r i s i s  o f  the  1930's .

Senator Bankhead wasted no time In  s ta r t in g  the  b i l l  toward the  

Senate f lo o r .  He scheduled hearings f o r  March 5 , sooner than expected , 

catch ing  Tannenbaum and Wilson by s u rp r is e .  There was no tim e to  c a l l  

favorab le  w itnesses from throughout the  South, as Tannenbaum and Alexander 

had o r ig in a lly  In tended . The b i l l ,  n o t having been openly acknowledged 

by the  P re s id e n t, could  no t be considered an adm in istra tion  measure.

But Wilson and Gr^y had taken p a r t  In  w ritin g  I t  and In the hearings the 

S ecre tary  o f  A g ricu ltu re  warmly endorsed I t .  This meant th a t  the

Gllannenbaum to  Johnson, February 26 , 1934 [1935], Johnson papers; 
Embree to  William P. B eaze ll, February 4 and 15, 1935, Beazell to  Embree, 
February 12, 1935, and p ress re le a s e , "Forward and Conclusion o f  a Study 
o f  A g r ic u ltu ra l, Economic and Social Conditions In the  South," March 21, 
1935, CIC; COHC-Alexander, 391-92.
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le g is la t io n  had a t  l e a s t  a measure o f  New Deal approval.^2

In the  hearings W allace and Gray spoke fo r  the A gricu ltu re  Depart

ment.63 They took s im ila r  p o sitio n s in  fav o r o f  the b i l l .  Both observed 

th a t  tenancy was a problem o f staggering  magnitude and was becoming more 

w idespread. Gray o ffe re d  h is  opinion th a t  th e  b i l l  would be e ffe c tiv e  

n ev erth e less , because i t  was aimed p rim arily  a t  those regions where 

tenancy was most severe—a c le a r  in d ic a tio n  o f  i t s  Southern o r ie n ta t io n .

Both Wallace and Gray presented  th e  same analysis  o f the  causes o f 

poverty in  the ru ra l South. They s ta te d  th a t  i t  re su lte d  from the d e te 

r io ra tio n  o f the tenancy and c re d i t  system sin ce  the World War. This 

decline  had had m u ltip le  causes. For one th in g , cotton production was 

s te a d ily  becoming mechanized as more t r a c to r s  were in troduced  in to  the 

Southwest and the  a l lu v ia l  p la in s . Meanwhile, the Southeast had specia l 

problems. I t  su ffe red  from the  com petition o f  f e r t i l e  tran s-M ississ ip p i 

areas which grew cotton  a t  minimum c o s t .  S o il exhaustion , erosion  and 

dep le tion  o f  tim ber resources were a d d itio n a l hardships in  the  easte rn  

cotton b e l t .  In a d d it io n , Wallace emphasized th a t  the unfavorable p rice  

s i tu a t io n  since World War I had im paired th e  a b i l i ty  o f  landowners and 

supply merchants to  continue fu rn ish ing  te n a n ts . Moreover, some Southern 

ru ra l lab o re rs  had been a t t r a c te d  to  In d u s tr ia l  cen ters before  1929, 

only to  come stream ing back to  the country as unemployment Increased , 

adding themselves to  th e  ru ra l labor su rp lu s .

G^Tannenbaum to  Johnson, March 6 , 1935, Johnson papers.

63unless o therw ise c i te d ,  the  fo llow ing d iscussion  Is  taken front 
Senate Hearings. W allace 's testim ony appears in  pp. 5 -14 , and G ray's 
in  pp. 14-28.
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All th ese  co n d itio n s , th e  o f f i c i a l s  s t r e s s e d ,  meant t h a t  displacem ent 

o f ten an ts  was a lready  a severe problem when th e  New Deal began. Both 

Gray and the  Secre tary  adm itted th a t  crop c o n tro ls  had made the  s i tu a t io n  

worse. But they  m aintained th a t  the  presence o f federa l r e l i e f  had a lso  

undermined fu rn ish in g  by encouraging land lo rd s to  dump t h e i r  workers on 

the p u b lic  r o l l s  during s lack  seasons. Gray went so f a r  as to  a s s e r t  th a t  

r e l i e f  had re g re tta b ly  become an in te g ra l p a r t  o f  the co tton  b e l t 's  lab o r 

system. But even though crop r e s t r i c t io n  and r e l i e f  aggravated the general 

s i tu a t io n ,  n e i th e r  the  AAA nor any r e l i e f  program. In t h e i r  op in ion , could 

come to  g rip s  w ith th e  breakdown o f tenancy . Indeed, Gray no ted , d esp ite  

attem pted sa feg u ard s, th e  more favo rab ly  drawn th e  co tton  c o n tra c t was 

fo r  te n a n ts ,  th e  more Inducement th e re  was fo r  land lo rds to  d isp lace  them 

and avoid d iv id in g  b e n e f i t  payments.

S im ila r ly , the FCA could no t deal adequately  with th e  s i tu a t io n  because 

I t s  c r e d i t  p o lic ie s  were In s u f f ic ie n t ly  l i b e r a l .  Gray em phatically  d e c la re d , 

as he had e a r l i e r  to  W ilson, th a t  no e f fe c t iv e  tenancy program could be 

conducted by the  banking standard  o f lending only to  proven good r i s k s .

The so lu t io n , th e n , was the p o licy  o f the  Bankhead b i l l ,  which 

Wallace expected to  reverse  the  unfavorable tren d s  and s t a r t  la rg e  nunters 

o f farm ers toward ownership. For maximum e f fe c t iv e n e s s , he though t, the  

program should Include guidance In land  se le c tio n  and management advice 

fo r  c l i e n t s .  Special care  should be taken to  Insure  th a t  th e  te n a n ts ' 

new farms would be s u f f ic ie n t  to  provide them w ith adequate cash Incomes.

A care fu l reading o f W allace 's and G ray 's testim ony suggests the  

reasons they considered th e  Bankhead b i l l  ju d ic io u s p u b lic  p o lic y . W allace, 

obviously re fe r r in g  to  th e  Southern Tenant Farmers' Union, remarked th a t
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c u rre n t cond itions in the South provided a f e r t i l e  f i e ld  f o r  " s o c ia l is t  

and communist a g ita tio n "  which he deplored. However» the  remedy fo r  th is  

was no t suppression o f ra d ic a lism , but making p o ss ib le  ownership oppor

tu n i t ie s  fo r  th e  d ispossessed .

Secondly, the  le g is la t io n  was based to  a c e r ta in  e x te n t on observa

t io n s  o f  successfu l fo re ign  land reform s. The o rig in a l b i l l ' s  statem ent 

o f  purpose re fe rre d  to  c re a tin g  a "democratic system o f  land tenure" in  

"accordance w ith the example o f  many o th e r c iv i l iz e d  c o u n tr ie s ."  Tannen

baum was thoroughly fa m ilia r  w ith these exanq>1es and used h is  knowledge 

o f  Mexican land  re d is tr ib u tio n  in  shaping the  b i l l .  More im portan tly , 

the  authors o f  the  b i l l  had been in te re s te d  in  the small land ownership 

programs o f Europe, e sp e c ia l ly  those of Ire lan d  and Denmark. Those 

c o u n tr ie s , s in c e  the la te  n ineteen th  cen tu ry , had v i r tu a l ly  e lim inated  

tenancy by a id in g  farm ers to  purchase land . The a rc h i te c ts  o f  the Bank

head b i l l  considered  those precedents s ig n if ic a n t  and Peabody's National 

Committee on Small Farm Ownership a lso  s tre sse d  them.®^

In th e  hearin g s, W allace, Grĝ y and o ther w itnesses quoted a t  length  

from European p o lic ie s . The Secretary  traced  h is  knowledge and approval 

o f  these  fo re ig n  programs to  1912, when he had been p a r t  o f a Congres

siona l ly-sponsored d e lega tion  which trav e le d  to  E u r ^  to  study systems 

o f  land te n u re , ru ra l c r e d i t  and cooperative e n te rp r is e .  Other American 

farm le a d e rs , including Clarence Poe, had a lso  been members o f the  d e le 

g a tio n . That to u r l e f t  a s ig n if ic a n t  im pression upon those who were p a r t  

o f i t ,  and upon th a t  generation  o f a g r ic u l tu r a l i s t s  g e n e ra lly . Many o f

L. Wilson to  A. R. Mann, April 12, 1935, NA RG 16; "Farm Tenancy- 
the  Remedy . . . ,"  n .d . ,  CIC.
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them, l ik e  Wallace and Poe, approved the  Bankhead b i l l  p a r t ly  because they  

saw In I t  an American version  o f  those European programs they  admired.

They a lso  regarded I t  as an ex tension  to  poorer fanners o f b e n e fits  l ik e  

those o f  th e  most s ig n if ic a n t  outgrowth o f  th e  European jo u rn ey , the  Rural 

C red its Act o f 1916, which had e s ta b lish e d  th e  federa l land bank system , 

but which had aided  mainly th e  more a f f lu e n t  p roducers.65

I f  the  b i l l  drew upon fo re ig n  p reced en ts . I t  was even more c o n s is te n t 

with the  American fam ily farm  t r a d i t io n .  Wallace p ra ised  the  wisdom o f 

the  n ineteen th  cen tu ry  homestead p o lic y , b u t re g re tte d  th a t  I t  had lacked 

safeguards to  p reserve  the  fa rm ers ' hold on h is  land and prevent the  r i s e  

o f  tenancy. He thought th e  Bankhead b i l l  would re s to re  th is  sound t r a d i 

t io n a l po licy  o f  fam ily farm ing , but w ith th e  necessary p ro te c tio n s . As 

a m idw estem er, Wallace tended to  see tenancy re su ltin g  from the lo ss  o f 

farms by small owners, r a th e r  than In Southern terms as a dependent con

d itio n  In which masses o f  poor people had always found them selves. Gray 

observed th a t  o th e r  n a tio n s had d e a lt  w ith tenancy by one o f th ree  methods; 

accepting  I t  and working f o r  maximum s e c u r i ty  fo r  te n a n ts , reducing o r  

e lim in a tin g  I t  by promoting sm all ownership, or s ta te  tenancy as In the  

Soviet Union. He noted approvingly th a t  th e  Bankhead b i l l  was c le a r ly  

an example o f th e  second a l te r n a t iv e ,  the  one most In accord with Ameri

can Id e a ls .

Probably the  most Im portant reason th a t  Wallace and Gray found to  

support the  b i l l  was th a t  I t  was not co n tra ry  to  t h e i r  main a g r ic u ltu ra l  

p o lic y . Among I t s  s ta te d  alms was th a t  o f  "con tribu ting  to  a g r ic u ltu ra l

55$enate Hearings, 73-75.



155

a d j u s t m e n t . W a l l a c e  declared  th a t  the  le g is la t io n  would s t a r t  an 

evo lu tionary  tre n d  toward ow nership, and a t  th e  same time complement the  

AAA and a id  n a tio n a l recovery . In o ther w ords, th e  b i l l  promised an 

u ltim ate  so lu tio n  to  in to le ra b le  ru ra l poverty  whidi the  AAA had adm itted ly  

aggravated, bu t would n e c e s s i ta te  no changes in  the  p a r i ty  p o lic ie s  to  

which the  whole a d m in is tra tio n  was committed. I t s  g rea t v ir tu e  was th a t  

i t  o ffered  a p la u s ib le  plan f o r  the  r e l i e f  o f poverty w ithout d ir e c t ly  

implying c r i t ic is m  o f  the  New Deal o r th e  Department. For th is  reason 

i t  was not c o in c id e n ta l th a t  some o f  the most a rden t advocates o f  the  

b i l l ,  no tably  Bankhead h im se lf , were a lso  staunch  supporters o f general 

ad m in istra tio n  farm p o lic y .

F in a lly , Gray suggested th a t  prompt a c tio n  on the  b i l l  was d e s ira b le  

because the  tim e was r ip e  f o r  i t .  The y ear 1935 was an opportune moment 

fo r  poor men to  buy farm homes because, he s a id ,  land p ric e s  were s t i l l  

a t  low depression  le v e ls ,  whereas crop p r ic e s ,  upon which th e  earn ing  

power o f the  land  was based , were in c re a s in g .

Bankhead's subcommittee heard more fav o rab le  testim ony ffom Lawrence 

Westbrook, e d i to r  B. Kirk Rankin o f the Southern A g r ic u ltu ra lis t  o f 

N ash v ille , ru ra l so c io lo g is t  C. Horace H am ilton, Carl C. T ay lo r, sou th 

e a s te rn  d i r e c to r  o f  th e  AAA Land Policy S e c tio n , and Huÿi MacRae, the  

North C arolina prom oter o f  farm  colony schemes and crop d iv e r s i f ic a t io n .  

Clarence Poe endorsed the b i l l  by l e t t e r .  The subcomnittee received  

th i s  evidence and then ad journed , having met f o r  only one day.G? L a te r ,

®®Senate H earings, 1 . Text o f the b i l l .

G^ib id . . testim ony o f  Westbrook (41 -48 ), Rankin (33 -37), Hamilton 
(37-41 )TW cRae (48-67), T aylor (67-71) and l e t t e r  from Poe (73-75).
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March 13*17 and A pril 16, the House A gricu ltu re  Committee conducted b r ie f  

hearings on a companion b i l l  sponsored by I t s  chairm an, Marvin Jones of 

Texas.®®

Shortly  a f t e r  th e  hearings th e  P re s id e n t 's  in fluence  was f e l t  fo r  

th e  f i r s t  time In th e se  m a tte rs . Sometime j u s t  before March 22, Bank

head, Jones and Hopkins met w ith Roosevelt to  d iscuss d iffe re n c e s  between 

the  Senate and House versions o f the  b i l l  and the  r e l i e f  a d m in is tra to r 's  

views on tenancy policy.® ^ There may have been considerab le  contention  

In the  m eeting. Hopkins' presence along with c e r ta in  l a t e r  developments, 

suggests th a t  one to p ic  of d iscussion  may have been which agency should 

adm inister a new tenancy program. Possib ly  Hopkins poin ted  ou t th a t  the  

pending r e l i e f  b i l l  s p e c if ic a l ly  au thorized  farm purchase lo an s . He may 

have argued th a t  th e  c re d i t  should be extended through the  FERA ru ra l 

r e h a b il i ta t io n  program.

Whatever th e  d isse n s io n s , Roosevelt was noncomm ittal. He merely 

requested the  th re e  t o  meet p r iv a te ly  and compose t h e i r  d if fe re n c e s . As 

a r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  suggestion  a compromise was reached and Bankhead rew rote 

the  b i l l . 70 On March 26 he In troduced h is  rev ised  measure (S. 2367).7^

®®The House committee published  no proceedings. Excerpts from th e  
testim ony are  found In  the appendix o f Fam Tenancy. Hearings before the  
Committee on A g ric u ltu re , House o f  R ep resen ta tiv es , 75 Cong., 1 s t  s e s s . ,  
January and February , 1937. H e rea fte r c i te d  as House H earings, appendix.

®9Charles B. Crow (Bankhead's se c re ta ry )  to  Hugh MacRae, March 28, 
1935, papers o f  H. C. Nixon, In  the  possession  o f th e  Nixon fam ily , Nash
v i l l e .  This l e t t e r  and the one c i te d  In note 74 suggest th a t  o thers 
a ttended  but th a t  Tannenbaum, Wilson and Tugwell were no t Included.

70lb1d.;  Tannenbaum to  Alexander and Embree, March 23 , 1935, FT.

7^Congress1onal Record, 74 C ong., 1 s t  s e s s . ,  March 2 6 , 1935, p . 4418.
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There had been two su b s ta n tiv e  re v is io n s . In th e  o r ig in a l  b i l l  the 

S ecre tary  o f  A gricu ltu re  could appo in t and remove th e  d ire c to r s  o f  the 

land buying co rpora tion  and conduct a l l  i t s  o p e ra tio n s . In th e  new ver

sion  i t  would be com pletely independent o f th e  A gricu ltu re  Department 

and would be run by a board o f  th re e  P re s id e n tia l a p p o in tee s , w ith the 

S ecre tary  o f A gricu ltu re  and Governor o f the  FCA serv ing  ex o f f ic io .

The o th er change was In  the  c o rp o ra tio n 's  i n i t i a l  f in a n c in g , necessary 

before i t  could  begin to  is su e  bonds. The o ld  b i l l  provided f o r  a c ap ita l 

stock  o f up to  $100 m illio n  drawn from the  funds o f  the  Reconstruction 

Finance C orporation . The new b i l l  allowed th e  P re s id e n t, a t  h is  d isc re 

t io n , to  t r a n s f e r  $50 m illio n  from th e  1935 r e l i e f  ap p ro p ria tio n  to  

v i ta l iz e  th e  co rp o ra tio n .

These changes caused apprehension among th e  b i l l ' s  advocates. 

Tannenbaum thought them u n sa tis fa c to ry  and Tugwell and M. L. Wilson agreed . 

They decided , however, to  continue pushing the  b i l l  and to  work fo r  r e s to 

ra tio n  o f i t s  o ld  foim l a t e r .  T h e ir  g re a te s t  concern was th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  

th a t  th e  re v ise d  measure would give con tro l o f  the  tenancy program to  the 

FERA, which they  a lready  considered  inadequate f o r  fundamental land 

r e d is t r ib u t io n .  Tannenbaum w rote Alexander t h a t  due to  th e  recen t changes 

"Colonel Westbrook m ight s te a l  th e  show."^^ Indeed, th e  compromise among 

Bankhead, Jones and Hopkins, by removing the  co rpo ra tion  from A gricu ltu re

^^The t e x t  o f  S. 2367 as passed i s  in  Congressional Record, 74 Cong., 
1 s t s e s s . ,  June 24, 1935, pp. 9958-60. Bankhead's a n a ly s is  o r the 
changes i s  in  i b i d . . A pril 16 , 1935, pp. 5748-59.

^^Tannenbaum to  Alexander and Embree, March 23 , 1935, and to  
A lexander, March 30, 1935, FT.
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Department con tro l and making i t s  I n i t i a l  fin an c in g  dependent upon 

R ooseve lt's  d isc re tio n a ry  use o f  r e l i e f  funds, l e f t  the door a ja r  fo r  

po ssib le  adm in is tra tion  o f  tenancy m atters by th e  FERA. These concerns 

were fu r th e r  increased  by the  f a c t  th a t  in  e a r ly  1935 federa l r e l i e f  

p o lic ie s  were being com pletely renovated.

In January , 1935, Roosevelt had proposed th e  Emergency Work R e lie f  

B ill  and asked Congress fo r  n ea rly  $5 b i l l i o n ,  th e  la rg e s t  peacetime 

app ropria tion  in  American h is to ry  to  th a t  tim e . The pending measure 

would give the  P resid en t broad d isc re tio n  to  a l l o t  and spend th e  money. 

Under these  circum stances i t  was not su rp r is in g  th a t  a l l  agencies con

cerned in  any way with r e l i e f  o r economic recovery developed claim s on 

th e  a n tic ip a te d  revenues and sought to  p rev a il upon Roosevelt to  channel 

money to  t h e i r  programs. The b e s t example o f  th i s  was the r iv a l r y  

between Hopkins and Harold Ickes o f  PWA fo r  th e  l i o n 's  share o f  the  

a p p ro p ria tio n .7*

This unprecedented spending b i l l  was a c tu a l ly  p a r t  o f Hopkins' p lan 

fo r  general reo rg an iza tio n  o f  fed e ra l r e l i e f .  He proposed to  re tu rn  to  

the  s ta te s  re s p o n s ib i li ty  f o r  care  o f  unemployables—those who needed 

p u b lic  a ss is ta n c e  even in  normal tim es—while th e  federal government 

e n ro lle d  those who were jo b le s s  because o f  th e  depression in  a new 

n a tio n a l work r e l i e f  program. The th ird  elem ent in  Hopkins' plan was 

ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n ,  which many in  the  FERA thought should help  c l ie n ts  

acquire  land . I f  no changes were made th a t  program would continue as

74wi11iam E. Leuchtenburg, F ranklin  D. Roosevelt and th e  New Deal 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1963), 124-Zfe. "



159

p a r t  o f FERA o r  a successo r agency and receive  an a llo c a tio n  from the

r e l i e f  app rop ria tion .^^

In February, 1935, during  debate on the  r e l i e f  b i l l ,  th ere  were

s p e c if ic  suggestions th a t  p a r t  o f  the  money could be used to  extend loans

to  ten an ts  and croppers f o r  purchase o f land and farm equipment. On

February 18 th e  Senate approved an amendment by Senator Richard R ussell

o f  Georgia,^^ which s ta te d  t h a t .

Funds made a v a ila b le  by th is  j o in t  re s o lu tio n  may be used, in  th e  
d isc re tio n  o f the  P re s id e n t, f o r  the purpose o f  making loans to  
finance  . . . th e  purchase o f farm lands and necessary  equipment 
by farm ers , farm te n a n ts ,  c roppers , o r  farm la b o re rs . Such loans 
sh a ll  be made on such term s as the  P re sid en t sh a ll  p re sc rib e  and 
sh a ll be repaid  . . .  as the  P residen t may determ ine.77

In support o f h is  amendment Russell s a id  th a t  i t s  in te n t  was to  promote

home ownership fo r  th e  la n d le ss  and to  reach th ose  no t then e l ig ib le  f o r

FCA c re d i t .? *

The debate on the  R ussell amendment in d ic a te d  th a t  the  P re sid en t 

could determine how much, i f  any, r e l i e f  money should be used in  t h i s  

manner and could a lso  designate  which agency should spend i t . ? ^  This 

was recognized in  subsequent debate on th e  Bankhead b i l l  which, as re v ise d , 

perm itted  the  P residen t to  t r a n s f e r  $50 m illio n  from r e l i e f  fu n d s, con

s i s t e n t  w ith the  R ussell amendment, to  th e  proposed Farm Tenant Homes 

Corporation to  i n i t i a t e  i t s  program. B ut, as Bankhead adm itted , the 

P resid en t would no t be compelled to  make the  t r a n s f e r  and v i ta l iz e  the  

co rp o ra tio n . Thus, Roosevelt would have complete f l e x ib i l i t y  under both

?®Hopkins press con fe rence , DecenAer 2 7 , 1934, FDRL OF 444. 

^^Congressional Record. 74 Cong., 1 s t s e s s . ,  February 6 , 1935, p . 2104. 

77lb id ., 2099, 78ibid. ? ^ Ib id . ,  2099-2101.
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th e  r e l i e f  a c t and th e  Bankhead b i l l ,  to  use p a r t  o f the  $4 .8  b i l l io n  

appropria tion  fo r  te n a n t purchase loans by assig n in g  the  money to  the  

FCA o r the Farm Tenant Homes C orporation , o r  by leav ing  i t  w ith the  

FERA.®®

How se rio u s ly  Westbrook t r i e d  to  "s tea l th e  show" cannot be e a s i ly  

determ ined. On A pril 16 he appeared before th e  House A gricu ltu re  Com

m ittee  in  support o f  th e  House companion to  th e  Bankhead measure. He 

s ta te d  th a t  th e re  was a g re a t opportun ity  to  harmonize the  b i l l  w ith th e  

re c e n tly  passed r e l i e f  a c t .  He noted th a t  FERA had bought land  on an 

experim ental b a s is  and had leased  about 1 m illio n  acres with an option 

to  buy. Passage o f  the  Bankhead b i l l  would provide funds f o r  se ttlem en t 

o f th a t  land by te n a n ts .  At the  very le a s t  Westbrook thought th a t  any 

te n a n t purchase loan plan should be coordinated  w ith h is  FERA program.®^

Not only was th e  federal r e l i e f  system being reordered  in  the  sp ring  

o f  1935, bu t a new ad m in is tra tio n  re la te d  to  a g r ic u ltu re  was a lso  being 

formed. In p a r t  t h i s  development was due to  Tugw ell's d is s a t is f a c t io n  

w ith the A gricu ltu re  Department and h is  dwindling in fluence w ith in  i t .

The AAA purge was a tu rn in g  p o in t fo r  him. By February 21 he was rep o rted  

to  be considering th e  a l te rn a t iv e s  o f rem aining w ith the departm ent, 

res ig n in g  from government se rv ice  a lto g e th e r , o r  seeking to  form an agency 

o f  h is  own. He became in c re as in g ly  in te re s te d  in  th e  l a t t e r  course.®^

®®Ibid., A pril 16, 1935, pp. 5750-51.

®THouse H earings, appendix, 323-339.

Bernard S te m sh e r , RexfoM Tugwell and New Deal (New 
Brunswick: Rutgers U niversity  P re ss , 1 ^ 4 ) ,  % 4 .
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Tugwell's general com plaint a g a in s t th e  Department was th a t  i t  d id  

to o  l i t t l e  about poor land and needy peop le , which he regarded as two 

aspects o f the  same problem. Alexander re c a lle d  th a t  Tugwell perceived 

th e  basic  American a g r ic u ltu ra l  problem as haphazard and u n s c ie n t if ic  

use o f land . He was convinced th a t  most o f  th e  ru ra l poor were in  t h e i r  

deplorable cond ition  because they were lo ca ted  on m arginal lan d s , t r y 

ing  to  sc ra tch  l iv in g s  from acreages never su ite d  to  farming in  the 

f i r s t  p lace . L a te r  he s tre s se d  to  Roosevelt th a t  " I t  i s  poor land which 

makes poor peop le , u su a lly . . . . "  Tugwell had accepted production con

t r o l  as an emergency measure to  reduce su rp lu se s . But the  permanent 

answer to  farm problems was b e t te r  land  use under government planning 

and re lo c a tio n  o f  those  on submarginal a c re s .83

As e a r ly  as August, 1934, R oosevelt and Tugwell had d iscussed  th ese  

m atters and th e  P re s id en t had mentioned th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f e s ta b lish in g  

by executive o rd e r  an agency fo r  coord inated  land planning and re tirem en t 

o f  submarginal land  from a g r ic u l tu re .  By la te  March, 1935, a f t e r  the  

c r i s i s  in  the  AAA, Tugwell had apparen tly  persuaded Roosevelt to  e s ta b l is h  

such a new ad m in is tra tio n  by co n so lid a tin g  severa l e x is tin g  a c t iv i t ie s  

in to  two general programs o f  suburban re se ttlem en t and land u t i l i z a t i o n .8* 

These two programs were those Tugwell was most eager to  d i r e c t .  He 

had no com pelling I n te r e s t  in  community p ro je c ts , ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  

as conducted by th e  FERA, o r  ten an t purchase lo an s . Of a l l  the  components 

which would soon make up h is  R esettlem ent A dm inistration he wanted

8 3 s te m sh e r , Tugwell. 262; COHC-Alexander, 266, 432. The quo ta tion  
i s  from Tugwell to  IPok, n .d . [November, 1936], FDRL PSF, A g ricu ltu re : 
Tugwell.

8 ^ S tem sh e r, Tugwell. 264-65.
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experim ental conm jn itles l e a s t . ^  Likewise he considered  r e h a b il i ta t io n  

no t o f fundamental value because I t  was not cen tered  around Improvement 

o f  land u se . As fo r  the  po licy  o f  sm all ownership lo a n s , Alexander 

remembered t h a t ,  regard ing  h is  and Tannenbaum's e f f o r t s  fo r  the  Bankhead 

b i l l ,  Tugwell "thought we were a l o t  o f amateurs who would p re tty  well 

mix th ings up anyway. . . .  He never thought much o f  what we were 

doing.

Rural r e h a b i l i t a t io n ,  th e  FERA communities, and the  small ownership 

ideas o f  th e  Bankhead b i l l  w ere, however, unavoidably re la te d  to  the  very 

core o f  Tugwell*s concerns. C oordination of a l l  th ese  programs would be 

necessa ry . Removal o f submarginal land from c u l t iv a t io n ,  f o r  In s tan ce , 

ra is e d  th e  problem o f  r e s e t t l i n g ,  e i t h e r  In new conmunltles o r on more 

f e r t i l e  Ind iv idua l small farm s, th e  people who had resided  on the  poor 

a c re s . Federal encouragement o f  s c i e n t i f i c  land use obviously could not 

progress f a r  In  the  S ou th 's  so il-m in in g , lan d -ru in in g  tenancy system.

And I f  Tugwell be lieved  th a t  poor land produced poor people, some reha

b i l i t a t i v e  p rocess seemed an ap p ro p ria te  p a r t  o f land  use p lanning . At 

th e  same tim e , massive programs o f  ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  or sa le  of farms 

to  ten an ts  cou ld . I f  no t coo rd ina ted  w ith the  new agency, a c tu a lly  

In te r fe re  w ith fed e ra l guidance o f  land use .

Tugwell concluded th a t  th e  new adm in istra tion  would have to  be more 

In c lu siv e  than  he o r ig in a lly  p lanned . Rural re h a b il i ta t io n  (and I t s  

funds under th e  r e l i e f  a c t)  and ten an t purchase loan a c t iv i t ie s  might 

have to  be a ttach ed  to  th e  new agency. As Alexander remembered I t ,

^ I b l d .  *COHC-Alexander, 387, 653.
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the  U ndersecretary began to  see the  Bankhead b i l l  as ano ther approach to  

what he wanted to  do. Accordingly* Alexander th o u g h t, Tugwell determined 

to  "take us in to  camp" in  o rder to  g e t "everything under one t e n t . "8?

On March 26 the New York Times repo rted  th a t  Tugwell would head a new 

program which could be expected to  include r e h a b i l i ta t io n .8®

N evertheless, Tugwell was s t i l l  re lu c ta n t  to  assume re s p o n s ib ili ty  

fo r  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  o r  land  purchase loans un less he could f in d  a subor

d in a te  to  take charge o f  those fu n c tio n s . At th is  p o in t he turned to  

Alexander. In la te  March he telephoned Alexander in  A tlan ta  and broached 

the  s u b je c t. Alexander was taken by su rp r ise  but agreed "a t Tugw ell's 

e a rn e s t  request"  to  come to  Washington to  d iscuss th e  m a tte r . In 

Washington Tugwell asked him to  oversee tenancy and re la te d  a f f a i r s  f o r  

the  p ro jec ted  agency, b u t not even th e  U ndersecretary was p re c ise ly  su re  

what would be included  in  th e  program.®^

I t  seems c le a r  th a t  they d iscussed  r e h a b i l i ta t io n .  Alexander was, 

by th a t  tim e, becoming known as an advocate o f  the r e h a b i l i ta t io n  concept. 

This had not always been h is  p o s it io n . As la te  as January , 1935, he had 

c r i t ic iz e d  th e  FERA program because i t  cared only fo r  those on r e l i e f ,  

w hile ignoring d ispossessed  ten a n ts  n o t on the  pub lic  r o l l s .  He a lso  

thought the  r e l i e f  ad m in is tra tio n  was "tem porizing" because i t  u su a lly  

arranged fo r  i t s  c l i e n t s  to  re n t  la n d , whereas an e f fe c t iv e  po licy  would 

aim f o r  small ownership. The FERA was a lso  g u ilty  o f approaching tenancy

®7lbid., 396-98. ®®New York Times, March 26 , 1935, 1.

®^Alexander to  E n tree , April 1 , 1935, CICj personal in terv iew  w ith 
A rthur Raper, Oakton, V irg in ia , December 27 , 1969. Raper was in  
A lexander's o ff ic e  when Tugwell c a l le d .
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problems with a " r e l i e f  psychology."^® Moreover, Alexander had long 

thought th a t  th e  p ra c t ic a l  procedures o f r e l i e f  were sho t through w ith 

r a c ia l  d isc rim in a tio n . Because o f th ese  shortcomings he had dism issed 

FERA's e f f o r t s  as inadequate.®^

But Alexander had re c e n tly  been converted to  th e  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  id e a . 

In February he informed Tannenbaim th a t  he had become a member o f th e  

board o f  d ire c to rs  o f  th e  Georgia ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  co rp o ra tio n . He 

had become a c tiv e ly  Involved In th e  b o a rd 's  work, had observed the  program, 

and concluded th a t  w hile i t  was im p e rfec t, much could be accomplished 

through i t s  methods.®^ S ig n if ic a n t ly , Alexander was beginning to  see 

ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  and promotion o f  small ownership as complementary 

p o l ic ie s .

Tugwell and Alexander a lso  d iscussed  th e  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f  fin an c in g  

te n a n t purchase loans w ith r e l i e f  funds. Tugwell was aware th a t  th e  

R ussell amendment to  th e  r e l i e f  a c t  would perm it th e  t r a n s fe r  o f  money 

f o r  th a t  purpose to  h is  new ad m in istra tio n  as e a s i ly  as to  any o th e r ,  

provided he could persuade Roosevelt to  o rd e r  th e  change. A fte r leng thy  

d isc u ss io n , however, Alexander concluded th a t  such prospects were to o  

prob lem atical to  w arran t h is  f in a l  coimitment to  Tugwell. But he agreed 

to  d iscu ss  th e  U ndersecre ta ry 's  proposal l a t e r ,  p re fe rab ly  a f t e r  th e  

p re se n tly  expected passage o f th e  Bankhead b i l l .  Alexander then re tu rn ed

®®Alexander to  Embree, January 8 , 1935, CIC.

®Vor examples o f  A lexander's c r i t ic is m  o f ra c ia l  d isc rim in a tio n  in  
r e l i e f ,  see h is  l e t t e r s  to  James H. D il la rd , May 18 , 1933, and Clark 
Foreman, January 16 , 1934, CIC.

®^Alexander to  Tannenbaum, February 18, 1935, FT; COHC-Alexander, 
400, 653.
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to  A tla n ta .93

Tugwell agreed In  p r in c ip le  w ith th e  ten a n t purchase Id ea , but 

wanted to  Insure I t s  co -o rd in a tio n  w ith  th e  p o lic ie s  o f  h is  new agency. 

He wanted I t  under h is  d ire c tio n  only I f  Alexander adm inistered I t ,  bu t 

was otherw ise u n in te re s te d . For t h i s  reason Tugwell may no t have been 

pushing th e  Bankhead b i l l  with f u l l  v ig o r . Aware th a t  r e l i e f  funds 

might be channeled to  h is  program, he had assured  Tannenbaum th a t  even 

I f  th e  Bankhead b i l l  d id  not p ass , a considerab le  amount o f ten an t p u r

chase loan work could s t i l l  be accomplished under h is  a u sp ice s .9* L a te r 

In 1935, a f te r  the R esettlem ent A dm inistration  had been e s ta b l is h e d , 

Tugwell repo rted ly  gave only q u a lif ie d  support to  the  Bankhead b i l l ,  

p re fe rr in g  th a t  I t  n o t pass unless I t  could be adm inistered by the  RA.95

Having fa i le d  I n i t i a l l y  to  persuade A lexander, Tugwell sought to  

reach him through Tannenbaum. He to ld  Tannenbaim he wanted Alexander 

to  conduct a tenancy program under him and t h a t ,  w hile Tugwell would "be 

the  b o ss ,"  Alexander would have p o lic y  making power to  th e  e x te n t t h a t  

he could Influence h is  su p e rio r. Tannenbaum wrote to  Alexander t h a t ,  

although the dec ision  was h is ,  " th a t you must no t forego an opportun ity  

to  In fluence  the tenancy program through a d i r e c t  In side  p ressu re  seems

9^Alexander to  E n tree , April 1 , 1935, CIC.

^^annenbaum to  Alexander, A pril 4 , 1934, FT. Tugwell probably 
s tre tc h e d  th is  p o in t .  Any ten an t purchase program he conducted In th e  
RA would be lim ite d  by the  amount o f  money he could obtain  from th e  r e l i e f  
app ro p ria tio n —and th e re  were a lread y  many claim s on those funds. On the 
o th e r hand a program under the Bankhead b i l l  would undoubtedly be la rg e r  
In th e  long run because of the b i l l io n  d o l la r  bond a u th o riz a tio n .

95Francis P. M ille r  to  H. C. Nixon, November 30, 1935, N ational 
Policy  Committee p a p e rs . L ibrary o f  Congress. H ereafte r c ite d  as NPCP.
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to  ne p e rfe c tly  c le a r ."  Furtherm ore, Tannenbaum adv ised , "working w ith 

Tugwell you would probably fin d  y o u rse lf  having in flu en ce  on a g rea t 

many th in g s  th a t  are c lo se  to  your h e a r t ,  and I should c e r ta in ly  want to  

see you give i t  a t r y ,  as occasions o f  th i s  s o r t  to  in flu en ce  m ajor n a tio n a l 

po licy  d i r e c t ly  d o n 't  come everyday to  people l ik e  you , who have fought 

fo r  the  under dog most o f  th e i r  l i v e s . A lexander, soon to  make h is  

d e c is io n , was undoubtedly moved by such encouragement.

Thus in  March and A p ril ,  1935, th e re  was considerab le  confusion about 

the lo ca tio n  o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  programs a ffe c tin g  the  Sou th 's ru ra l  

poor. U ncertain ty  revolved about ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  and the  funds 

expended fo r  i t .  That program could remain under Westbrook in  the  FERA, 

perhaps w ith expanded financing  from th e  massive r e l i e f  app rop ria tion  o f 

1935. O r, as Tugwell concluded, i t  could be tr a n s fe r re d  to  th e  contem

p la ted  RA.

There was a lso  some thought th a t  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  could somehow be 

a ttached  to  the  Bankhead measure. This notion  may have a risen  in  p a r t  

from the f a c t  th a t  the  rev ised  b i l l ' s  t i t l e  mentioned r e h a b i l i ta t io n  as 

one o f  i t s  purposes. Tannenbaum and o th er suppo rte rs  seem fo r  a tim e to  

have been se rio u s ly  concerned th a t  the  b i l l ' s  emphasis would be d iv e rte d  

from th e  encouragement o f  small ownership. Tannenbaum even commended one 

Senator who declared  th a t  he would oppose the  b i l l  un less r e h a b i l i ta t io n  

was ru led  out o f  i t .  Bankhead, however, made c le a r  th a t  he did no t th ink  

th a t  th e  b i l l  contemplated FERA-style r e h a b i l i ta t io n ,  bu t merely sought

96 Tannenbaum to  A lexander, A p ril 4 , 1935, FT.
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an app rop ria tion  from those funds In th e  r e l i e f  act.® ^

There was s im ila r  u n c e rta in ty  about the  ad m in istra tio n  o f loans to  

ten an t p u rchasers. The Bankhead b i l l  proposed a co rpo ra tion  bu t l e f t  the  

I n i t i a t io n  o f  i t s  e f f o r t s  to  the P re s id e n t, who could decide whether to  

assign r e l i e f  funds to  i t .  By another choice Roosevelt could allow  West

brook to  extend the lo an s . And Tugwell, as m entioned, mi^ have wanted 

to  tap  th e  r e l i e f  app rop ria tion  to  c a rry  out a loan program under RA, 

ra th e r  than en ac t the Bankhead b i l l .  All t h i s  u n c e rta in ty  p rev a iled  as 

the Emrgency R e lie f  Act was passed on A pril 6 and as the Senate began 

debate on the  Bankhead measure on A pril 16.

On April 24 , 1935, Roosevelt announced th a t  sev era l e x is tin g  programs 

would be conso lida ted  In to  a R esettlem ent A dm inistration headed by Tugwell 

The autonomous RA would re lo c a te  Ind iv idua l fa m ilie s  and la rg e r  groins 

a ffe c te d  by re tirem en t o f  submarginal lands from a g r ic u l tu re ,  and would 

have charge o f  severa l types o f  ru ra l  and suburban planned communities, 

as well as the  land planning undertakings which had been Tugwell"s 

o r ig in a l concern. But th e  P residen t s ta te d  th a t  no decision  had been 

reached as to  whether ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  would be Included o r  remain 

with th e  FERA. However, Roosevelt regarded  th a t  problem as a "very small 

th ing" which could be ad ju s ted  l a t e r . *8

^^Tannenbaum to  A lexander, A pril 5 ,  1935, and Charlton Ogbum to  
Bankhead, A pril 9 , 1935, FT.

^®FDR Press Conferences, V, 235-36. Press conference 198 (White 
House, A pril 24 , 1935). The conso lida ted  agencies Included the  USDA 
Land Planning D iv ision , AAA Land Po licy  S ec tion , a l l  land planning 
functions o f  the  N ational Resources Board, the  In te r io r  Departm ent's 
Subsistence Homesteads, and th e  FCA's farm debt adjustm ent program.
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Since the  f u l l  dimensions o f  th e  RA were s t i l l  undefined, Tugwell 

redoubled h is  e f fo r ts  to  persuade Alexander to  adm in ister a tenancy program 

under h is  au sp ices . On th e  d w  a f t e r  th e  P re s id e n t 's  announcement, Tan

nenbaum wrote to  Alexander o f  h is  l a t e s t  d iscussion  w ith the  U ndersecretary :

I have j u s t  ta lk ed  to  Tugwell, and I s a id  to  him, "Tugwell, a re  you 
going to  g e t a l l  r u ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  o r j u s t  [FERA] communities?
For m ercy's sake d o n 't  tak e  th e  communities a lo n e ."  To which he 
r e p l ie d ,  " I f  I took th e  whole th in g , w ill  Alexander come up and 
help? That i s  one th in g  th a t  i s  bo thering  me." I sa id , "Yes, i f  
you tak e  the  whole th in g  Alexander w ill  have to  come up and help  
. . . ."  He sa id ,"W e ll, I am g lad  to  know t h a t .  I w ill l e t  you 
know."99

Thus A lexander's commitment would help  determ ine th e  scope o f th e  RA.

He l a t e r  s a id  th a t  he became A ss is ta n t A dm inistra tor because i t  seemed 

th e  b e s t way to  "get Rex In te re s te d  In the  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  program. . . .

I thought i t  was aw fully  sound. . . .  I wanted to  he lp  save th a t  i f  I 

could . . . . " ’ 00

The decision  on ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  was made alm ost immediately 

a f t e r  R ooseve lt's  p ress  conference and Tugwell‘s conversation  w ith Tan

nenbaum. On April 25 th e  New York Times repo rted  th e  P re s id e n t 's  announce

ment o f the  form ation o f  th e  RA, and s ta te d  th a t  i t  would d e f in i te ly  

include r e h a b i l i t a t io n .’ 01 On the  follow ing day Tannenbaum heard from a 

r e l ia b le  source c lose  to  Westbrook th a t  th e  program was being moved to  

the  RA.’ OZ On April 27 R oosevelt c re a te d  by execu tive  o rd e r, th e  Works

OOfannenbaum to  A lexander, April 25 , 1935, FT. 

lOOcoHC-Alexander, 653.

’ O’ wew York Times. A pril 25, 1935, 1. 

’O^Tannenbaum to  A lexander, A pril 26, 1935, FT,
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Progress A dm in istra tion , the  work r e l i e f  agency which replaced the FERa J®^ 

Four days l a t e r ,  on May 1 , he e s ta b lish e d  the  RA by another proclam ation. 

The new organ ization  Included a l l  o f  ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  except f o r  a 

few FERA communities tr a n s fe r re d  to  th e  VIPA.'^*^

Before the  middle o f  May Alexander was In Washington, committed to  

working with the RA. For severa l weeks he d id  n o t o f f i c ia l ly  take any 

o f f ic e ,  but devoted h a l f  h is  time to  running ru ra l  re h a b il i ta t io n  under 

the  RA and the  r e s t  to  lobbying fo r  the  Bankhead b i l l .  There was s t i l l  

g re a t u n c e rta in ty  In h is  mind, and T u g w ell's , about what could be done 

to  buy land and r e s e l l  I t  to  ten an ts  through the  RA, using  r e l i e f  money.

At th e  end of May they  were s t i l l  aw aiting  a ru lin g  on th a t  p o in t from 

th e  Com ptroller G e n e r a l.^^5

Under these  circum stances Tugwell and Alexander n o t only contem plated 

land purchase and te n a n t  loan a c t iv i t i e s  w ith in  the  RA bu t a lso  continued 

to  work fo r  passage o f  th e  Bankhead b i l l .  J u s t  a f t e r  h is  a r r iv a l  in  

Washington Alexander rep o rted  to  Embree and Johnson th a t  desp ite  s e t 

backs In the  Senate , he and Tugwell thought chances f o r  enactment were 

good, and b e s id es , th e  P residen t was understood to  be sy m p a th e tic .^ ^  

Tugwell seemed s a t i s f i e d ,  f o r  th e  time b e in g , w ith the  Inclusiveness o f 

the  RA and th e re fo re  supported passage o f  the  b i l l .  At th e  time th e  RA 

was e s ta b lis h e d , Tannenbaum had to ld  Alexander th a t  "we can count on

lO^New York Times. A pril 27, 1935, 1 .

104lb1d.. May 2 ,  1935, 1.

Alexander to  Embree and Johnson, May 27, 1935, and A lexander's 
re p o r t  to  the  board o f  th e  In te r ra c ia l  Commission, A pril 16, 1936, CIC.

^^A lexander to  Entree and Johnson, May 6 and 27 , 1935, CIC.
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Tugwell's  s t r a ig h t  support f o r  th is  measure a f t e r  th is ."^® ^  A ctually , 

Tugw ell's a t t i tu d e  was probably th a t  which he expressed l a t e r  in  the  

year: t h a t  th e  b i l l  should pass but only a f t e r  being changed in  th e  

House to  e lim in a te  th e  independent co rp o ra tio n  and p lace adm in istra tion  

of te n a n t loans under th e  R o o sev e lt's  views in  th e  spring  o f  1935

were reputed  to  be s im ila r ,  except th a t  he p re fe rred  to  have the program 

conducted by the  A gricu ltu re  Department

Of more importance than these a d m in is tra tiv e  problem s, however, was

the emergence o f a concept w ith in  th e  RA; namely th a t  th e  functions o f 

th a t  agency, inc lud ing  ru ra l r e h a b i l i t a t io n ,  could be combined with the  

small ownership aims o f  th e  Bankhead b i l l  to  produce a concerted  a tta c k  

on ru ra l poverty . At th e  time o f th e  fonnation  o f the  RA, Tannenbaum 

had remarked to  Tugwell th a t  i f  in  a d d itio n  "we g e t the  b i l l  through . .

we w ill  have a sw ell In strum en t,"  and Tugwell had a g r e e d . A n d  as

Alexander began working In Washington he considered th a t  h is  purpose was 

to  help  manage the  new ad m in istra tio n  in  such a way as to  "lay  founda

tio n s  f o r  the  program contemplated under th e  Bankhead b i l l ." ? ^ ^

When the  RA acquired  ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  from the  FERA i t  moved 

d i r e c t ly  and deeply  In to  the  problem o f  ru ra l  poverty . This i s  a t  l e a s t  

ev id en t In re tro s p e c t  since  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  became the  RA's la rg e s t

^^^Tannenbaum to  A lexander, A pril 2 6 , 1935, FT.

I% ra n c 1 s  P. M ille r  to  H. C. Nixon, November 30, 1935, NPCP.

^^^Alexander to  Embree and Johnson, May 6 ,  1935, CIC.

^^®Tannenbaum to  Alexander, A pril 25 , 1935, FT.

Alexander to  Embree and Johnson, May 27, 1935, and re p o rt by 
Alexander to  th e  board o f th e  In te r r a c ia l  Commission, A pril 16, 1936, CIC.
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sin g le  o p e ra tio n . At th e  same tim e, as Tugwell secured the  se rv ice s  o f  

A lexander, a major a r c h i te c t  o f th e  Bankhead le g is la t io n .  I t  I s  not too  

much to  say th a t  th e re  occurred a coalescence o f  the  small ownership 

o b jec tive  and the r e h a b i l i ta t io n  Idea . The c lo se  a sso c ia tio n  o f  those 

two p o lic ie s  would be p e rfec ted  during the summer and f a l l  o f  1935 and 

from th a t  ju n c tu re  would emerge the  b asis  o f  th e  Farm S ecu rity  Adminis

tr a t io n  o f  1937. Thus th e  general o u tlin e s  o f the  FSA were p resen t In 

the minds o f  the  RA's ad m in is tra to rs  In the  sp rin g  o f  1935.

However, the  obvious m issing s te p  which had y e t  to  be taken was 

enactment o f  the  Bankhead le g is la t io n .  And In th e  meantime th a t  b i l l  

had encountered heavy a tta c k  In the  Senate.



CHAPTER VI 

THE BANKHEAD BILL IN THE SENATE, 1935

The Bankhead tenançy b i l l  was Introduced In the  Senate on February 11, 

1935, and b r i e f  hearings were held  on March 5 . Then, because o f  d if f e r in g  

opinions as to  which agency should adm in iste r a te n a n t purchase loan pro

gram, the measure was r e d ra f te d , w ith th e  encouragement but not th e  

superv ision  o f  the  P re s id e n t. The new vers ion  was Introduced on March 26 

and re fe rre d  to  th e  A g ricu ltu re  and F o restry  com m ittee, which rep o rted  

I t  favorab ly  on April 11. On April 16 th e  m ajo rity  le a d e r , Joseph T. 

Robinson o f  Arkansas, brought the  b i l l  to  th e  f lo o r  f o r  debate.

The rev ised  le g is la t io n  provided f o r  an Independent Farmers' Home 

Corporation w ith  an execu tive  board o f th re e  p re s id e n tia l  appo in tees, 

and the  S ec re ta ry  o f  A gricu ltu re  and th e  Governor o f  the  Farm C red it 

A dm inistration as ex o f f i c io  members. The P resid en t co u ld , a t  h is  d is 

c re t io n , v i ta l iz e  the  agency by providing from th e  1935 r e l i e f  appro

p r ia t io n  $50 m illio n  o f  I n i t i a l  c a p i ta l . Once In o p e ra tio n , th e  c o r

po ration  could  Issue  $1 b i l l io n  worth o f  fed e ra lly -g u aran teed  bonds and 

use the  proceeds to  buy la n d , farm equipment and liv e s to c k  fo r  re s a le  

to  te n a n ts , sharecroppers and lab o re rs  on l ib e ra l  c r e d i t  term s.

The debate  which began April 16 la s te d  only u n t i l  th e  tw enty- 

fo u r th , when the  b i l l  was tem porarily  re tu rned  to  committee. D iscussion
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did  n o t resume u n til  June 21 , bu t the  Senate passed the  le g is la t io n  th ree  

days l a t e r .  During th e  th re e  months of in te rm it te n t  debate Bankhead and 

Robinson were the  c h ie f  advocates of the  b i l l ,  w ith su b s ta n tia l help  a t  

tim es from Senators Robert L aF o lle tte  o f W isconsin, George N orris of 

Nebraska and Hugo Black o f Alabama. They exp la ined  the  measure, urged 

i t s  passage and fended o f f  most o f  the a s s a u l ts  of i t s  enemies. T heir 

in te rp re ta t io n s  o f the  l e g i s la t io n ,  s c a tte re d  through the  Congressional 

Record, reveal th e i r  percep tion  o f  poverty and th e i r  ideas o f what should 

be done about i t .

Bankhead and Robinson, p a r t ly  because o f t h e i r  own In c l in a t io n s , 

but a lso  in  an e f f o r t  to  win support from conserva tive  co lleag u es , 

s tre sse d  th e  moderate na tu re  o f  the  p ro p o sa l. Bankhead emphasized th a t  

i t  d id  n o t propose d i r e c t ly  to  spend $1 b i l l i o n ,  but would e s ta b l is h  a 

s e l f - l iq u id a t in g  c r e d i t  program In which n e a rly  a l l  o f the  money loaned 

would be recoverab le . Furtherm ore, the  ex tension  of a id  would be s e le c 

t iv e .  L aF o lle tte  observed th a t  the b i l l  no t only provided fo r  p re sen t 

te n a n ts , b u t a lso  fo r  those  who had lo s t  t h e i r  p laces on the land and 

were unable to  make even sharecropping arrangem ents. Bankhead ag reed , 

but r e i te r a te d  th a t  p r io r i ty  would be assigned  to  those who w ere, o r 

re c e n tly  had been, te n a n ts ,  croppers o r  la b o re r s ,  and th a t  p re fe rred  

ap p lican ts  would have to  have fa m ilie s , "good charac ter"  and farming 

experience . The In te n tio n  was to  a id  those "who have had th a t  s o r t  o f 

experience which would lead  us to  b e liev e  they  are  more l ik e ly  to  be able 

to  r e ta in  ow nership." In o th e r  words, c r e d i t  was meant fo r  those who 

were r e la t iv e ly  good r is k s .^

^C ongressional R ecord. 74 Cong., 1 s t  S e s s . ,  A pril 16, 1935, 5751,
5754.
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Early in  the debate Bankhead underscored th e  assumption th a t  encour

agement o f small ownership was an adequate remedy fo r  much o f the  n a tio n 's  

poverty . When one c r i t i c  envisioned  the co rpo ra tion  accumulating property  

and c re a tin g  a "vast fed e ra l overlo rdsh ip" o f  land reso u rces, Bankhead 

assured him th a t  th e  goal was widespread p r iv a te  land ho ld ing . "What we 

need i s  more ind iv idua l home ownership," he dec la red . "We have 6,500,000 

farm ers in  the  United S ta te s ,  nearly  h a lf  o f them d r i f t in g  from year to  

y e a r , hunting a place to  ro o s t  . . .  a t  th e  end o f  the  y e a r . Farm owner

sh ip  i s  what we need. . . . That i s  my philosophy. . . .  I have looked 

upon th is  . . .  as a program in  favo r o f  th e  under dog in  a g r ic u ltu re ."

To Bankhead and those o f l ik e  mind, c re d i t  f o r  purchase o f land  and 

equipment was the  m ajor means o f  r e h a b i l i ta t in g  th e  poor.2

The o rig in a l language perm itted  the co rpora tion  to  " s e ll  o r  lease"  

p ro p ertie s  i t  acqu ired . So strong  was the  emphasis on p r iv a te  ownership, 

however, th a t  Bankhead, a t  Robinson's u rg ing , agreed th a t  th e  word 

"lease" should be d e le te d . The m ajority  le a d e r  apprehended th a t  the  b i l l  

might "put the  government in to  the  land lo rd  b u sin ess ,"  and th a t  some 

"wild-eyed person who might g e t on the  board . . . [would] in fluence  the  

co rporation  to  embark upon a p ra c tic e  o f  le a s in g  out lands to  tenan ts  and 

sharecroppers,"  a l l  o f  which he thought in c o n s is te n t with th e  aim of end

ing tenancy through promoting small ownership. With the concurrence o f 

Bankhead, Robinson and N o rris , the  measure was l a t e r  amended to  r e s t r i c t  

lea sin g  o f  land .^

The proponents moved quick ly  to  quash any notion th a t  they

Z ib id .,  5754. ^ I b id . , 5758-9, 5762.
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contemplated land  re d is tr ib u tio n  through c o n fisc a tio n . When Senator 

William E. Borah o f  Idaho in q u ired  whether the  co rpora tion  would acquire 

property  through eminent domain, Bankhead s tre s se d  th a t  land would be 

obtained only through volun tary  s a le  and in v ite d  Borah to  subm it an 

amendment to  c la r i f y  th e  p o in t .* S im ila r ly , Bankhead and Robinson, in  

o rder to  d is tin g u ish  the  b i l l  from the  Resettlem ent A dm inistration pro

gram then being e s ta b lis h e d , s ta te d  th a t  there  was no thought o f  a "gen

e ra l  sh if t in g  o f populations" in  the  process o f  s e t t l in g  ten a n ts  on new 

land of t h e i r  own. Wherever p o ss ib le  the  co rpora tion  would s e l l  to  

those a lready  working as te n a n ts .&

F in a lly , th e  two advocates reassu red  those who supported p rice  

p a rity  p o lic ie s  th a t  the  proposed program would comport w ith th e  AAA. 

Without m entioning any contem plated superv ision  of ten a n t pu rch ase rs , 

they in d ica ted  th a t  th e  co rpo ra tion  would preven t i t s  c l ie n ts  from 

expanding th e  production o f those commodities which the  AAA sought to  

control

Perhaps Robinson b e s t expressed  the  b i l l ' s  fundamental conserva

tism  in a remark on June 22 , j u s t  befo re  i t s  passage by the  Senate . 

Responding to  th e  apprehensiveness o f  Senator Thomas P. Gore o f  Oklahoma 

th a t  the measure th rea ten ed  th e  d e s tru c tio n  o f  the  Sou th 's  e x is t in g  land 

tenure system , the  M ajority  Leader s ta te d  th a t  he hoped th a t  th e  measure 

would indeed d estro y  some o f th e  fe a tu re s  of Southern tenancy. But he 

added,

I do no t expect rev o lu tio n a ry  r e s u l ts  from th is  b i l l .  . . .
I th ink  th e re  are  some who have an erroneous opinion as to  what

4 l b i d . ,  5751-2 . ^ i b i d . ,  5752. ^ I b id .
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may be expected . . . who th in k  i t  i s  contemplated th a t  a l l  p e r
sons who are  n o t owners o f  homes sh a ll be afforded  an opportunity  
to  acqu ire  farm homes. M an ifestly , th a t  i s  . . . im practicab le  
. . . .  The o b jec t . . . i s  to  a ffo rd  a process o f  se le c tio n  under 
whidi those who are  believed  to  possess th e  capacity  . . . to  bu ild  
and m aintain homes may have an opportun ity  o f doing so . . . J

Although providing landownership o p p o rtu n itie s  f o r  a la rg e  number 

o f  the most able ten an ts  was a lim ited  g o a l, th e  b i l l  was, w ith in  the 

bounds o f  th a t  purpose, broadly drawn. At the  same time th a t  th e  meas

u re 's  advocates s tre s se d  i t s  m oderation, they a lso  c a lle d  a tte n tio n  to  

the  p o te n tia l breadth  and f l e x i b i l i t y  o f  i t s  coverage. They m aintained 

th a t  t h e i r  tenancy program would be national in  scope. Early in  the 

debate Senator Vandenburg attem pted to  describe  the  b i l l  as p rim arily  

useful f o r  the  South. Bankhead re p lie d  th a t  while th e re  was unques

tio n ab ly  g re a t need in  the South, the b i l l  was by no means a proposal 

f o r  the Cotton B e lt a lone . He claim ed th a t  i t  would be app licab le  in 

the  West, the  North C entral s ta te s  and the P la ins reg io n .8 When another 

c r i t i c ,  Huey Long, questioned th e  e ff ic a c y  o f the  le g is la t io n  in  reaching 

s ig n if ic a n t  numbers o f the  poor, Bankhead estim ated  t h a t ,  although the 

program would develop g rad u a lly , i t  could u ltim a te ly  a id  approximately 

500,000 fam ilie s  w ith average loans o f $2 ,0 0 0 . 9

In answer to  suggestions th a t  c u rre n tly  opera ting  programs could 

meet the  c r e d i t  needs o f lan d less  farm ers , the  proponents po in ted  out

7 lb id . ,  June 22 . 1935, 9917.

8 i b i d . . A pril 16, 1935, 5752. Despite sta tem ents of th is  ty p e , 
there  was a s o r t  o f  underlying assumption th a t  the  b i l l ' s  o r ie n ta tio n  
was toward th e  South. Host o f  the  examples which proponents and oppo
nents gave in  th e i r  d iscussions of how the  program would work were taken 
from the  Southern tenancy system .

9 l b i d . ,  April 2 2 , 1935, 6135.
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th a t  the  new c o rp o ra tio n 's  lending p o lic ie s  were Intended to  be b roader, 

and In f a c t  fundam entally d i f f e r e n t ,  from those  o f the Farm C red it Admin

i s t r a t i o n ,  the  most l ib e ra l  o f  e x is tin g  ag en c ies . Robinson s tre s se d  th a t  

the FCA loaned only to  those who had t i t l e  to  farm s, thus excluding 

tenan ts from I t s  b e n e f i ts .  I t  was a lso  le g a lly  lim ited  a t  th a t  time to  

lending 50 per cen t o f the  value o f the land o ffe red  as c o l l a t e r a l .  But 

the new corpora tion  would advance funds fo r  th e  purchase of homesteads, 

lend ing . I f  n ecessa ry , 100 per cen t of the  la n d 's  p r ic e , and fu rn ish ing  

s t i l l  more money f o r  liv e sto ck  and equipment. Robinson declared  th a t  

a rb i t r a ry  c re d i t  l im its  should be avoided because the  "purpose o f th is  

a c t  Is  to  g e t genuine a ss is ta n ce  to  a c la ss  t h a t  has no re so u rce s , th a t  

can o f f e r  no s e c u r i ty .  . .

Another example o f th e  m easure 's a d a p ta b i l i ty  was th a t  I t  purposely 

placed no r e s t r i c t io n s  on the s iz e  o r value o f  farms which the  corpora

t io n  could s e l l  to  c l i e n t s .  The advocates regarded th is  as e s se n tia l  

to  assure  a p p lic a b i l i ty  of th e  program throughout the United S ta te s ,  

s ince both land values and the  d e f in it io n  o f an adequate fam ily -sized  

farm d iffe re d  In each se c tio n , and since the  corporation  would have to  

be f re e  to  lend th e  f u l l  amount necessary  In any area of the  country.^^ 

Not s u rp r is in g ly , th i s  broad prov ision  provoked c r i t ic is m . Some saw a 

danger o f ex trav ag an t ex tensions o f c re d i t .  Senator O'Mahoney of 

Wyoming suggested th a t  the co rpora tion  might consider th a t  the  "sky Is

lO lb ld ., A pril 16, 1935, 5751, 5757, 5761. See a lso  A pril 22, 1935,
6129.

T ^Ib ld ., A pril 16, 1935, 5757, 5760-1. This lack o f sp e c if ic  l im i
ta t io n  had p receden t In the  p ra c tic e s  o f th e  federal land banks.
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the  lim it"  in  i t s  lend ing . Bankhead, underlin ing  the  b i l l ' s  f l e x i b i l i t y ,  

re p lie d  "I th ink  so . . . th e  sky and the c e l l a r ,  b o t h . "^2

The proposed agency was a lso  expected to  have broad enough power to  

p ro te c t c l ie n ts  in  t h e i r  new ownership. L aF o lle tte  s ta te d  th a t  he under

stood th a t  te n a n t purchasers would no t be perm itted  to  mortgage o r  a l ie n 

a te  t h e i r  lands. Bankhead agreed th a t  such a p o licy  was "fundam ental."  

L ater he explained th a t  the  co rpora tion  could p reven t lie n s  from being 

taken a g a in st th e  land by form ally holding t i t l e  u n t i l  the purchaser had 

com pletely amortized h is  d eb t, which in  many cases could be as long as 

s ix ty  years.T 3

During the course o f  debate severa l amendments broadened th e  b i l l .  

One s p e c if ic a lly  safeguarded the  p u rchasers ' possession  o f t h e i r  farms 

by s ta t in g  th a t  t h e i r  land would be exempt, up to  a value o f $2,500, 

from encumbrances by l i e n s ,  m ortgages, o r o th e r  deb t o b lig a tio n s . Thus 

th e  prevention o f a lie n a tio n  o f land  was made s ta tu to r y ,  r a th e r  than  an 

ad m in is tra tiv e  procedure. Another change req u ire d  th a t  ind iv idua l farms 

so ld  by the  co rporation  be of a s iz e  and f e r t i l i t y  and s u f f ic ie n t ly  

stocked and equipped to  enable purchasers to  meet t h e i r  o b lig a tio n s  and 

m aintain a "decent standard  of l iv in g ."  A th i r d  im portant l ib e r a l i z a 

t io n ,  in troduced  by L a F o lle tte , provided fo r  a ss is ta n c e  by the  agency 

to  i t s  c l ie n ts  in  e s ta b lis h in g  cooperative a sso c ia tio n s .T *

Throughout the d eb a te , Bankhead and Robinson construed the  b i l l  

narrowly and so f t-p e d a lle d  i t s  more innovative f e a tu re s ,  such as

IZ lb id .,  April 16, 1935, 5758. ^ ^ Ib id . .  5754-5. 

l ^ I b id . ,  April 23 , 1935, 6194-5, 6207.
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government i n i t i a t i v e  in  purchase and re sa le  o f  la n d , and loans fo r  

equipment and l iv e s to c k . They sa id  noth ing  about the  superv ision  o f 

borrowers which Tannenbaum and Grey had s tre s se d  in  th e i r  memoranda.

They presented  the  b i l l  as a standard  c re d i t  p la n , m odified to  extend 

b e t te r  terms to  te n a n ts  who had no a sse ts  to  o f f e r  as c o l l a t e r a l .  Even 

w hile they estim ated  th a t  i t  would help  la rg e  numbers, they adm itted th a t  

i t  could no t provide f o r  a l l  the  la n d le s s . However, both Senators 

affirm ed on severa l occasions the  n e c e ss ity  o f  a id in g  a poorer c la s s  o f 

farm ers than the  government then reached . Both probably recognized th a t  

the  f le x ib le  p rov isions o f the  b i l l  and i t s  ample bond issue  would perm it 

considerab le  d is t r ib u t io n  of i t s  b e n e f i ts ,  e s p e c ia l ly  in  the hands of 

sym pathetic a d m in is tra to rs .^ ^  In f a c t ,  the  measure was about as broadly 

conceived as a land purchase c re d it  program could be . But i t s  opponents 

made c le a r  th a t  i t  was a lso  about as much as the  Senate could be expected 

to  approve.

The Bankhead b i l l  was a ttacked  in  th e  Senate from th ree  s id e s .

One p a r t  o f the  opposition  was made up o f old guard Republicans such as

A rthur Vandenburg o f  Michigan, L. J .  Dickenson o f  Iowa and W illiam E. 

Borah of Idaho, as w ell as conservative Democrats William H, King of 

Utah and Alva Adams o f  Colorado. A c lo se ly  a sso c ia ted  group included  

severa l Southerners who had already emerged as c o n s is te n t anti-New 

D ealers: Josiah  B ailey o f  North C aro lin a , "Cotton Ed" Smith o f  South

C aro lina , V irginians Harry Byrd and C arter G lass, and Thomas P. Gore of

^®For Bankhead's remarks on th e  need fo r  sym pathetic ad m in is tra 
tio n  see ib id . ,  A pril 16, 1935, 5757, and fo r  Robinson's observations 
see 5761.
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Oklahoma. The th i r d  p a r t  o f  the  opposition  consisted  o f  only one 

Senator» Huey Long o f  L ouisiana, who was then challeng ing  the a d n in is tra -  

t io n  from the  l e f t  and vàose emphasis d if fe re d  from th a t  o f o th er oppo

n e n ts . Like the  proponents o f the  b i l l ,  these  c r i t i c s  revealed in  t h e i r  

statem ents examples o f  c u rre n t th in k in g  on the  causes o f  poverty and 

remedies fo r  i t .

Several Senators argued th a t  tenancy was not a se rio u s  enough problem 

to  w arrant government a c tio n . Dickenson quoted with approval a South 

C arolina newsman who branded as a " fa lse  assumption" the  p ro p o sitio n  

th a t  ten an t farm ing was an e v i l .  According to  th is  sou rce , many farm ers 

found i t  p ro f i ta b le  to  avoid ownership w ith i t s  heavy payments f o r  ta x e s , 

upkeep, insurance and the  l ik e .  Jo siah  B ailey thought th a t  land lo rd s 

provided necessary  se c u r i ty  f o r  sharecroppers and id e n t i f ie d  farm d eb t 

and lagging income as th e  m ajor ru ra l  problem s. " I f  we can f in d  some 

way whereby v/e can g e t the  farm income . . , above th e  p resen t [ le v e l ] 

. . .  we sh a ll  no t have a ten a n t problem , f o r  they  w ill be buying 

lan d ,"  Bailey d e c la re d . C o ttw  Ed Smith informed h is  co lleagues t h a t  

because o f  overhead expenses the  lan d lo rd  was no b e t te r  o ff  than h is  

te n a n ts , and b e s id e s , "no t h r i f t y ,  sav in g , p rov iden t ind iv idua l has ever 

lacked the  opportun ity  o f owning h is  own farm . . . ."TG

A second a s se r tio n  was th a t  lend ing  money to  ten an ts  would c re a te  

deb t. Bankhead had m aintained th a t  sharecroppers buying land from the 

corporation  would acquire e q u ity  w hile making annual payments no la rg e r

M l* »  A pril 22, 1935, 6128. Dickenson quoted an a r t i c l e  by 
S tanley Morse from the  Washington P o s t. A pril 21, 1935. B a iley 's  
remarks appear A pril 18, 1935, 5942, and S m ith 's , A pril 22, 1935, 6126.
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than the  customary in te r e s t  charges on goods advanced to  them. But Bailey 

diagnosed the  farm problem as one o f excessive indebtedness and doubted 

th a t  ten an ts  could improve them selves by co n trac tin g  o b lig a tio n s  to  a 

government agency. According to  Vandenburg, the  government was moving 

"too haphazardly" in  extending c r e d i t .  He equated th e  proposed program 

with those o f the  FCA, fed era l land banks. Commodity C red it C orporation , 

and emergency crop and seed loans as ways to  ge t farm ers in to  d e b t.l?

Since the  b i l l ' s  proposed bond issu e  was very la rg e , expense was 

another ground f o r  c r i t ic is m . Vandenburg, who had opposed the huge 1935 

r e l i e f  a p p ro p ria tio n , complained th a t  a small po rtio n  o f th a t  money, 

tra n s fe rre d  to  the  co rp o ra tio n , would be used as a "springboard" fo r  a 

supplementary b i l l io n - d o l la r  program. He in s is te d  th a t  fe d e ra lly  

guaranteed bonds c o n s titu te d  a l i a b i l i t y  ag a in st th e  public  c r e d i t .

Others saw the b i l l  as a con tinua tion  o f an unwelcome trend  of big 

expend itu res. B ailey c a lle d  th e  measure "the culm ination o f a process 

. . .  o f tak ing  up to  th e  Treasury one group a f t e r  another o f the  

American peop le ,"  which had begun w ith the  R econstruction Finance 

C orporation 's a id  to  b u sin ess . P red ic tin g  th a t  the  government's c r e d i t  

would be ru in ed , he lamented th a t  "we are  v ictim s o f  our own precedent 

. . . [o f]  1932." S t i l l  o th ers  regarded the b i l l  as an opening wedge 

fo r  more spending as demand grew f o r  expansion o f i t s  b e n e f i ts .  Byrd 

described  i t  as "simply the  beginning o f  many ap p rop ria tions which must 

be made fo r  the same purpose."^®

1 ? Ib id ., A pril 18, 1935, 5937, 5942. 

1® Ibid., 5937, 5942, 5947.
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At tim es proponents rep lied  v igorously  to  the  expense argument.

Vlhen B ailey m aintained th a t  the  co rp o ra tio n , before providing lo an s , 

should determine the  solvency o f i t s  borrow ers, Hugo Black declared  th a t  

in  1932 he had opposed the  RFC b i l l  f o r  th e  very reason th a t  i t  had p ro 

posed to  lend m illio n s  to  banks and businesses g en e ra lly  known to  be in s o l 

ven t. But, he in d ig n an tly  observed, when le g is la t io n  was suggested th a t  

would lend money to  "the fo rg o tten  te n a n t farm ers and sharecroppers, those 

l i t t l e  men, few o f  whom vote . . . who liv e  upon the  fr in g e  and the bo r

der l in e  o f  su b s is te n c e ,"  c o st co n sid era tio n s were r a i s e d .T9

Several Senators wanted lim ita tio n s  placed on the  amount loaned 

and the  acreage acqu ired  fo r  in d iv id u a ls . Senator Gore thought the  t r a d i 

tio n a l 160 acre homestead should be the  maximum u n i t .  He s a rc a s t ic a l ly  

suggested th a t  i f  purchasers could n o t be s a t i s f ie d  with th a t  acreage ,

"then l e t  Congress make prov ision  fo r  th e  im perial e s ta te s  on which such 

ten an ts  may be c o n te n t."  Gore a lso  noted the  lack  o f a s ta tu to ry  l im i t  

on the  s iz e  o f loans " to  help poor te n a n t farm ers , wfio in  the  v ic is s itu d e s  

o f  l i f e  have not been able to  own one acre  . . . where they could lay  

th e i r  heads and c a l l  i t  home. . . . "  Because he thought these  borrowers 

would be poor r i s k s ,  he concluded th a t  " i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  take such a 

measure s e r io u s ly ."  A ccordingly, Gore and o th ers  made a strong e f f o r t  

to  s e t  d e f in i te  f ig u re s  ($5,000 and $15,000 were suggested) on the  value 

of farms so ld . Bankhead, Black and L aF o lle tte  managed to  modify the 

c r i t i c s '  amendment so th a t  the  in d iv id u a l 's  c re d i t  could no t exceed the  

value o f an average-sized  farm in  h is  lo c a l i ty ,  as determined by th e

T ^ ib id . ,  A pril 2 2 , 1935, 6129-31.
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1930 census.20

Very few c o n s titu tio n a l arguments were advanced ag a in st th e  b i l l .  

However, C arter Glass contended th a t  I t  was u n co n stitu tio n a l f o r  a 

fed e ra l agency to  acqu ire  property  w ith in  any s ta te  w ithout the  consent 

o f I t s  le g is la tu re .  Only Bailey agreed with h is  In te rp re ta t io n . Senator 

Dickinson saw Im propriety  In the  government "going in to  the land business" 

because he thought I t s  loans would compete with those o f  p riv a te  In d i

v id u a ls  o r concerns In  re a l e s t a t e ,  banking and fa rm -re la ted  e n te rp r is e s .  

Moreover, he claim ed, what the  government could not do d i r e c t ly .  I t  could 

no t do by means o f a co rp o ra tio n , which was In h is  opinion a New Deal 

device o f doubtful c o n s t i tu t io n a l i ty .  F in a lly , Alva Adams o f Colorado 

m aintained th a t  any le g is la t io n  providing loans fo r  p riv a te  purchases 

v io la ted  the  fundamental p r in c ip le  th a t  p ub lic  money should be spen t 

only  fo r  public  p u rposes.21

In ev itab ly  th e re  were charges th a t  the  measure was s o c ia l i s t ic  o r  

o therw ise fo re ig n -in sp ire d . Dickenson quoted one source which a t t r i b 

u ted  I t  to  Tannenbaum and o th e r  "soc ia l p lanners In the  AAA and th e  

FERA" and claimed t h a t  they contemplated the  d es tru c tio n  of la rg e  lan d 

holdings as In the  ag ra rian  programs o f "R ussia, Mexico and S pain ."

Bailey repeated ly  re fe r re d  to  the  b i l l  as "federal so c ia lism ."  At one 

p o in t, Harry Byrd warned h is  colleagues th a t  by purchasing and lea s in g  

land the  corporation  would accomplish "the same th in g  th a t Is  now being 

done In R ussia, to  c a rry  out the  Idea o f c o lle c tiv e  ownership o r  opera tion

20 Ib id . ,  April 16, 1935, 5763, and A pril 23, 1935, 6197-6204.

21 I b id . ,  April 19, 1935, 6003; April 22, 1935, 6128; April 23. 
1935, 6T9ÔT 6208.
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which Dr. Tugwell has advocated in h is  sp eech es ."22

Some d e tra c to rs  claim ed th a t  the program would reach too few 

ten an ts  because o f inadequate funding, and moreover, would b e n e fit 

c h ie f ly  corporations and p lan te rs  who had excess land to  s e l l .  Although 

few conservatives made th i s  charge, Dickinson re c a lle d  Robinson's e a r l i e r  

remarks th a t  the  measure would s tim u la te  the  market f o r  farm property  and 

declared  th a t  i t s  e f f e c t  would be to  " re lie v e  o f h is landownership the  

man who now has more land than he can p ro f i ta b ly  o p e ra te ."23 But Huey 

Long, a c r i t i c  from l e f t  o f  the New D eal, used th is  argument v igo rously .

He questioned whether the  proposed amount o f  money could reach more than 

5 o r  10 per cen t o f the  n a tio n 's  lan d less  farm ers. Furtherm ore, in  h is  

opinion the b i l l  was "designedly drawn" to  a id  those who wanted to  d ispose  

of land . The K ingfish a sse r te d :

This i s  what th e  ovmers of those p lan ta tio n s  are  going to
do: they want to  s e l l  ou t to  th e  government, and those  who . . .
m anipulate, w ill take  a poor co lo red  man and a poor v/hite man and
s e l l  him p a r t  o f th e  p lan ta tio n  on which he i s  working . . .  So
they w ill c a l l  in  poor old colored "Mose", o r  an o ld  white man
. . . who is  worn ou t and broken down and has about th ree  more y ears
to  l iv e ,  and he w ill  sign  a 60-year mortgage and move on the farm  
and th a t  w ill be th e  l a s t  to  be heard o f him. The landowners w ill
s e l l  the land to  th e  government, th e  p resen t ten an ts  w ill be
re liev ed  o f the  p i l la g e  o f  land lo rd ism , but t h e i r  cond ition  w ill  
be worse in s tead  o f b e t te r .

What do you mean when your te a r s  are  stream ing because of 
the p ity  you have f o r  the  [ te n a n t]  farmer? . . .  I can almost

22 ib id . ,  A pril 19, 1935, 6008; A pril 22 , 1935, 6128; April 23 ,
1935, 6T557 Byrd was unaware th a t  th e  b i l l  had a lready  been amended 
to  prevent alm ost a l l  le a s in g  o f land by the  co rp o ra tio n .

23 ib id . ,  April 19, 1935, 6003-04. Dickenson a lso  re c a lle d  the  
testim ony to  the  same e f f e c t  of B. Kirk Rankin from To Create the  Farm 
Tenant Homes C orporation , Hearing before  a Subcommittee of the Committee 
on A gricu ltu re  and F o re s try , U.S. S ena te , 74 Cong., 1 s t  S e s s .,  on 
S. 1800, March 5 , 1935, 37.
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see th e  te a rs  o f  th e  landlords down on Red River . . .  as they 
weep over the  cond ition  o f the  te n a n ts , and about t h e i r  going 
to  make a sa le  o f  some of t h e i r  mortgaged lan d s , upon which they 
cannot make any p r o f i t  in th is  day and tim e .24

Long's remarks were l a t e r  echoed by the  Southern Tenant Farmers' Union 

and the  S o c ia l is t  P arty  in  th e i r  a tta c k s  on the  b i l l .

Hugo Black countered th is  general l in e  o f c r i t ic is m  by adm itting 

th a t  the  b i l l  d id  indeed give landowners a favorab le  chance to  s e l l  

p roperty . But, he demanded, "How e ls e  can a [ te n a n t]  farm er get land?

We have [p r iv a te ]  ownership of land in  th is  country and unless we . . . 

s o c ia l iz e  a l l  the  la n d , th e re  i s  no e a r th ly  chance fo r  a ten a n t to  g e t 

land except by buying i t  . . . from those who own i t  . . . ."  And t h a t ,  

he d e c la re d , would n e c e s s i ta te  government a s s is ta n c e .^5

A f in a l  im portant fe a tu re  o f  th e  debate was th a t  i t  i l l u s t r a te d  th e  

re la tio n sh ip  between both the  supporte rs  and enemies o f  the  tenancy b i l l  

and the  a d m in is tra tio n 's  p rice  p a r i ty  g o a ls . A lexander, Embree, 

Tannenbaum and o thers o r ig in a lly  promoted the le g is la t io n  because they  

disapproved of the AAA's e f fe c ts  on the  ru ra l poor. During th i s  time 

th e i r  c r i t ic is m  was ra th e r  e x p l i c i t .  They w ere, fo r  example, p reparing  

th e i r  fo r th r ig h t  c r i t iq u e  o f the  s i tu a t io n .  The C ollapse o f  Cotton 

Tenancy. However, those  w ithin  the  Department of A gricu ltu re  who favored  

the  Bankhead measure and the  Congressional fr ien d s  o f  the  b i l l  were a lso  

supporters of p rice  p a r i ty  p o l ic ie s .  They ignored th e  anti-AAA in c l in a 

tio n s  o f  the  Alexander-Tannenbaum group and viewed th e  Bankhead proposal

^^Congressional Record, 74 Cong,, 1 s t  S e s s .,  A pril 24 , 1935, 
6279-80,

25 I b i d . ,  A pril 2 2 , 1935 , 6131.
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and crop con tro l as complementary. The tenancy b i l l  suggested a way to  

a l le v ia te  ru ra l  poverty , which a l l  adm itted th e  AAA had exacerbated , 

but w ithout changing th e  p a r i ty  concept to  which they were c o m lt te d .

On th e  o th e r  hand, opponents o f th e  b i l l  w ere, f o r  the  most p a r t ,  c r i t i c s  

o f th e  AAA. They used the  debate as an occasion to  a tta c k  th e  admin

i s t r a t i o n 's  broader a g r ic u ltu ra l  program. In doing so they  used two 

arguments: th a t  the  Bankhead proposal and the  AAA were co n tra d ic to ry , 

and th a t  th e  tenancy b i l l  was a misguided attem pt to  r e p a ir  some o f  th e  

so c ia l damage done by New Deal crop con tro l programs.

Of th ese  argum ents, th e  f i r s t  was probably th e  weaker. The conten

tio n  was th a t  a t  the  very  tim e th a t  the  government attem pted to  c u r ta i l  

co tton  growing, the  b i l l  would fb m lsh  land  and equipment to  s e t  up 

ten an ts  In  co tton  p roduction , thus d e fea tin g  th e  main p o llq y . As Long 

put I t ,

. . .  one day here  we vote an appropria tion  o f  severa l . . . 
b i l l i o n  d o lla rs  . . .  in  o rd er to  take  land  ou t o f  c u l t iv a t io n , 
and th e  nex t day we vo te  a few b i l l io n  d o lla rs  to  g e t  I t  back In 
c u l t iv a t io n .  One day we vote a few b i l l io n  to  k i l l  a l l  th e  hogs, 
and then th e  nex t day we vote a few b i l l io n  d o lla rs  to  r a is e  hogs.
A b i l l  I s  brought In  here  . . .  [ to  give c r e d i t  to  te n a n t pur
c h a se rs ] . We have two agencies o f  farm r e l i e f ,  one to  h ire  a 
man n o t to  r a i s e ,  and th e  o th e r  to  . . . [enab le] him to  buy 
land  on which to  r a i s e .  Where In the  h e ll  a re  we go1ng?2o

Cotton Ed Smith agreed th a t  th e  one hand we are  r e s t r i c t i n g ,  cu r

t a i l i n g ,  l ic e n s in g , reg im enting , and on th e  o th e r hand we are  throwing 

the  door wide open w ith a b i l l io n  to  Increase  the  n w b er o f  farm ers.

These a tta c k s  were answered w ith l i t t l e  d i f f ic u l ty .  Bankhead 

merely poin ted  ou t th a t  h is  b i l l  would no t Increase  the  number o f

2 6 ib 1 d .,  6136-7. 2 7 ib td , ,  A pril 2 4 , 1935, 6272-3.
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te n a n ts ,  th e  acreage they  a lready  fa m e d , o r  o v e ra ll co tto n  production .

I t  merely proposed to  Improve th e i r  r e la t io n  to  th e  land  and enable them 

to  produce fo r  them selves r a th e r  than f o r  lan d lo rd s . Clarence Poe, 

e d i to r  o f  the  P rogressive Farmer o f  R aleigh , North C a ro lin a , l a t e r  made 

th ese  same po in ts fo rc e fu lly  In l e t t e r s  to  Bailey and Sm ith.28

The second l in e  o f  c r i t ic i s m ,  th a t  th e  le g is la t io n  was an a ttem pt 

to  compensate fo r  th e  AAA's bad e f f e c ts  on te n a n ts , was le s s  e a s ily  

answered, since  I t  Involved the  b i l l ' s  f r ie n d s  In  a defense o f the 

a d m in is tra tio n 's  co tton  program. Long s ta te d  th a t  crop r e s t r ic t io n  had 

pu t mapy Louisiana te n a n ts  o f f  th e  land  and on r e l i e f ,  b u t the b i l l  

would, according to  h is  c a lc u la t io n s , b e n e f i t  only about one-fourth  o f  

1 p e r  cen t o f  them. Furthermore» because o f crop r e s t r i c t i o n s ,  those who 

were aided  would not be allowed to  produce enough on t h e i r  small acreages 

" to  support themselves In  anything l ik e  resp ec tab le  p o v e rty ."29 L ike

w ise , B ailey  claimed t h a t  th e  measure would o f f e r  l i t t l e ,  except b e t t e r  

c r e d i t ,  t o  th e  average te n a n t. Because o f  the  1934 Cotton Control A ct, 

th e  c l ie n ts  would be unable to  produce more than two b a le s  o f  ta x - f re e  

co tto n  and th e re fo re  could  no t hope to  pay debts o r  buy land . One- 

t h i r d  o f  Southern fa rm ers , he n o ted , were In th e  tw o-bale c a te g o ry .^  

Bankhead, th e  f a th e r  o f  th e  co n tro l a c t ,  r e to r te d  th a t  those farta- 

e r s  had never produced more than th a t  an o in t anyway* and th ere fo re  th e

2 8 ib ld .,  A pril 2 4 , 1935, 6276; C larence Poe to  E. D. Smith, Npy 1 , 
1935, anTFoe to  Jo siah  B a iley , May 1 , 1935, Frank Tannenbaum p ap ers , 
Columbia U n iversity . H e rea fte r  c i te d  as Tannenbaum p ap ers .

29conqress1ona1 Record. 74 Cong., 1 s t  S e s s .,  June 24 , 1935, 
9939-42.

3 0 ib 1 d ., A pril 1 8 , 1935, 5947; June 24 , 1935, 9942.
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tw o-bale ta x  exemption was n o t a l im ita t io n  f o r  them. B esides, he s a id ,  

no one expected ten a n t purchasers to  depend com pletely on co tton  f o r  t h e i r  

Incomes.31

At tim es the  suppo rte rs  were hard p ressed  to  defend the  AAA. They 

avoided d iscussion  o f I t s  e f f e c ts  on the poor by simply a s se r tin g  th a t  

ad m in is tra tio n  p o lic ie s  had re s u lte d  In In creased  farm p ro sp e r ity . Gore, 

f o r  example, branded th e  tenancy b i l l  as an attem pt to  c o rre c t  the  mis

takes o f  crop r e s t r i c t io n  p o lic ie s  and sa id  th a t  I t  was well known th a t  

land lo rds had d ischarged ten an ts  and rep laced  them w ith d%r la b o r . Hugo 

Black r e p l ie d ,  not p re c ise ly  to  the  p o in t,  t h a t  he had re c e n tly  observed 

cond itions In Alabama and could speak from "abso lu te  knowledge o f  the  w%f 

those  farm ers l iv e  and what has happened to  them" and could "deny th a t  

. . . they  have been s e n t  to  th e  r e l i e f  r o l l s  on 12-oent co tton  when they  

were ro l l in g  In luxury In  th e  good o ld  days o f  5 -cen t c o t to n ."32

Although the  Bankhead b i l l ' s  b i l l io n  d o l la r  bond fe a tu re  d is tu rb ed  

f i s c a l  c o n se rv a tiv es . I t  was otherw ise a moderate p roposa l. I t s  u ltim ate  

aim , th e  promotion o f  sm all farm ow nership, was hard ly  rev o lu tio n a ry .

Those who conceived th e  b i l l  and those who pushed I t  In Congress were 

n o t r a d ic a ls .  Moreover, they  never r e a l ly  claim ed th a t  I t  was a f u l l  

answer to  ru ra l poverty . Both Bankhead and Robinson described  I t  as a 

se le c tiv e  program to  a id  worthy and capable te n a n ts , croppers and lab o re rs  

But moderate as th e  b i l l  was. I t  encountered form idable opposition  from 

In f lu e n tia l  R epublicans, a small group o f  powerful a n ti-a d m in is tra tio n

31%b1d.. A pril 18 , 1935, 5947.

32%b1d., June 2 4 , 1935, 9938.
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Southern Democrats, and Huey Long, who was then  using h is  considerab le  

ta le n ts  to  make tro u b le  fo r  the  New Deal. T his strong  opposition  suc

ceeded In preventing th e  b i l l ' s  f u l l  passage In  1935. These f a c ts  should 

be taken In to  account before hasty  judgments a re  made th a t  th e  Bankhead 

proposal o f  1935 (o r  o f  1937 f o r  t h a t  m atte r) f a i le d  adequately to  a ttac k  

the  ro o ts  o f  ru ra l poverty  o r  make sweeping reform s In the  Southern land 

system. Alexander once suggested th a t  the  b i l l  was probably as much as 

Congress would accep t a t  th a t  tim e .33 The course o f  the  measure In the  

sp ring  and simmer o f  1935 tends to  support h is  opinion.

The opposition  made repeated  attem pts to  em asculate o r  s id e tra c k  

the  b i l l .  On A pril 22 Harry Byrd moved to  send I t  to  the  Banking and 

Currency committee on th e  grounds th a t  the  co rp o ra tio n , s in ce  I t  extended 

c r e d i t ,  had most o f  th e  a t t r ib u te s  o f  a bank. Byrd withdrew h is  motion 

a t  B orah's suggestion  and s u b s titu te d  one to  recoem it the  measure to  th e  

A gricu ltu re  and F o res try  committee f o r  more h ea rin g s . The e f f o r t  was 

d e fea ted . On the  same day B ailey  proposed to  e lim ina te  the  bond-issu ing  

powers o f  the  co rp o ra tio n . This was a c le a r  attem pt to  k i l l  th e  program 

by reducing the c o rp o ra tio n 's  f in an c ia l resou rces to  the  $50 m illio n  

which Roosevelt could  t r a n s fe r  from r e l i e f  funds fo r  I t s  I n i t i a l  opera

t io n s .  That a ttem pt was a lso  unsuccessfu l. On the tw enty-fourth  a 

s im ila r  motion by B ailey  to  cu t th e  a u th o riza tio n  fo r  bonds to  $100

S^MemoIr o f  W ill Alexander, Columbia Oral H istory C o lle c tio n , 
Columbia U n iv e rs ity , 414-415. H ereafte r c i te d  as COHC-Alexander. 
Alexander remarked th a t  b e l ie f  In  the  d e s i r a b i l i ty  o f  landownership Is  
so deep in  the  U nited S ta te s  th a t  one cannot m aintain a co n tra ry  p o lic y , 
e s p e c ia lly  In Congress. "Congress was ready to  go th a t  f a r  [ I . e . ,  
accep t th e  Bankhead b i l l ]  and I was always convinced th a t  they  were no t 
r e a ^  to  go any f a r th e r .  I know now they  w e re n 't ."
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m illion  f a i l e d .3*

The t a c t i c  which f in a l ly  succeeded In delay ing  Senate ac tio n  was 

th a t  o f re tu rn in g  the  b i l l  tem porarily  to  the  A gricu ltu re  and Forestry  

cooR lttee . On April 23 th e  Senate re je c te d  Vandenburg's proposal to  send 

the  measure back to  the  committee w ith In s tru c tio n s  to  re p o r t  I t  by the 

end o f  th e  Congressional session .35 But on A pril 24 S enator Royal S. 

Copeland o f  New York and Borah cooperated to  move fo r  recomnltment, 

o s te n s ib ly  fo r  res tu d y , coord ination  o f  amendments and co n su lta tio n  o f  

expert o p in io n . The committee would be In s tru c te d  to  re p o r t  th e  b i l l  by 

May 12. The Senate agreed to  th i s  m otion.36 Although the  recommitment 

was tem porary. I t  was a se rio u s blow to  the  b i l l ' s  chances o f  enactm ent. 

Bankhead judged th a t  I t  would be d i f f i c u l t  to  b ring  th e  measure back to  

the  Senate f lo o r  because th e  calendar was a lread y  so crowded w ith major 

b i l l s  th a t  th e  le g is la t iv e  log jam  would preven t ac tio n  on I t . 3? This 

d id  no t happen In the  Senate , but because o f  th e  delay* occurred In the  

House In th e  simmer o f  1935.

Supporters were dismayed by th i s  unwelcome development. Some 

expressed resentm ent a g a in s t those Senators who had engineered the  

recommitment. George F oster Peabody sa id  p r iv a te ly  th a t  the  whole th ing  

merely confirm ed h is  long-held  opinion th a t  Borah was "w ithout the

3^Conqress1onal Record. 74 Cong., 1 s t  S e s s . ,  A pril 22 , 1935, 6121, 
6126, 6 1 2 ,  6194; April 24, 1935, 6272.

3 5 lb 1 d ., April 23 , 1935, 6193.

3 5 lb 1 d .. April 2 4 , 1935, 6278-6290.

37lb 1 d .. April 22 , 1935, 6126. Bankhead was speaking o f  the  f i r s t  
attem pt to  recommit, bu t h is  remarks were ap p licab le  to  a l l  recommitment 
m otions. For the  same assessment by Tannenbaum see Tannenbaum to  Donald 
Comer, May 2 , 1935, Tannenbaum papers.
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e s s e n tia ls  o f  c h a rac te r  resp ec tin g  pub lic  w e l f a r e . B u t  Tannenbaum 

placed th e  re s p o n s ib i li ty  on several " l ib e ra ls "  who had been expected 

to  support th e  measure but had been "m isled by some o f our extreme l e f t i s t  

f r i e n d s ."39 As he unburdened him self to  Alexander, he In d ica ted  who these  

" l e f t i s t s "  were. He complained b i t t e r l y  th a t  "In p a r t  Roger Baldwin's 

crowd In Washington was responsib le  f o r  th e  recommitment o f  th e  b i l l ,  

fo r  reasons th a t  God only knows . . . [because o f  t h e i r ]  complete p o l i t 

ic a l  I r r e s p o n s ib i l i ty ,  and f o r  [the  reason th a t  they  were] messing In 

th ings they  know nothing ab o u t."  Id en tify in g  s t i l l  more c r i t i c s ,  he 

remarked th a t  "I d o n 't  see why . . .  [we should] leave I t  to  W alter White 

and Gardner Jackson and Ben Marsh to  m islead and misinform a group o f 

people who by every I n s t in c t  and t r a d i t io n  would be fo r  u s . " ^

As Tannenbaum suggested , th e re  had been o b jec tio n s to  th e  b i l l  from 

l ib e ra l  and rad ica l c r i t i c s  o f  the  New Deal. On May 5 , f o r  example, 

Norman Thomas wrote to  th e  e d i to r  o f th e  New York Times to  dep lore  the

33Qeorge F. Peabody to  Tannenbaum, A pril 25, 1935, Tannenbaum papers.

39rannenbaum to  A lexander, April 2 4 , 1935, Tannenbaum p ap ers . The 
" l ib e ra l"  Senators were n o t id e n t i f ie d ,  b u t Tannenbaum probably had 
reference  to  severa l who had aided th e  b i l l  on severa l key vo tes and then 
sw itched to  vote fo r  I t s  recommitment. Probably Included were Senators 
Bronson C utting  o f  New Mexico, Thomas D. Schall and Henrik Shlpstead  o f 
M innesota, Lewis Schwellenbach o f Washington and Harry Truaan o f  M issouri

ta n n e n b a u m  to  A lexander, April 26 , 1935, Tannenbaum p ap ers . 
Tannenbaum re fe rre d  to  Roger Baldwin, chairman o f th e  American C iv il 
L ib e r tie s  Union; W alter M il t e ,  head o f  th e  National A ssociation  f o r  the 
Advancement o f Colored People; Gardner Jackson, former AAA consumers' 
counsel, re c e n tly  f i r e d  In th e  AAA "purge" and then organizing  th e  
National Committee on Rural Social P lanning , which l a t e r  became the  
Washington p u b lic ity  o u t le t  f o r  the  Southern Tenant Farm ers' Union; and 
Ben Harsh, execu tive  se c re ta ry  o f th e  P eop le 's  Lobby, which under the  
presidency o f  John Dewey, c r i t ic iz e d  the  r e l i e f  and recovery e f f o r t s  o f 
both th e  Hoover and Roosevelt a d m in is tra tio n s .
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condition  o f  Arkansas sh arec roppers . Hie S o c ia l is t  lead e r described 

adnnlnl s t r a t i  on tenancy p o licy  as ranging from "swivel c h a ir  l ib e ra lism "  

a t  b e s t to  th e  "hypocrisy" o f sec tio n  7 o f th e  AAA cotton  c o n tra c t. He 

re je c te d  th e  Bankhead b i l l  as a so lu tio n  fo r  tenancy because successfu l 

cotton farm ing could no t be c a r r ie d  on by the  "subsid ized  peasants" 

which he claim ed the  measure would c re a te . This would be e sp e c ia lly  t r u e ,  

he thought; because rec en t progress In the  development o f a co tton  p ick

ing  machine promised to  make la rg e  mechanized opera tions Im perative fo r  

p ro f i ta b le  farm ing. Like Huey Long, Thomas a ls o  claim ed th a t  the  b i l l  

would "ball ou t"  land poor p la n te rs  and ho lders o f  fo rec lo sed  p ro p erty .

He concluded th a t  even I f  amended, the  le g is la t io n  would not s u b s t i tu te ,  

as a means o f  improving th e  sharecroppers ' c o n d itio n , fo r  t h e i r  r ig h t  to  

organize a union

Another a ttack  came from Ben Marsh, head o f  th e  P eop le 's Lobby, who. 

In a l e t t e r  to  the e d i to r  o f  th e  New R epublic, repeated  the  charge th a t  

the  b i l l  would aid  those who wanted to  s e l l  la n d , among whom he thought 

were " land -specu la ting  and 'd e se rv in g ' Democrats." Probably unaware 

th a t  I t s  a rc h i te c ts  a n tic ip a te d  superv ision  o f  purchasers by the p ro

posed c o rp o ra tio n , he f u r th e r  declared  th a t  I t  was " fo lly  to  assume th a t  

most te n a n t fanners and sharecroppers can run t h e i r  own show. Many o f  

them can work only under d ire c tio n  . . . ."  Because he thought mere 

c re d i t  f o r  land  purchase was an Inadequate p o lic y , he summarized th e  

Bankhead measure as an " e f fo r t  to  have the  government evade I t s  respon

s i b i l i t y  to  f in d  a re a l so lu tio n  fo r  the  a g r ic u ltu ra l  problem." Although 

he d id  n o t reveal what should be done, he d id  h in t  th a t  co n fisca to ry

4lNew York Times, Mqy 5 ,  1935, IV, 9 .
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ta x a tio n  was p re fe ra b le  to  a bond program as a method o f acqu iring  and 

re d is tr ib u tin g  l a n d .^

Although th e  Southern Tenant Farmers' Union was l a t e r  a severe  c r i t i c  

o f n early  a l l  New Deal a ttem pts to  deal w ith tenancy . I t  was n o t .  In the  

sp ring  o f 1935, very outspoken In I t s  opposition  to  th e  Bankhead b i l l .

At th a t  time the  STFU was s tru g g lin g  to  o rg an iz e , and Indeed f ig h tin g  fo r  

I t s  l i f e .  In e a s te rn  A rkansas. I t  was then more concerned w ith th e  r e l a 

t iv e ly  narrow Issue  o f  securing  e q u itab le  trea tm en t f o r  the  sharecropper 

under the  AAA co tton  c o n tra c t ,  and with stopping  the  suppression o f  I t s  

members' and sym path izers ' c iv i l  l i b e r t i e s ,  than w ith  broad pronounce

ments on pending l e g i s l a t io n .*3

F in a lly , I t  should be no ted  th a t  opponents o f  d if fe r in g  p o l i t i c a l  

persuasions used many o f th e  same arguments a g a in s t the  b i l l .  The a ttac k s  

o f d e tra c to rs  such as Thomas and Marsh had much In  common with those o f 

Huey Long. More su rp r is in g  than t h i s ,  however, was the  s im ila r i ty  o f 

th e i r  arguments to  those o f  some c o n se rv a tiv e s . For example, S tan ly  

Morse, a South C arolina e d i to r ,  wrote th a t  the  Southern land ten u re  

system was among the  w o rld 's  b e s t  and considered  the  Bankhead measure as 

a " revo lu tionary" a tta c k  upon I t  and an example o f  fed e ra l In te rfe re n c e  

In th e  Sou th 's a f f a i r s .  But having made th i s  assessm ent, he charged.

42"Dangers In th e  Bankhead P lan ,"  New R epublic, LXXXII (A pril 10, 
1935), According to  I t s  p re s id e n t, John OeweyT th e  P eop le 's Lobby 
(founded In 1920) was a "p eo p le 's  o rg an iza tio n  to  work a t  the  n a tio n a l 
c a p ita l fo r  measures In  th e  I n te r e s t  o f  the  people g e n e ra lly ."  See 
New York Times. October 14, 1929, 2 . This vague purpose. In p r a c t ic e ,  
re s u lte d  in  much c r i t ic is m  o f  New Deal depression  recovery p o l ic ie s .

43$ee g e n e ra lly  David E. Conrad, The Forgotten  Farmers, the  S tory 
o f  Sharecroppers In th e  New Deal (Urbanal U n iv e rs ity  o f I l l in o i s  P re ss , 
IdfeSy, A3-l04\ '
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lik e  the  c r i t i c s  o f  th e  l e f t ,  th a t  th e  b i l l  attem pted to  o f f s e t  AAA's 

e f fe c ts  (Ml te n a n ts , and would e s ta b l is h  a "subsid ized  p easan try ” on 

in e f f ic ie n t  sm all farms which could n o t produce major commodities eco

nom ically . He questioned w hether most ten a n ts  could opera te  th e i r  own 

farms and m aintained th a t  the  b i l l  would b e n e f it  those looking fo r  a 

chance to  "unload" land  on th e  governm ent.^  The l a t t e r  charge was a lso  

made by the  L ib e rty  League.45 Of course p rev iously  mentioned Republican 

and Southern Senators made many o f these  same con ten tions in  Congressional 

deb a te .

Thus by th e  sp rin g  o f 1935 the  fo llow ing s i tu a t io n  had developed.

The New Deal had reorganized i t s  r e l i e f  e f f o r t s ,  c rea ted  the  R e se ttle 

ment A dm inistration and determined th a t  ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  a c t i v i t i e s ,  

form erly p a rt o f  th e  o ld  FERA, would be a ttach ed  to  the  new agency. The 

Bankhead tenancy le g is la t io n  had been in troduced  and th e  idea  was emerging 

w ith in  th e  RA th a t  I t s  r e h a b il i ta t io n  program and the  b i l l  were comple

mentary and ought to  be coordinated  in  some way. A lexander, about to  

become A ss is ta n t A dm inistrator o f  th e  RA, was working v igorously  fo r  the  

measure. There was general optimism th a t  i t  would be en ac ted . On A pril 

17 the  New York Times reported  th a t  Senate passage was "c e r ta in "  on the  

next day.4^ But on April 24 the  b i l l  was s id e track ed  and a l l  e f f o r t s  

turned to  g e tt in g  I t  out o f  committee and before  the Senate aga in .

Concurrently w ith the  progress o f tenancy le g is la t io n ,  a small group

44uashington P o s t. April 21, 1935. 

45n6w York Times. May 20, 1935, 36. 

4 6 lb id .,  A pril 17, 1935, 1.
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o f  Southerners developed the  Southern Policy  C o m lttee  movement, which 

by the  sp ring  o f 1935, evolved In to  an a c tiv e  fo rce  fo r  reform o f  the  

re g io n 's  ru ra l l i f e  In b eh a lf o f th e  poor. The movement was conceived 

by a V irg in ian , F rancis  Pickens M il le r ,  executive  se c re ta ry  o f the  Foreign 

Policy  A sso c ia tio n , a pro-League o f  Nations and lo w - ta r if f  o rg an iza tio n .

In November, 1934, M ille r  suggested to  Frank P. Graham, p re s id en t o f  the  

U niversity  o f North C aro lin a , th e  form ation o f  a network o f  lo ca l study 

groups o f  lead ing  c i t iz e n s  which would recommend p o lic ie s  to  deal w ith 

n a tional and reg io n a l problem s. M ille r  thought th e  South was an appro

p r ia te  p lace to  experim ent w ith th e  Id ea . Graham re fe rre d  M ille r  to  

Jonathan D an ie ls , who agreed to  h o s t a  meeting o f  prominent North 

C aro lin ians In h is  hoee to  d isc u ss  the  p roposa l.

Most o f  th o se  a tten d in g  the  m eeting , held  December 17, were jo u rn a l

i s t s  o r members o f  the  Chapel H ill academic community. A fte r M ille r 

explained  h is  p la n , they  organized  a lo ca l "public  po licy  committee" 

with the  purpose o f  analyzing fed e ra l p o lic ie s  and advocating new ones 

which would promote "sound economic and p o l i t i c a l  development In the  

South." This purpose was r a th e r  vague, bu t M ille r  l a t e r  suggested to  

the  committee th a t  a g r ic u ltu ra l  problem s, such as the  d e le te r io u s  e f f e c t  

o f  crop c o n tro ls  on fo re ig n  tra d e  (p a r t ic u la r ly  cotton e x p o rtin g ) , would 

be good to p ic s  f o r  s p e c if ic  c o n s id e ra tio n . That problem was a lread y  o f

47jonathan D aniels to  Frank Graham, November 12, 1934, D aniels to  
Graham, November 19 , 1934, memorandum "Purposes and Procedure o f 
Southern Policy  Groups," November 16 , 1934, a l l  In th e  Frank P. Graham 
papers. Southern H is to ric a l C o lle c tio n , U niversity  o f North C aro lina . 
H ereafter c i te d  as Graham p ap ers .



196

I n te r e s t  to  th e  Foreign Policy A s s o c ia t io n .^

The p o lic y  committee movement spread ra p id ly , su rp r is in g  M ille r  

with I t s  v i t a l i t y .  By A p r il , 1935, lo ca l groups had been e s ta b lis h e d , 

w ith h is  encouragement. In A tla n ta , D a lla s , N a sh v ille , New O rleans, 

R aleigh, L o u isv ille  and Lynchburg, V irg in ia ; as w ell as In severa l non- 

Southern c i t i e s . ** Many o f  the  committees were In te re s te d  In Southern 

ru ra l problem s. An a c tiv e  group In  A tla n ta , fo r  example, co-sponsored 

an address on A pril 13 by Henry W allace, who used th e  occasion to  defend 

New Deal co tton  po licy  and commend th e  Bankhead b i l l . 50 In New Orleans 

H. C. Nixon organized a committee o f  academicians and cotton ex p o rte rs  

which reso lved  to  study  a l l  aspec ts  o f  th e  c u rre n t co tton  s i tu a t io n ,51 

With such p rogress M ille r  considered  th a t  the  movement was widespread 

enough to  j u s t i f y  estab lishm en t o f  a Southern a sso c ia tio n  o f lo ca l

^Memorandum “Purposes and Procedure o f  Southern Policy Groups," 
November 16, 1934, Graham papers; F rancis P. M ille r  to  Howard Odum, 
n .d .  ( a f te r  December 17, 1934), Jonathan Daniels p ap ers . Southern 
H is to rica l C o lle c tio n , U niversity  o f  North C a ro lin a . H ereafte r c ite d  
as Daniels papers.

^^M lller to  Graham, February 12 , 1935, Graham papers. Committees 
had been e s ta b lish e d  In Denver, C leveland, Chicago, S t .  Louis and Kansas 
C ity , and p lans were being made fo r  a  National P o licy  Committee. See a lso  
Memorandum I ,  A tlan ta  Policy  Conference Agenda, n .d .  (before A pril 25 , 
1935), copy In D aniels papers.

5®M111er to  Graham, February 12 , 1935, Graham papers; New York Times, 
April 14 , 1935, 4 . For W allace 's remarks see "Tlie Cotton Program C arries 
On," speech a t  A tla n ta , A pril 13, 1935, NA R6 16, s e c re ta ry 's  speech f i l e ,  
1935. Wallace c h a rac te rize d  the  accusations th a t  th e  AAA drove sh are 
croppers o f f  the land as "so extreme as to  be r id ic u lo u s , showing on th e i r  
face th a t  they  o rig in a te d  w ith people who know noth ing  about th e  South 
. . . . “ The so lu tio n  to  the  tenancy problem, he d ec la red , was "not to  
be found In  d iscard ing  a [p a r i ty ]  program which has meant s u b s ta n t ia l ly  
la rg e r  co tton  Income to  d iv ide  among farm ers, bu t r a th e r  . . .  In  such 
measures as the  pending Bankhead b i l l . "

51h . C. Nixon to  Charles S. Johnson, March 30 , 1935, papers o f  the 
Commission on In te r ra c ia l  C ooperation, A tlan ta  U n ivers ity . H erea fte r 
c ite d  as CIC.
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com nlttess . By January 12 he had arranged a reg ional po licy  conference 

fo r  A pril 26-29 In Atlanta.® ^

M ille r  thought the  value o f  th e  meeting would depend upon th e  Issu es  

d iscu ssed . To Jonathan Daniels he suggested a l i s t  o f  Im portant problems 

which h in ted  a t  h is  own view o f  New Deal programs. His f i r s t  to p ic ,  th e  

so c ia l  e f fe c ts  o f crop contro l and the Impact upon the  South o f  d ec lin in g  

co tton  e x p o rts , revea led  h is  sympathy w ith two groups o f  AAA c r i t i c s ;  

those who condemned I t s  In e q u itie s  f o r  th e  la n d le s s  and those who wanted 

crop r e s t r ic t io n s  eased In an e f f o r t  to  expand production and recap tu re  

world m arkets. A second p ro p o sa l, fo r  con sid era tio n  o f  the so c ia l and 

economic consequences o f  Southern In d u s t r ia l iz a t io n ,  was In d ic a tiv e  o f  

an a g ra r ia n , a n ti- In d u s tr ia l  b ia s  l a t e r  ev iden t among some In the  p o licy  

movement. In a d d itio n . M ille r expressed concern about the  " trend  toward 

p o l i t i c a l  d ic ta to rsh ip "  In c e r ta in  s t a t e s ,  an obvious anti-Long r e f e r 

en ce .S3 F in a lly , he made c le a r  th a t  he regarded th e  A tlanta conference 

as a  gathering  o f a c t i v i s t  c it iz e n s  who should n o t merely d iscuss th ese  

m atte rs  but a lso  make sp e c if ic  recommendations f o r  Congressional a c tio n  

concerning tham.^*

By March 11 M ille r  had become convinced o f  th e  worth o f  th e  Bankhead 

b i l l  and thought lo c a l po licy  committees should consider I t  s e r io u s ly .

S^M Iller to  Graham, January 2 , 1935, M ille r  to  D aniels, January 12, 
1935, Graham papers. The A tlan ta  conference was subsid ized  by the  For
e ign  Policy A ssocia tion .

S^M Iller to  D an iels, January 12, 1935, Graham papers. Nixon and 
o th e r  L ouisianians a sso c ia ted  with the  SPC were anti-Long.

3^M111er to  D a n ie ls , January  12 , 1935, M il le r  to  Graham,
February 12, 1935, Graham p a p e rs .
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He a lso  concluded th a t  the  forthcom ing conference should have as one o f 

i t s  m ajor purposes support o f  the  b i l l .  "I am sure  th a t  as f a r  as 

ag ra rian  reform I s  concerned." he wrote D an ie ls , "the Bankhead B ill  I s  

th e  r ig h t  11r#e to  ta k e . . . .  The problem then  becomes one o f o rgan iz ing  

Instrum ents fo r  th e  form ation o f pub lic  opinion favo rab le  to  such l e g i s 

l a t io n .  This I s  one o f  th e  reasons why I a tta c h  Importance to  our A tlan ta

co n fe ren ce ."55

I f  M ille r was In te re s te d  In th e  b i l l ,  th e  promoters o f the  l e g i s 

la t io n  were a lso  aware o f  the  p o licy  movement and worked to  a t t r a c t  i t s  

su p p o rt. Both Peabody and Robert B. E leaze r. a member o f A lexander's 

In te r r a c ia l  Commission s t a f f ,  se n t copies o f th e  b i l l  to  M ille r and 

D an ie ls .55 Alexander d iscussed  th e  measure with H. C. Nixon, then form

ing  th e  New Orleans p o licy  committee. Nixon received  an e a r ly  copy o f  

th e  p relim inary  re le a s e  o f The Collapse o f  Cotton Tenancy, and Bankhead 

wrote to  him about th e  b i l l ' s  p ro g ress . By A pril Nixon was convinced 

th a t  I t  was a " p ra c tic a l plan to  re s to re  m illio n s  to  Independence."57

The p o licy  movement, l ik e w ise , a t t r a c te d  I n te r e s t  from o f f i c i a l s  

In the  A gricu ltu re  Department. Paul A. P o r te r . C hester Davis' execu tive

55H111er to  D an ie ls , March 11. 1935, Graham papers; M ille r t o  
D an ie ls , March 2 5 , 1935, Daniels papers.

55M111er to  Robert B. E leazer, March 28 , 1935, CIC.

5?H. C. Nixon to  Charles S. Johnson, March 30, 1935, CIC; Alexander 
to  Tannenbaum, February 15, 1935, Tannenbaum papers; "Forward and Con
c lu s io n  o f  a Study o f  A g ricu ltu re , Economic and Social Conditions In  the  
South" p ress re le a se  f o r  The Collapse o f Cotton Tenancy. March 2 1 . 1935, 
copy In the  papers o f  H. C. Nixon, in  th e  possession  o f  the  Nixon fam ily 
In N ashville  (h e re a f te r  c i te d  as Nixon p a p e rs); J .  H. Bankhead to  
H. C. Nixon, A pril 12 , 1935, and "Notes on Farm Tenancy and the  Bankhead 
B i l l , "  n .d . (befo re  March 28, 1935), Nixon papers.
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a s s is ta n t  In th e  AAA. to ld  Brooks Heys about th e  A tlan ta  conference and 

urged him to  a tte n d . Although h is  agency was under general a tta c k  f o r  

I t s  so c ia l and economic In e q u i t ie s ,  P o rte r  was confiden t th a t  th is  m eet

ing would analyze ru ra l problems o b je c tiv e ly . He to ld  Hqys th a t  I t  would 

no t be the  "usual type o f  'conflab* o f  social-m inded people . . . [b u t]  a 

re a l e f f o r t  by p r a c t i c a l ,  capable persons to  s c ru tin iz e  th is  [co tto n ] 

program . . . . " a n d  Hays could c o n tr ib u te  by providing the  conference 

an Informed e s tim a te  o f  the  tenancy s i tu a t io n  In  A r k a n s a s H a y s ,  who 

sh o rtly  became a lead ing  f ig u re  In  the  Southern Policy  Committee, agreed 

to  a tte n d .

The conference met April 25-28 and formed a permanent o rg a n iz a tio n , 

the  Southern P o licy  Cornelttee. An execu tive  board was chosen, which 

included H. C. Nixon and Brooks Hays as chairman and v ice  chairm an, 

re sp e c tiv e ly , and F rancis P. M ille r  as execu tive secretary.®® The com

m ittee  declared  t h a t  I t s  purpose was to  make Southerners a r t ic u la te  on 

na tional and reg io n a l problems by encouraging lo ca l groups to  exchange 

Inform ation and advocate programs b e n e fic ia l to  the  South.®®

®®Paul A. P o r te r  to  Brooks Hays, A pril 12, 1935, NA RG 145. P o rte r  
re fe r re d  to  surveys (probably conducted by th e  AAA) then In progress In 
severa l coun ties In  e a s te rn  A rkansas. P o rte r  planned to  a tten d  th e  
A tlan ta  conference h im se lf , probably Intending to  use the  r e s u l ts  o f  th e  
surveys to  p re se n t as favorab le  a view as p o ssib le  o f AAA e f f e c ts  on 
sharecroppers. See a lso  P o rte r  to  Hays, A pril 17, 1935, In the  same 
p lace . Hays, a t  th e  tim e, was Democratic National Committeeman from 
Arkansas.

®®"Southem P o llçy ,"  re p o r t  o f  th e  Southern Policy  Conference In 
A tlan ta , A pril 25 -28 , 1935, N ational Policy  C o m lttee  p ap ers . L ib rary  
o f Congress (h e re a f te r  c i te d  as NPCP); "Minutes o f  th e  Southern Po licy  
CoHRlttee—A tla n ta , G eorgia, A pril 28 , 1935,” Daniels papers.

®0"M1nutes o f  th e  Southern Policy  Committee . . . »  A pril 28 , 1935, 
Daniels papers.
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The proceedings were no tab le  f o r  t h e i r  ag ra rian  to n e . Four o f the  

twelve "N ashville  A grarian s,"  whose a n t i - In d u s tr ia l  Southern r u r a l1 s t 

m an ifesto . I ' l l  Take My Stand, had appeared In 1930, were p re se n t.

Frank Owsley and Donald Davldsm addressed  the  conference More 

Im portan tly , th e  only Agrarian to  have w ritte n  In 1930 on the  Sou th 's 

economic s i tu a t io n  and to  have been c o n s is te n tly  concerned w ith I t  s in c e , 

was the  newly-chosen chairm an, H. C. Nixon. Because he remained a m ajor 

le a d e r In the  Southern Policy Committee u n t il  1938, he co n trib u ted  more 

than anyone e ls e  to  th e  o rg a n iz a tio n 's  continuing  sm all farm ou tlook .

Among severa l re so lu tio n s  adopted was a "statem ent o f ag ra rian  

p o licy"  which s tre s s e d  the  need f o r  a r e v i ta l iz e d  ru ra l l i f e  cen tered  on 

small farm ow nership. I t  affirm ed  th e  n e c e ss ity  o f  rep lac in g  tenancy 

w ith small landhold ing  and th e re fo re  unreservedly  endorsed th e  Bankhead 

measure. Aware th a t  th e  le g is la t io n  had j u s t  been recom m itted, the 

c o m lt te e  f u r th e r  recommended th a t  In  case o f f a i lu r e  o f  enactm ent th e  

program should be e ffe c te d  In so fa r  as p o ss ib le  through o th e r  means.

This re f le c te d  th e  con fe rence 's  a g ra rian  p re d ile c tio n s  and probably a lso  

showed the  In fluence  o f Will A lexander, who a ttended  as head o f th e  

In te r ra c ia l  Commission and must have pressed  the  case f o r  th e  b i l l .  In 

a d d itio n , the  conference commended FERA's ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  (not y e t  

tra n s fe r re d  to  the  RA) and favored I t s  expansion "on a more l ib e r a l  b a s i s . "62

61cop1es o f  OAvldson's and Owsley's speeches a re  In NPCP. The o th e r  
two N ashville A grarians p resen t were H. C. Nixon and Lyle L an ier. For 
th e  views o f  th e  A grarians In 1930, see Twelve S ou therners, I ' l l  Take My 
Stand, th e  South and the  Agrarian T rad itio n  (New York: Harper and Row, 
Topchfiook e d ftiS n . T 5 8 Ï ) . --------------------------

62"Report of the Southern Policy Coomlttee In Atlanta, April 25-28, 
1935," 16. Copy In NPCP.
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Shortly after the Atlanta meeting a statement by the executive com

mittee, suggesting Issues for consideration by local a ff ilia te s , Indicated 

disagreement with administration farm policy on two grounds. I t deplored 

the decline of cotton exports, which i t  saw as a threat to the South's 

well-being. At th is point the committee was Implicitly critica l of the 

AAA's Inducement of higher p riœ s. Secondly, the statement reaffirmed:

The [Southern Policy] Committee's purpose Is to support leg is
lation which will give re lie f  to the farm tenant class which has 
suffered so keenly. These people must be made landowners on se lf- 
sustaining farms. They must be taught a system of agriculture not 
dependent on the cotton market; but until th is can be done the cot
ton market must be protected by Intelligent [crop] curtailment and 
by ta r i f f  adjustment. . . .63

The statement exemplified faith  In small farm ownership as a remedy for 

rural poverty. But I t  also hinted at the exporters' dislike of crop 

restrictions and their desire to In^rove the efficiency of cotton growing 

by removing tenants from I t ,  thereby possibly allowing Increases In produc

tion resulting In more foreign trade. Thus the policy movement momen

ta rily  united those concerned with land reform and alleviation of poverty 

with those who wanted Increased exports.

Some of those a t the conference contacted Senators In behalf of the 

Bankhead b i l l .  From Atlanta, North Carolinians Clarence Poe, Hugh 

MacRae and W. T. Couch wired Joslah Bailey that by hindering the measure 

he had "struck a serious blow to our economic structure . . .  and 

[jeopardized the] greatest opportunity for revitalizing the South's rural 

l i f e .  I ts  greatest In te re s t."64 Ten days after the conference the

63«object1ves of the Southern Policy Committee," n.d. (c. May, 
1935), Daniels papers.

64ciarence Poe, B. F. Crown, W. T. Couch and Hugh MacRae to Joslah 
B ailey , A pril 27 , 1935, Tannenbaum papers.
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N ashville  po licy  group. Including A grarians Frank Owsley, Donald Davidson 

and Lyle L an ier, n o t if ie d  Cotton Ed Smith th a t  they were "shocked" by h is  

negativ ism  toward th e  b i l l ,  which they c a lle d  "the most co n stru c tiv e  

measure y e t  proposed f o r  th e  b e n e fit  o f  th e  South," w ithout which the  

reg ion  faced "Increasing  poverty .

Since e a r ly  March M ille r  had encouraged lo ca l p o licy  groups to  sup

p o r t  tenancy l e g i s la t io n ,  and In A pril th e  reg ional conference In A tlan ta  

endorsed the  Bankhead b i l l .  But M ille r , H. C. Nixon and Brooks Hays, th e  

most Im portant members o f th e  executive board . Intended to  go fu r th e r  by 

using  the  po licy  movement to  m obilize opinion and e x e r t  p ressu re  fo r  th e  

m easure. M ille r exp la ined  to  Daniels t h a t  the  conference I t s e l f  developed 

such "unanimity" f o r  the  b i l l  th a t  he was co n fid en t no one a ttend ing  would 

o b je c t to  action  In I t s  b e h a lf .66 Brooks Hays regarded as "highly s ig 

n i f ic a n t  th a t  th e  A tlan ta  conference developed some d iffe ren ces  o f 

opinion upon every su b je c t excep t the  Bankhead-Jones B i l l , "  and added 

th a t  "the complete unanim ity w ith which th is  b i l l  was received  leads me 

to  b e liev e  th a t  the  South has a rea l s ta k e  In I t . "67 M ille r  a lso  though t 

th e  conference should "declare  I t s e l f  on some concrete  Issue" In o rd er 

to  a t ta in  "a cohesion which would n o t have e x is te d  o th e rw ise ."68 There

f o r e ,  support o f  th e  b i l l  would not only promote a fed e ra l po licy  which

66oonald Davidson, Frank Owsley, Lyle L an ier, Robert Worke, Eugene
W oodruff, B ralnerd Cheney and James W aller to  E lliso n  D. Smith, May 7 ,
1935, Tannenbaum papers.

66oan1els to  M ille r , May 18, 1935, M ille r  to  D an ie ls , May 20 , 1935, 
D aniels papers.

67Brooks Hays to  F rancis P. M ille r , August 9 , 1935, NPCP.

68M lller to  D a n ie ls , May 20 , 1935, D an ie ls  p a p e rs .
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th e  conference fav o red , but might a lso  give focus and purpose to  a d iv e rse  

and nebulous movement. Thus th e  lead ersh ip  o f  the  Southern Policy Com

m ittee  became sup p o rte rs  o f  the b i l l  In tim e to  c o n tr ib u te  to  the d riv e  

to  re tu rn  I t  to  th e  Senate f lo o r .

Iim ed la te ly  a f t e r  th e  recommitment, a concerted  e f f o r t  to  b ring  th e  

b i l l  back fo r  quick passage began. Tannenbaum was convinced th a t  "the 

b i l l  was re a l ly  re tu rn ed  to  the  Committee by a group o f l ib e r a l s  r a th e r  

than re a c tio n a r ie s "  and most o f  them had been m isled by th e  h o s t i l i t y  o f 

"some o f  our extreme l e f t i s t  f r ie n d s ."  But he thought the  votes o f  th e se  

Senators could be won back because, as he to ld  Alexander, "most o f  them 

are  frien d s  o f  T ugw ell's and Tugwell d e f in i te ly  to ld  me th a t  he could 

take care  o f  them ."6* He may have had re fe ren ce  t o ,  among o th e rs .

Senators Bronson C utting  o f New Mexico, Thomas D. Schall and Henrik 

Shlpstead o f M innesota, Lewis Schwellenbach o f  Washington and Harry 

Truman o f M issouri, a l l  o f  whom had p rev io u sly  supported th e  b i l l  o r  a t  

l e a s t  voted to  p reven t I t s  em asculation . In a d d itio n , Tannenbaum and 

Alexander sought ways to  change the  minds o f  the  s ix  members of the  

A gricu ltu re  and F o restry  committee who had voted fo r  th e  recommitment.^® 

A ssessing the  b i l l ' s  chances, Tannenbaum was sure  th a t  w ith the change 

o f  a h a lf  dozen vo tes I t  could be rep o rted  and passed e a s i ly

Alexander made some p lans to  in flu en ce  r e c a lc i t r a n t  Senators 

through In te rm ed ia rie s . For example, Negro co llege  p re s id en ts  and

®®Tannenbaum to  A lexander, A pril 25 , 1935, Tannenbaum papers. 

7®Tannenbaum to  A lexander, April 2 4 , 1935, ib id .

^^Tannenbaim to  Clarence Poe, A pril 24 , 1935, I b id .
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"friends o f Negroes In New England" would be asked to  c o n ta c t Senators 

from th a t  reg ion ; S enator Gore would be approached through P residen t 

William B. B izzell o f  the  U niversity  o f  Oklahoma» and Peabody would t r y  

to  persuade Bernard Baruch to  use h is  g re a t  Influence In South C arolina 

to  p ressure  Cotton Ed Sm ith.72 Along w ith  these  e f f o r t s ,  Tannenbaum 

t r i e d  to  q u ie t some o f  the  c r i t ic is m  from ou tside  Congress. He wrote 

th a t  he planned to  go to  New York "to  see  Roger Baldwin . . .  and see 

I f  he c a n 't  pu ll h is  dogs o f f  the  b i l l  h e re  In Washington . . ."  since  

In h is  opinion Baldwin and th e  American C iv il L ib e rtie s  Union were "as 

much responsib le  f o r  recom mitting th e  b i l l  as any one . . . g roup ."73 

As Tannenbaum and Alexander analyzed th e  s i tu a tio n  they  concluded 

th a t  the  two Southerners most resp o n sib le  fo r  the  l e g i s l a t io n 's  lack  o f 

p rogress were Jo slah  B ailey and Cotton Ed Smith. Tannenbaum doubted 

th a t  Smith could be in flu en ced . But r e a l i s t i c  plans were made to  

"bu ild  a f i r e  under B a iley ,"  since  he had le d  the  a tta c k  ag a in st the  

b i l l  on the  Senate f l o o r .7* The approach to  Bailey was made through 

In f lu e n tia l  North C a ro lin ian s . Tannenbaum was acquain ted  with Josephus 

D aniels (then Ambassador to  Mexico) and planned to  co n tac t him during 

h is  scheduled re tu rn  v i s i t  to  the U nited S ta te s .  He hoped the  e ld e r

73Alexander to  Embree and Johnson, May 6 ,  1935, CIC.

73Tannenbaum to Alexander, April 2 5 , 1935, Tannenbaum papers.

7^annenbaum to Alexander, April 2 4 , 1935, Tannenbaum papers; 
Alexander to Embree and Johnson, May 6 ,  1935, CIC. Baldwin, Poverty 
and Politics. 154, describes Tannenbaum and Alexander as amateur lobbyists 
who, although they lent some citizen support to the b i l l ,  were basically 
Ineffective. Unquestionably they were Inexperienced In Influencing 
Congress, but the ir methods of silencing the opposition of Bailey were 
fa r from Ineffective. Bailey was one Senator who was susceptible to 
the Influence which they could mobilize.
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Daniels could be persuaded to  use h is  Raleigh News and Observer to  p re s 

sure B a i le y .H o w e v e r *  on th e  same day th a t  th e  recommitment occurred , 

Jonathan D aniels had a lready  e d i to r i a l ly  a ttack ed  the S e n a to r 's  p o s it io n . 

The e d i to r  suggested th a t  "unless he [B a iley ] has a plan which w ill se rve  

as well [a s  the  Bankhead b i l l ]  to  c u t th e  growing numbers o f  the  lan d less  

and . . . hopeless on the  land . . .  he ought to  move c a re fu lly  in 

s t r ik in g  a t  a b i l l  which thoughtfu l men . . . have designed to  give every  

American on the  land  an American chance.

B ailey  was n o t 1 m e d ia te ly  convinced. In rep ly  to  D aniels he 

re s ta te d  h is  p o s itio n  from th e  Senate d eb a te . He a lso  j u s t i f i e d  h is  

ac tions by a s se r tin g  th a t  s in ce  Roosevelt had not u tte re d  a s in g le  p u b lic  

word In th e  b i l l ' s  b e h a lf . I t  could no t be considered an ad m in istra tio n  

measure. Moreover, he poin ted  out th a t  the  S ecre tary  o f  th e  Treasury 

had re c e n tly  issu ed  a general warning a g a in s t  Increasing  government 

o b lig a tio n s , as B ailey  contended th e  b i l l io n  d o lla r  bond Issu e  would.??

At Tannenbaum's req u e s t, ano ther powerful North C a ro lin ian , Clarence 

Poe, Imparted to  B ailey a conserva tive  a g r i c u l t u r a l i s t 's  view o f the 

so lu tio n  to  tenancy problem s. Poe s tre s s e d  th a t  the bond Issue  would 

not be mere spending, but a recoverab le  Investm ent to  he lp  the  la n d le s s . 

He a lso  commended th e  b i l l  because he understood th a t  I t  would b e n e fit  

deserving ten a n ts  who were good c re d i t  r i s k s ,  and was th e re fo re  su p e rio r

?^Tannenbaum to  A lexander, A pril 25 , 1935 and Tannenbaum to  
Clarence Poe, A pril 24 , 1935, Tannenbaum p ap ers .

?®Rale1gh News and O bserver. A pril 24 , 1935.

??Ba11ey to  Jonathan  D a n ie ls , A p ril 2 5 , 1935, D an iels  pap ers.
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to  FERA re h a b i l i ta t io n  w ith I t s  a id  to  farm r e l i e f  c a se s . He fu r th e r  

declared  th a t  a l l  the  a g r ic u ltu ra l  lead ers  th a t  he knew p re fe rre d  a c r e d i t  

po licy  l ik e  th a t  o f the  Bankhead measure. F in a lly , he emphasized to  

Bailey th a t  while the  new program would ra is e  th e  s ta tu s  o f  te n a n ts , i t  

would no t increase  th e  number o f  fanners o r  t h e i r  production o f major 

commodities

B ailey may have been swayed by Poe, but th e  decisive  persuasion 

must have come from Josephus D aniels. On May 25 Alexander repo rted  th a t  

th e  Ambassador had seen B ailey in  Washington and had e x tra c te d  from him 

a promise to  vote f o r  th e  m easure 's f in a l  p a s s a g e . B a i l e y  no t only 

kept h is  word but a lso  remained com pletely s i l e n t  in  debate a f t e r  the 

b i l l  came back to  the  f lo o r ,  in  c o n tra s t  to  h is  e a r l i e r  open a t ta c k s .

Thus th e  h o s t i l i t y  o f  one lead ing  opponent was n e u tra liz e d .

During the f i r s t  week in  May, Alexander a rriv e d  in  Washington to  

assume h is  d u tie s  w ith th e  RA. Dividing h is  time between th a t  work and 

lobbying f o r  the  b i l l ,  he found the  m easure's supporte rs o p tim is t ic . 

Tugwell to ld  him th a t  th e re  was a " f a i r  chance" o f passage.®® I t  should 

be re c a l le d ,  however, t h a t  Tugwell intended to  secure m od ifica tions in  

the  b i l l  in  th e  House in  o rd er to  e lim in a te  th e  proposed independent 

co rp o ra tio n , with th e  probable r e s u l t  th a t  the  ten a n t purchase program

^®Telegram, Poe to  B ailey , May 1 , 1935, and Poe to  E. D. Smith, 
May 1 , 1935, Tannenbaum papers.

^®Alexander to  Embree and Johnson, May 27 , 1935 (d ic ta te d  May 25 , 
1935), CIC.

®®Alexander to  Embree and Johnson , May 6 ,  1935, CIC.
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would be adm inistered by th e  RA.^^ Bankhead repo rted  to  Alexander th a t  

Senator Robinson was s tro n g ly  In favo r o f  the  le g is la t io n  because he 

saw I t  as a possib le  p o l i t i c a l  c re d i t  f o r  h im self In case h is  enemy,

Huey Long, a ttacked  him In  Arkansas. A ccordingly, Robinson would assu re  

the  b i l l ,  once re tu rn ed  from committee, a p lace on the  crowded Senate 

c a le n d a r.82 Since th e  committee was requ ired  to  re p o rt by Mey 12, 

Robinson's e f f o r t s  would alm ost Insure  passage. But because the  Senate 

had sev era l la rge  measures pending (Includ ing  Social S e c u rity , u t i l i t y  

holding company l e g i s l a t i o n ,  and th e  1935 banking and ta x  p ro p o sa ls ) , 

the  m ajor question  was whether th e  b i l l ,  having been delayed , could be 

se n t to  th e  House prom ptly enough f o r  I t s  a c t io n .*3

F in a lly ,  A lexander heard In d ire c tly  and c o n f id e n tia l ly ,  bu t r e l ia b ly

BTfhere Is  s c a t te r e d  evidence o f  Tugw ell's views and In te n tio n s . 
COHC-Alexander, 396-98; Alexander to  Embree, April 1 , 1935, CIC; Tannen
baum to  Alexander, A pril 4 , 1935, Tannenbaum p ap ers , a l l  In d ica te  th a t  
he p re fe rre d  to  have th e  te n a n t purchase program a ttach ed  to  th e  RA.
For FDR's repo rted  views see Alexander to  Embree and Johnson, May 6 ,
1935, CIC, which In d ic a te s  th a t  FDR wanted th e  b i l l  changed In the 
House to  e lim in a te  th e  co rp o ra tio n , although he a lso  wanted the  program 
adm inistered by the  USDA. However, Tugwell was working to  convince FDR 
th a t  te n a n t loan o p e ra tio n s  should be a ttach ed  to  the  RA: see Tugwell 
to  FDR, November 21 , 1935, FDRL OF 1568, which says FDR to ld  Tugwell 
before th a t  date (probably in  the  summer o f  1935) th a t  the  RA would 
adm in iste r the program. See a lso  Alexander to  Embree and Johnson,
December 5 , 1935, CIC.

BZAlexander to  Embree and Johnson, May 6 , 1935, CIC. Robinson's 
fe a rs  t h a t  Long m ight campaign a g a in s t him may have been j u s t i f i e d ,  
because Long had th re a te n e d  In the  Senate to  do j u s t  t h a t .  See Washington 
P o s t, March 6 , 1935.

83new York Times. A pril 17, 1935, 1 . Democratic Congressional 
lead ersh ip  saw so c ia l s e c u r i ty ,  u t i l i t y  holding company, banking and 
ta x  b i l l s  as "must" le g i s la t io n .  The Wagner labo r b i l l  was a lso  pending. 
With such Items on th e  agenda, the  p o te n tia l  fo r  a le g is la t iv e  logjam 
was g r e a t ,  even before  the  adm in istra tion  launched I t s  d rive  fo r  a 
"Second Hundred Days" In th e  sumner o f  1935.
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he thought, t h a t  the  P re s id en t was sym pathetic  and would use h is  In fluence 

f o r  favorable ac tio n  In th e  House. However, Roosevelt was understood to  

p re fe r  changes In the b i l l  to  p lace the  tenancy program under the  Depart

ment o f  A g ricu ltu re , as In th e  e a r l i e s t  v e rs io n s  of the  m easure, ra th e r  

than under a sp e c ia l c o rp o ra tio n .84 But he d id  seem to  fav o r the  broad 

approach o f  th e  Bankhead p ro p o sa l. I f  one can judge from h is  c r i t ic ism  

o f  another c u rre n t tenancy b i l l  as being unduly lim ited.® ^

On May 5 , 1935, th e  A gricu ltu re  and F o restry  committee returned  the 

b i l l .  The only su b s tan tiv e  change was a l im ita t io n  on the  ra te  o f 

issuance o f  th e  $1 b i l l io n  o f  bonds to  n o t more than $300 m illion  In the 

f i r s t  th ree  y e a rs . Bankhead sa id  th a t  t h i s  r e s t r ic t io n  had been accepted 

In o rder to  win the  support o f  severa l Senators who wanted the  corporation  

to  move In I t s  f i r s t  y ea rs  w ith “d e lib e ra tio n  and care"  under the  over

s ig h t  o f  C ongress.88 Due to  the  crowded le g is la t iv e  ca len d a r, debate 

d id  not resume u n t i l  June 21. The d isc u ss io n  was c h arac te rized  by 

re p e tit io n  o f o ld  argum ents, the  s ile n c e  o f  Joslah  B ailey and the 

vociferous a tta c k s  o f  Huey Long.

A few changes were made during the  d eb a te . One broadening amend

ment by L aF o lle tte  allowed th e  co rpora tion  to  e n te r  c o n tra c ts  to  lease

84Alexander to  Embree and Johnson, May 6 ,  1935, CIC.

B^The o th e r  tenancy b i l l  was by Democratic Congressman R. I .  Wood 
o f  M issouri. I t  proposed loans of up to  $5,000 fo r purchase o f no t 
more than 80 acres  and equipm ent, but only f o r  those who had lo s t  farms 
through fo rec lo su re  during th e  preceding fo u r y e a rs . In a l e t t e r  
d ra fted  by Tugwell, FDR to ld  Wood h is  p lan  was too l im ite d . See Wood 
to  FDR, A pril 25 , 1935, and FDR to  Wood, May 7 , 1935, FDRL OF 503. For 
Henry W allace 's adverse comments on th e  Wood b i l l  see Wallace to  Marvin 
Jones, A pril 16, 1935, NA RG 145.

88congress1onal Record, 74 C ong., 1 s t  S e s s . ,  June 2 1 , 1935, 9846.
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land to  te n a n ts  fo r  as Iwig as f iv e  years before they began purchasing 

i t .  This was expected to  perm it superv ision  and tech n ica l a ss is ta n ce  

fo r  impoverished ten an ts  who lacked th e  experience and m anagerial a b i l i ty  

to  purchase and operate  a sm all farm .^^ A more r e s t r i c t iv e  amendment by 

Senator Carl Hatch o f  New Mexico removed the  c o rp o ra tio n 's  a u th o rity  to  

make emergency subsis tence  g ran ts  to  needy c lie n ts ;8 8  however, the  RA 

already had such a u th o r ity . Robinson, Bankhead and N orris a lso  turned 

back an a ttem pt by opponents o f the  b i l l  to  perm it c l ie n ts  to  mortgage 

th e i r  new ly-acquired land to  g ive them access to  an “e s s e n tia l  source o f 

c r e d i t . “89

On June 24 the  Senate passed the  b i l l  by a vote o f 45 to  32. Among 

th e  Southerners only Byrd, G lass, Gore, Sm ith, W alter F. George o f 

Georgia and Long voted “n a y ."98 The Senate had approved a broad and 

f le x ib le  land  purchase plan which, i f  adm inistered as i t s  o rig in a l 

fram ers in ten d ed , could have provided i t s  c l i e n t s ,  through the  corpora

t io n 's  co n trac tu a l procedures, adequate superv ision  as w ell as c re d i t .  

While the  program was no t expected to  reach every te n a n t,  and probably 

would have excluded the  poo rest ones, i t  d id  propose to  lend $1 b i l l io n  

over severa l years and i t s  e f f o r t s  conceivably could have had a s ig n i f 

ica n t impact upon ru ra l poverty . Moreover, the  program was complementary

8 7 lb id .,  June 24, 1935, 9934.

8 8 ib id . .  9945. 8 9 ib ld .,  9943-5.

80 lb id . .  9960. Senate R epublicans, except fo r  N o rris , Schall and 
Lynn F ra z ie r  of North Dakota, were s o l id ly  opposed. According to  COHC- 
Alexander, 594, Bankhead was "amazed" th a t  George voted "nay." George 
rep o rted ly  was re lu c ta n t  to  see land lo rds lose  good ten a n ts  they had 
worked some time to  g e t.



210

to  the  RA, and i f  Tugwell had h is  way* would be a ttached  to  i t ,  thus 

c rea tin g  in  1935 an agency s im ila r  to  the  Farm S ecurity  A dm inistration 

o f 1937. Indeed, the 1935 b i l l  was su p e rio r in s o fa r  as i t  would have 

perm itted  th e  government to  tak e  th e  i n i t i a t i v e  in  buying, d iv id ing  and 

s e ll in g  land to  te n a n ts ,  r a th e r  than merely ex tending  c re d i t  to  them as 

provided in  th e  1937 Bankhead-Jones Act.

The S e n a te 's  passage o f  tenancy le g is la t io n  was not received  with 

g re a t enthusiasm  in  th e  South. A New York Times correspondent reported  

fran  Memphis th a t  th e re  were few endorsements o r condemnations o f the 

b i l l ,  in  f a c t  th e re  was l i t t l e  concern on the  p a r t  o f  those  who would 

normally be in te r e s te d .  Not even landowners, whom the  re p o r te r  thought 

would be w il lin g  to  s e l l  su rp lu s land f o r  an adequate p r ic e ,  were aroused. 

The general opinion seemed to  be th a t  e x is tin g  c r e d i t  f a c i l i t i e s  were 

adequate f o r  e n e rg e tic  ten an ts  wanting to  buy la n d , and nothing fu r th e r  

was re q u ire d . The Times' ob serv er c h a rac te rized  the  rea c tio n  in  the 

D elta reg ion  as one o f "marked in d iffe ren c e ."^ ^

^^New York Times, June 30 , 1935, 6-E. A fte r the b i l l ' s  passage the  
T ires e d ito r ia lIz iH T Ju n e  26 , 1935 , 20) th a t  th e  measure was unnecessary 
because o f  th e  adequacy o f e x is t in g  c re d i t  agenc ies. For one example 
o f favo rab le  Southern e d i to r ia l  comment, see Birmingham News. June 26, 
1935.



CHAPTER VII

THE REHABILITATIVE PROGRAM IN DIFFICULTY. 1935-1936

The Senate passed th e  Bankhead b i l l ,  th e  le g is la t iv e  expression  o f 

the  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  approach to  poverty , on June 24 , 1935, and se n t I t  

to  the House. There, on June 26, I t  was assigned  to  th e  A gricu ltu re  

c o m l t te e ,  chaired  by Marvin Jones o f  A m arillo , Texas. I t  never came 

to  th e  House f lo o r ,  bu t languished In committee u n til  Congress adjourned 

on August 26.?

The summer o f  1935 has been known as th e  "Second Hundred Days," 

the  period o f  the New D ea l's  most In ten s iv e  le g is la t iv e  d rive  s in ce  the  

c ris is -p ac k ed  weeks o f  e a r ly  1933. During th e  f i r s t  h a lf  o f  1935 Con

gress m aintained a slow pace, passing only one major a c t ,  th e  r e l i e f  

ap p ro p ria tio n . By e a r ly  June adjournment was expected , but R oosevelt, 

angered by the  Supreme C o u rt's  Schechter d ec is io n  o f  May 27 , suddenly 

In s is te d  upon a new le g is la t iv e  program. The a d m in is tra tio n 's  "must" 

l i s t  Included the Wagner lab o r p ro p o sa l, so c ia l  s e c u r i ty ,  the 1935 

"soak the  r ic h "  tax  b i l l ,  a major banking measure and le g is la t io n  to  

break up pub lic  u t i l i t y  holding companies.% Since passage o f  these

^Sidney Baldwin, Poverty and P o l i t i c s ,  the  Rise and Decline o f  the 
Farm S ecurity  A dm inistration (Chapel h i l l :  U n iversity  o f  North Carolina 
Press, 1988), 15D-1W.

^William E. Leuchtenburg, F ranklin  D. Roosevelt and the  New Deal 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1963), 15Ù.
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would req u ire  maximum le g i s la t iv e  e f f o r t ,  i t  i s  no t su rp r is in g  th a t  the  

tenancy b i l l ,  never form ally  id e n t i f ie d  w ith the  a d m in is tra tio n , d id  no t 

a t ta in  a high p r io r i ty  in  th e  House. The opponents who delayed Senate 

passage had e f f e c t iv e ly  k i l l e d  i t ,  because th e  House agenda during  the  

Second Hundred Days d id  no t perm it ac tion  before  adjournm ent, e sp e c ia lly  

since  open White House support was lack in g .

The measure had s t i l l  o th e r  d isadvan tages, one o f  which was lack o f 

favorable p u b lic i ty  in  the  House. Francis P. M ille r  thought th e  d i f f i 

c u lty  was th a t  **while adequate education was going on among th e  S enato rs , 

l i t t l e  o r  nothing was done among Congressmen. The r e s u l t  was th a t  even 

the  b e s t Congressmen know very l i t t l e  about th e  b i l l  and are imprepared 

to  give i t  t h e i r  e n th u s ia s t ic  su p p o rt."^  S im ila r ly , Alexander l a t e r  

re c a lle d  th a t  many Southern R epresen tatives were in d if fe re n t  t o  l e g i s l a 

t io n  which would b e n e f it  only the  u n in f iu e n tia l and non-voting poor 

among th e i r  c o n s titu e n ts .^  Moreover, Brooks Hays found l i t t l e  concern 

among the e ig h t  Southerners on the  A gricu ltu re  committee and sought ways 

to  in fluence  them through t h e i r  d i s t r i c t s .^  F in a lly , the  chairm an, 

Marvin Jones, d id  no t work e n e rg e tic a lly  fo r  the  b i l l .  A p o ss ib le  

explanation  fo r  h is  Tadc o f  a rd o r i s  th a t  he doubted th a t  h is  committee 

could approach unanim ity in  support o f  the  p ro p o sa l. Since he u su a lly  

regarded broad conm ittee backing as necessary  before re p o rtin g  any

^Francis P. M ille r to  H. C. Nixon, Ju ly  19, 1935, N ational Policy  
Committee Papers, L ibrary  o f  Congress. H e rea fte r c ite d  as NPCP.

^Memoir o f  Will A lexander, Columbia Oral H istory  C o lle c tio n , 
Columbia U n iv e rs ity , 594-595. H ereafte r c i te d  as COHC-Alexander.

^Brooks Hays to  Dale M ille r , August 9 , 1935, NPCP.
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co n tro v e rs ia l pn^iosal with hope o f  passage, he may have considered  the  

cause a lready  lo s t  f o r  1935.6

While the  committee held th e  b i l l ,  suppo rte rs  t r i e d  to  genera te  

pub lic  support f o r  i t .  Brooks Hays, v ice chairman o f  the  Southern 

Policy Coamittee and sp ec ia l a s s i s ta n t  to  Tugwell in  the R esettlem ent 

Adnin is t r a t io n ,  was among the  most a c tiv e . In August, 1935, he spoke in  

Anniston, Alabama, to  a c iv ic  meeting held under SPC au sp ices . His 

speech exem plified  th e  idea  o f r e h a b i l i ta t io n  o f  the  poor through land 

reform .

Ha^s defined  th e  South 's economic problem as widespread p o v erty , 

which, although no t an immediate th r e a t  to  th o se  In  the  "upper s t r a t a , "  

c o n s titu te d  "a form o f  in se c u r ity  f o r  a l l  o f  u s ."  However, in  the  

American so c ie ty  o f th e  1930' s ,  which was capable o f  m astering th e  

physical surroundings o f  people and the problem o f s c a rc i ty  as w e ll ,  

such poverty was "anomolous." Thus the re a l problem, he th o u g h t, was 

'"poverty  in  the  m idst of p le n ty . '"

R eferring s p e c if ic a l ly  to  th e  ru ra l South, he a sse rte d  t h a t ,

" there  w ill be no economic sa lv a tio n  fo r  th e  South un less a g r ic u ltu re  

p ro sp e rs ,"  which meant p rim arily  th a t  the  w ell-being  o f co tton  farm ers 

had to  be advanced. Because o f  t h i s  the  AAA met a rea l need by l i f t i n g  

p rice s  toward p a r i ty .  As a Southerner, however. Hays saw a need to  

"put our own house in  order" by recognizing t h a t ,  " i f  the  co tton

This in te rp re ta t io n  o f  Jo n e s ' motives I s  from Baldwin, Poverty 
and P o l i t i c s . 153. One might a ls o  argue th a t  Jones could n o t nave lo s t  
anything by try in g  to  push th e  b i l l  to  th e  House f lo o r  w ith w hatever 
committee m ajo rity  he could m uster, p a r t ic u la r ly  since  th e re  are  some 
in d ic a tio n s  (d iscussed  below) th a t  FDR was w illin g  to  lend  h is  suppo rt 
(though perhaps no t p u b lic ly ) to  House passage.
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producers as a whole a re  to  be given a b e t te r  b reak , the  income they 

. . . enjoy in  the  aggregate must be e q u itab ly  d is tr ib u te d  . . . [and 

th a t ]  i f  th e  co tton  South i s  to  be t r e a te d  f a i r l y ,  those who con tro l the  

cotton South must t r e a t  the  . . . [ la n d le s s ]  producers f a i r l y . ”

This brought H ^ s  to  tenancy , which he declared  had to  be checked, 

even though i t  could no t be abo lished  in  one g en era tio n . Drawing a 

d is t in c t io n  between th e  promotion o f  home ownership and the c u rre n t 

appeal to  th e  d ispossessed  by Huey Long, he s ta te d  th a t  " frien d s  o f  the 

farm ten a n ts  a re  demanding no t so  much th e  sharing  o f w ealth in  terms 

o f cash income, as . . .  a new d iv is io n  o f  the  o p p o rtu n itie s  th a t  are 

a sso c ia ted  w ith the  la n d ."  But he affirm ed  th a t  any program o f  land 

re d is tr ib u tio n  should be conducted only by government purchase from 

w illin g  s e l l e r s ,  and disavowed any new o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r  ten an ts  achieved 

"a t the  expense of in ju s t ic e s  to  p resen t owners."

Turning to  so lu tio n s , Heys expressed  confidence th a t  tenancy "can 

be le g is la te d  out o f  ex is ten ce"  and th a t  th e  means were a t  hand in  the  

p r in c ip le s  o f  the  Bankhead b i l l .  That m easure, he though t, combined with 

s ta te  ta x  p o lic ie s  th a t  discouraged absentee land lo rd ism , would re o r 

ganize land  tenure  to  help "make a prosperous peop le ."  Cognizant of 

c r it ic ism s  o f  th e  adequacy of th e  l e g i s l a t io n 's  home ownership aim s, 

he considered  th e  question  o f  w hether a ten a n t purchaser o f 40 acres 

could p r o f i t ,  and concluded th a t  he cou ld . The reason fo r  t h i s  was th a t  

the  change from an e x p lo itiv e  tenancy system to  small holdings would 

give the  worker a "stake in  th e  land" and thereby  s tim u la te  i n i t i a t i v e  

and conserve the  "human values upon which a l l  re a l wealth depends." 

F in a lly , Hqys adm itted th a t  th e  Bankhead program could no t provide
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Immediate oppo rtun ity  fo r  a l l  tenan ts»  but suggested th a t  i t  would be 

complemented by extensive RA a id  to  r e h a b il i ta t io n  c l ie n ts .?

On August 26 Congress adjourned w ith the b i l l  s t i l l  unrep o rted .

Even though I t  had fa i le d  In 1935, I t  would m aintain I t s  c u rre n t s ta tu s  

when the  new sess io n  began In January* 1936. The s i tu a t io n  prompted 

Jones to  comment th a t  whereas th e  New Deal had performed g re a t se rv ice  

by I t s  p r ic e  p a r i ty  programs and through the  FCA, I t  s t i l l  needed to  

meet the  worsening tenancy problem. But, h in tin g  th a t  he had not regarded 

the  Bankhead proposal as an adequate remedy, he hoped th a t  "on the  b asis  

o f th is  b i l l  a p ra c tic a l measure may be enacted during  the  nex t session  

. . . Jones a lso  reassu red  Alexander th a t  a c tio n  would be taken a f t e r  

Congress reconvened.^ Meanwhile th e  Southern Po licy  Committee remained 

In te re s te d . With some hope f o r  the  l e g i s la t io n 's  re v iv a l .  M ille r and 

Nixon arranged an SPC conference fo r  October 27 in  New Orleans and 

Included on th e  agenda planning f o r  " fu r th e r  work on the Bankhead-Jones 

b i l l , "  as w ell as fo r  n o n le g is la tiv e  e f fo r ts  to  meet th e  tenancy

?Typsscr1pt o f speech, "An Economic Policy fo r  the  South," n .d . ,
H. C. Nixon p ap e rs . In possession  o f th e  Nixon fam ily , N ashv ille . 
H ereafter c i t e d  as Nixon p ap e rs . In te rn a l evidence dates th is  speech 
a t  about l a t e  August o r  e a r ly  September, 1935. I t  was d e liv e red  by 
Hays, a lthough no name Is  a tta c h ed . Charles W. Edwards ( e d .) ,  "B u lle tin  
of the  Alabama Policy Committee: Papers and Addresses Delivered a t  the  
O rganizational Conference, Auburn, Alabama, August 19, 1936," copy in  
NPCP, Includes a l a t e r  speech by Hays with the same t i t l e  and much 
Id en tica l language. A refe ren ce  In H. C. Nixon to  Francis P. M ille r , 
September 10, 1935, NPCP, In d ic a te s  th a t  Hays d e liv e re d  the  1935 speech 
In A nniston.

®New York Times. September 1 , 1935, I I ,  7 .

^Alexander to  Dr. M. C. Holmes, September 18 , 1935, papers o f  the 
Commission on In te r ra c ia l C ooperation, A tlanta  U n iv e rs ity . H ereafte r 
c ite d  as GIG.
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c r i s i s  JO

Among Will A lexander's reasons fo r  disappointm ent over the lack  o f 

progress was th a t  by th i s  time he was fu l ly  convinced th a t  the RA and 

th e  Bankhead program should be c lo se ly  r e la te d ,  i f  n o t adm inistered 

to g e th e r . He wrote th a t  th e  RA's ta sk  was th e  " re h a b ili ta t io n  o f one 

m illio n  one hundred thousand farm fam ilie s  who are  now on r e l i e f . "  This 

progron, derived  from the FERA, provided superv ision  and c re d it  to  promote 

th e  s e lf - s u f f ic ie n c y  o f  poor f a m ilie s . The agency was a lready  help ing  

to  r e h a b i l i ta te  350,000 fam ilie s  and was in c reas in g  i t s  coverage as 

rap id ly  as p o s s ib le . "P art o f th e  p la n ,"  Alexander con tinued , " is  th a t  

u ltim a te ly  a g re a t many o f  th ese  people may be a s s is te d  toward th e  owner

sh ip  of t h e i r  la n d ."  He env isioned  th a t  "the work o f  th e  R esettlem ent 

A dm inistration may become th e  foundation on which to  b u ild  a long-tim e 

program o f  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  f o r  th e  lan d less  ru ra l  population  of th i s  

coun try ."  But to  make th a t  p o ss ib le  Congress would have to  en ac t the  

Bankhead b i l l  o r  a s im ila r  m e a s u r e .A n t i c i p a t i n g  a w e ll-co -o rd in a ted  

r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  program combining th e  fe a tu re s  o f the  RA and the  Bankhead 

p r in c ip le s ,  A lexander was f ru s t r a te d  by the  in a c t iv i ty  in  the  House. He 

observed th a t  i t  s t i l l  remained to  be seen how f a r  Congress would go in 

supporting tenancy le g i s l a t io n ,  and concluded th a t  much depended upon

^^Francis P. M ille r  to  SPC members, October 15, 1935, NPCP.

Alexander to  Holmes, September 18, 1935, CIC. For a l a t e r  
expression of th e  same views and a suggestion th a t  FDR had the same 
general id e a , see ty p e s c r ip t  o f s ten o g rap h e r's  no tes o f  informal re p o r t  
by Alexander to  th e  board o f th e  In te r ra c ia l  C om ission , A tlan ta ,
April 16, 1936, CIC.
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th e  co u n try 's  general mood when th e  nex t sess io n  began

Southern Po licy  Committee lead ersh ip  a lso  became Increasing ly  

p e ss im is tic  In the  f a l l  o f  1935. F rancis P. M ille r  Informed H. C. Nixon 

th a t  re l ia b le  Washington opinion held  th a t  Roosevelt wanted the 1936 

sess io n  o f  Congress t o  be sh o rt and would no t favor new programs w ith 

la rg e  ex pend itu res . Furthermore» since  the  South (due to  the a s s a s s i 

na tion  of Huey Long) was considered sa fe  fo r  th e  New Deal In the  coming 

e le c t io n ,  th e re  was no p ressu re  to  ex tend "add itional sops" to  the  

reg ion . M il le r 's  c o n fid e n tia l Inform ation was th a t  these  circum stances 

made the  chance f o r  passage o f the  Bankhead measure "very small Indeed ."  

Moreover, th a t  lik e lih o o d  was fu r th e r  reduced "by the f a c t  th a t  Tugwell 

does not l ik e  th e  p resen t b i l l  because I t  s e ts  up an Independent corpora

t io n .  He would p re fe r  to  have th e  [ te n a n t purchase] plan [made] . . . 

an In teg ra l p a r t  o f  h is  re se ttle m en t program ." M ille r had heard th a t  

Tugwell "would r a th e r  see th e  b i l l  f a l l  than have I t  go through In I t s  

p resen t form ." He concluded th a t  "In view o f  Tugw ell's Influence w ith 

th e  P residen t I t  I s  more than l ik e ly  th a t  the  l e t t e r 's  a t t i tu d e  toward 

th e  b i l l  w ill  be re se rv e d , to  say the  l e a s t . "  The main hope fo r  tenancy 

le g is la t io n .  M ille r  tho u g h t, was f o r  the  SPC to  organize a su s ta in ed  

e f f o r t ,  l ik e  th a t  which M idwesterners had developed f o r  the  p a r i ty  

le g is la t io n  o f  1933. He a n tic ip a te d  a two o r  th ree  year campaign to  

en ac t the  Bankhead proposal

Tugwell was In f a c t  g re a tly  concerned about how the  ten an t purchase

^^Alexander to  Holmes, September 18, 1935, CIC.

ISprancIs P. M ille r  to  H. C. Nixon, November 30, 1935, NPCP.
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loan program would be e s ta b lish e d  and adm in istered . On November 21 , 

having heard th a t  Roosevelt had asked W allace, William I .  Myers and 

Treasury S ecre tary  Henry Morganthau to  suggest e f fe c t iv e  tenancy p o l i 

c ie s ,  and apprehending th a t  the c r e d i t  program might no t be co -o rd inated  

In any way w ith the  RA, Tugwell wrote to  the  P re s id en t:

I had supposed th a t  you were aware th a t  a l l  th a t  [ r e h a b i l i 
ta t iv e ]  work was being done by the  R esettlem ent A dm in istra tion .
We are  tak ing  care  o f  about 200,000 te n a n t fam ilie s  now . . . 
and I have been working a c t iv e ly  with members o f Congress on the  
Bankhead-Jones b i l l .  I h a v e n 't  ta lk e d  w ith you about th i s  l a te ly  
but I had supposed you knew what we were doing. You to ld  me some 
time ago to  begin te n a n t re se ttle m e n t t h i s  y ea r on a small sca le  
and sa id  th a t  during th is  [1936 C ongressional] session  you would 
help w ith permanent l e g is la t io n .  You to ld  both Bankhead and Jones 
th a t  you expected me to  ad m in iste r I t .  I only w rite  th i s  to  f in d  
out whether th in g s  have changed. . . .  I am deep In the  ten an t 
business by now and I f  I am to  pu ll ou t I should l ik e  to  make I t  
as easy  as p o s s ib le .14

Roosevelt re p lie d  t h a t  he was q u ite  aware o f  th e  RA's work, and while

no t s p e c if ic a lly  m entioning RA ad m in istra tio n  o f  the Bankhead program,

he did In d ica te  th a t  he had asked W allace, Myers and Morganthau to  confer

with Tugwell on th e  problem. Preparing to  d ep a rt f o r  Warm S p rin g s, he

saw no u rgen t need to  re v ise  th e  tenancy le g is la t io n  "as we have u n til

the  f i r s t  o f  the  y e a r  to  work o u t something w ith  Bankhead and Jones.

A c tua lly , In the  f a l l  o f 1935, Roosevelt was n e ith e r  so  "reserved"

about th e  Bankhead b i l l  as M ille r  p e s s im is tic a lly  supposed, nor as

unaware o f an tip o v erty  work as Tugwell though t. On th e  contrary*  he

had f in a l ly  determ ined to  throw h is  f u l l  w eight behind the tenancy

measure, although he wanted I t  s ig n if ic a n t ly  m odified . Among o th e r

^4ugw ell to  FOR, November 21 , 1935, FDRL OF 1568. 

l^FDR to  Tugwell, November 25 , 1935, I b id .
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th in g s , he agreed w ith  Tugwell a t  l e a s t  to  the  e x te n t th a t  he d id  not 

want an independent co rpora tion  to  adm in ister the  new program. On 

December 4 , a t  Warm S prings, the  P re s id en t in d ica ted  p u b lic ly  fo r  th e  

f i r s t  time h is  suppo rt f o r  the  l e g i s la t io n .  A de legation  o f Georgia 

fan n e rs , R o o sev e lt's  "neighbors,"  saw him a t  the  L i t t l e  White House and 

then informed r e p o r te r s ,  undoubtedly a t  h is  su g g estio n , th a t  he favored 

the  measure.^® H. C. Nixon, then v i s i t in g  George F o s te r  Peabody a t  

Warm S prings, a lso  heard in d ir e c t ly  o f R oosevelt's  opinions.T?

At th is  time Roosevelt a lso  d iscussed  th e  b i l l  w ith Peabody, who 

immediately w ired Alexander in  A tlan ta  and urged him to  come to  Warm 

S prings. Alexander a rr iv e d  on the  f i f t h  and, a f t e r  a h in t  to  Roosevelt 

from Peabody, was in v ite d  to  lunch w ith the  P re s id e n t. In an unhurried  

p riv a te  d iscu ssio n  Alexander "found him thoroughly committed to  a program 

in  lin e  w ith the  Bankhead B ill and determined to  pu t th e  th ing  through 

in  the  coming s e s s io n ,"  although w ith  "ce rta in  very d e f in i te  amendments" 

by the House. A fte r  th e  conference Alexander was o p tim is tic :

I had never before been q u ite  c e r ta in  o f  th e  P re s id e n t's  
a t t i tu d e .  I now have no doubt as to  h is  w hole-hearted su p p o rt, 
and I firm ly  b e liev e  th a t  we w ill g e t a b i l l  which w ill  enable 
us to  begin on th e  b ig  program vdiich i s  contem plated by the  Bank
head B i l l .  I t  i s  the  hope o f  th e  P residen t th a t  the beginning may 
be somewhat le s s  conspicuous than had been a n tic ip a te d , but once 
we g e t a s t a r t ,  although i t  may no t be on as grand a sca le  as we 
had contem plated , I sh a ll  f e e l  th a t  we have a tta in e d  our major 
g o a l . '8

^®New York Times. December 5 , 1935, 1.

C. Nixon to  Francis P. M ille r , December 6 ,  1935, NPCP.

^8Alexander to  E. R. Embree, December 5 o r 6 ,  1935, CIC. The f i r s t  
page o f  the  l e t t e r  i s  dated  December 5 and the  second December 6 . Dates 
mentioned in  t h i s  paragraph a re  based on the assumption th a t  December 6
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On th e  s ix th  Alexander l e f t  Warm Springs fo r  Alabama to  confer w ith Bank

head about the  m odifications Roosevelt wanted.

Although Roosevelt was s tro n g ly  In te re s te d  In tenancy le g is la t io n ,  

h is  conmltment was q u a lif ie d . He to ld  ano ther v i s i t o r ,  Chattanooga 

newspaper e d i to r  George Fort M ilton , th a t  he wanted th e  measure re v ise d . 

M ilton found him “thoroughly re lu c ta n t  to  e s ta b l is h  a new Federal u n i t ."  

The P residen t sa id  th a t  '" th e  b i l l  w ill have to  be sw itched around"' to  

e lim in a te  the  Independent co rp o ra tio n . Influenced by Tugwell and W illiam

I .  Myers, he thought the  te n a n t purchase loan program should be conducted 

by e i th e r  the  FCA o r the  RA. Concerning spending, Roosevelt " d id n 't  

th in k  th a t  to o  b ig  a b i te  could be taken In th e  m atte r r ig h t  o f f  the  

jump." M ilton reported  th a t  the  P resid en t estim ated  th a t  2 m illion  

ten a n ts  needed a id  in  acqu iring  lan d , bu t no t more than 75 per cen t o f  

them could be econom ically cared f o r .  Therefore he envisioned a ten  

y e a r  program in  which the government would buy and r e s e l l  150,000 farms 

p e r y e a r , u ltim a te ly  serving 1.5 m illio n  c a se s . M ilton concluded th a t  

R oosevelt, w hile n o t opposed to  the  Bankhead program, was " ra th e r 

d e f in i te ly  u n in te re s te d  In I t  un less both form and tempo . . . were 

changed" as he s u g g e s t e d .T h u s  th e  P re s id en t wanted to  narrow the

I s  c o rre c t . At th i s  meeting Alexander gave FDR a copy o f  the j u s t -  
published Collapse o f Cotton Tenancy. FDR remarked th a t  he had heard 
o f  the  book and apprecia ted  the  work behind I t ,  w hich, he thought, had 
increased  general awareness o f the  tenancy problem and had given him 
th e  necessary  pub lic  support to  enable him to  support the Bankhead 
measure. A ll av a ilab le  evidence In d ica te s  th a t  th i s  conference was the  
f i r s t  p riv a te  meeting between FDR and A lexander, d e sp ite  the f a c t  th a t  
o th e r  secondary works (e .g ., Baldwin, Poverty and P o l i t i c s .  131) p lace  
the  I n i t i a l  meeting alm ost one year e a r l f e r .

IdQeorge Fort Milton to  H. C. Nixon, December 6 ,  1935, Nixon papers
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l e g i s l a t io n 's  coverage by slowing I t s  Implementation and reducing I t s  

spending.

As 1936 began and Congress convened, the  P residen t pressed v ig o r

ously fo r  h is  version  o f  th e  l e g i s la t io n .  On January 4 , the  day a f t e r  

h is  S ta te  o f the  Union a d d re ss , he met w ith Alexander and o thers to  

review th e  d esired  changes In th e  b i l l .  Then on January 6 a la rg e r  

group. Including  A lexander, Bankhead, Jones, W allace, Myers and Morgan

thau conferred  w ith Roosevelt a t  the  White House. According to  A lexander, 

"the P residen t la id  down th e  law to  them In no u n certa in  terms and asked 

fo r  amendments to  which a l l  agreed . . . ."  The changes, to  which Bank

head probably consented w ith re lu c ta n c e . Included e lim in a tio n  o f th e  

Independent co rp o ra tio n , ad m in is tra tio n  o f  th e  program by an agency o f 

the  Department o f  A g ric u ltu re , and replacem ent o f  the  $1 b i l l io n  bond 

Issue w ith gradual f in an c in g  o f  government land purchases by d ir e c t  

a p p ro p ria tio n s . Concerning ac tua l passage , "Jones agreed to  proceed a t  

once to  p u t I t  through th e  House, th e  P resid en t In s is t in g  th a t  he d id n 't  

want I t  l e f t  to  th e  end o f  th e  s e s s io n ."20

U nfo rtunate ly , th ese  prom ising e f f o r t s  fo r  passage were ab ru p tly  

term inated . As th e  White House conference broke up , th e  Supreme Court

^^Alexander to  E. R. Embree, January 13, 1936, Rosenwald Fund p a p e rs , 
Fisk U n iv e rs ity . H erea fte r c i te d  as Rosenwald Fund p ap ers . See a ls o  
Bankhead's reference  to  th e  conference In Bankhead to  L. C. Gray,
December 14, 1936, NA RG 16. Tugwell seems no t to  have been p re sen t 
on January 6 , although he nay have been on the  fo u r th . Harold Cooley 
to  Jonathan D aniels, May 1 , 1936, D aniels papers. Southern H is to r ic a l 
C o lle c tio n , U n iversity  o f  North C arolina (h e re a f te r  c i te d  as D aniels 
p ap e rs) , no tes th a t  th e  rev ised  b i l l  allowed the  t r a n s f e r  of RA 
property  to  a corpora tion  w ith in  th e  USDA, In d ic a tin g  th a t  coordina
tio n  o f  the  ten an t purchase program and RA a c t iv i t i e s  was s t i l l  con
tem plated .
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was announcing i t s  d ec is io n  in  U.S. v . B u tle r . w h i c h  declared  the AAA 

processing  tax  u n c o n s titu tio n a l and overthrew the  p rin c ip a l New Deal 

farm program. Because o f  the  judgment, i t  was c le a r  th a t  the  Bankhead 

b i l l  could no t p rogress u n t i l  the  A gricu ltu re  Department and adm in istra 

t io n  fo rces  in  Congress could w rite  and en ac t a su b s ti tu te  fo r  the  AAA. 

Alexander wrote Embree t h a t ,  "you can imagine the  confusion which we 

have been in  since  th a t  time [th e  announcement o f the  d ec is io n ] but I 

s t i l l  hope th a t  we can salvage the  b i l l  from th e  wreck."22 But Alexander 

s t i l l  re ta in e d  h is  optimism. He to ld  Tannenbaum th a t  Roosevelt had 

a sse r te d  th a t  as soon as general farm le g is la t io n  was enacted  the tenancy 

measure "must be pu t through n e x t,"  and th a t  Wallace and Tugwell had 

lawyers preparing  i t  f o r  House passage "when the  f i r s t  opening appears ."  

Moreover, Jones had again  promised to  ob tain  House a c tio n , and Brooks 

Hays and H. C. Nixon were lobbying v ig o ro u sly .23

Other f r ie n d s  o f  th e  b i l l  were more discouraged. M. L. Wilson 

informed one North C aro lina  suppo rte r th a t  th e re  was much "uncerta in ty" 

about the m easure's f u tu r e ,  and even i f  i t  were enacted i t s  appropria

t io n s  would be "on a r a th e r  modest sc a le "  because, he though t, cu rren t 

adm in istra tion  p o licy  was to  “hold f a s t  to  the  going th in g s , and not 

i n i t i a t e  anything new . . . which would Involve add itional

21u.S. V.  B u tle r . 297 U.S. 1 (1936).

22Alexander to  Embree, January 13, 1936, Rosenwald Fund papers.

23Alexander to  Tannenbaum, n .d . (c . February» 1936) and Alexander 
to  Tannenbaum, February 27 , 1936, Frank Tannenbaum papers, Columbia 
U n ivers ity . H e rea fte r c ite d  as Tannenbaum papers. Tannenbaum was then 
in  New York on the  Columbia U n iversity  fa c u lty  and had no t worked 
a c tiv e ly  fo r  the  b i l l  since  May, 1935.
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expenditures . . .

Even Bankhead seemed a p a th e tic  about h is  namesake's p ro g ress .

Hearing o f t h i s ,  Tannenbaum to ld  Alexander th a t  he Intended to  w rite  the  

Senator to  encourage a renewal o f h is  e f f o r t s .  Tannenbaum was p a r t i c 

u la r ly  d is tu rbed  th a t  th e  New Deal had as y e t  done noth ing  fo r  ten an ts  

and feared  th a t  f a c t ,  along with f a i lu r e  to  en ac t the  Bankhead program, 

would expose th e  ad m in istra tio n  to  a tta c k  in  the  1936 e le c tio n  fo r  having 

h u rt r a th e r  than helped th e  poor.25

Tannenbaum wrote Bankhead, In  c le a r  Je ffe rso n ian  term s, th a t  

"American democracy cannot survive th e  conversion of our farm population 

In to  a p ro p e rty -le ss  and homeless race o f  m ig ran ts ,"  a l ik e ly  outcome 

unless th e  spread o f  tenancy could be h a lte d . Expressing confidence 

th a t  Bankhead would n o t allow  le g is la t io n  so c lo se ly  a sso c ia ted  with h is  

name to  d ie ,  he to ld  the  Senator t h a t ,  "passage of t h i s  b i l l  makes you 

the  g re a t statesm an o f  ou r day In help ing  preserve th e  s t a b i l i t y  o f our 

ru ra l l i f e ,  upon which our e n t i r e  I n s t i tu t io n a l  system depends." More

over, he advised Bankhead no t to  be unduly concerned about re c e n t 

a l te ra t io n s  In th e  m easure, since  the  most Im portant th in g  was to  enact 

I t ,  e s ta b l is h  the  p r in c ip le  o f  o pposition  to  tenancy and begin working 

to  reduce lan d lessn e ss . The l e t t e r  was f l a t te r in g  In  to n e , bu t conveyed 

Tannenbaum's fe e lin g  th a t  th e  b i l l  would f a l l  unless someone took d e c i

s iv e  a c t io n .25

2*Hugh MacRae to  M. L. W ilson, January 25, 1936; Wilson to  MacRae, 
January 29, 1936 and February 12, 1936, NA RG 16.

25cOHC-Alexander, 597; Tannenbaum to  Alexander, February 24, 1936 
and Tannenbaum to  Peabody, February 24 , 1936, Tannenbaum papers.

25Tannenbaum t o  Bankhead, February 2 8 , 1936, Tannenbaum papers.
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The White House maintained i t s  in te r e s t . During February Alexander 

received repeated assurances that the President wanted the tenancy b i l l  

taken up by the House as soon as a new general farm program was enacted. 

On February 28 Congress passed the Soil Conservation and Domestic A llo t

ment Act, c learing  the way for other le g is la t io n . By spring Roosevelt 

began to  press the House Agriculture committee to  report the Bankhead 

measure.27

One factor  vdiich may have added a degree o f urgency to  the adminis

tra tio n 's  desire for  le g is la t io n  was an outbreak o f v io lence against the 

Southern Tenant Farmers' Union in  eastern Arkansas in the early  months 

o f  1936. The occasion fo r  th is  was the union's plan fo r  a str ik e  o f  

cotton "choppers" and other day laborers in  the spring. Since the str ik e  

vote was taken three months before the peak o f  the farm labor season, 

planters and th e ir  loca l a l l i e s  had time to  try to  fo r e s ta ll  the action  

with anti-union violence and ev ic tio n s o f STFU members from the land.2® 

Roosevelt received considerable pressure to  intervene in th is  s itu a tio n . 

Both Garder Jackson and Norman Thomas pressed him to  order federal 

in vestiga tion  o f the d isord ers, and he was su ff ic ie n t ly  influenced by 

these c r i t ic s  to have Tugwell q u ietly  look Into the m atter.29 Then on

27Alexander to  Tannenbaum, February 27, 1936 and April 22, 1936, 
Tannenbaum papers; Informal report by Alexander to  the board of the 
Interracial Commission, A tlanta, April 16, 1936, CIC.

2®Donald H. Grubbs, "The Southern Tenant Farmers' Union and the 
New Deal" (unpublished Ph.D. d is ser ta tio n . University o f  F lorida,
1963), 350-354.

29jackson to FDR, January 21 , 1936 and Jackson to  Marvin McIntyre, 
March 20, 1936, FDRL OF 4207; Thomas to  FDR, February 28 , 1936, and 
FDR memo to  Tugwell, March 2 , 1936, FDRL OF 1650.
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March 6 the P residen t in troduced  the  su b je c t In a Cabinet m eeting. Per

haps to  avoid possib le  embarrassment of Senator Robinson, he re je c te d  a 

suggestion  by Labor S ecre ta ry  Frances Perkins th a t  fed e ra l s t r ik e  media

to rs  be se n t to  Arkansas. But he d id  d i r e c t  Tugwell to  see the  M ajority  

Leader and suggest th a t  he persuade Arkansas Governor Junius Marlon F u tre ll 

to  tak e  s tro n g e r measures to  discourage v io lence  and appoin t a s t a te  

tenancy commission to  recommend ways to  improve the  sharecroppers ' condi

t io n .  On March 10 Tugwell rep o rted  th a t  Robinson had accepted the Idea 

and had begun to  p ressu re  F u t r e l l . A  s ta te  commission was subsequently  

appoin ted . This cau tious a ttem pt to  ease the  turm oil suggests th a t  the  

ad m in istra tio n  found th e  tenancy problem extrem ely troublesom e, y e t  

Im possible to  i g n o r e . T h i s  predicament must have added to  the  d e s ire  

to  produce some tan g ib le  le g is la t iv e  b e n e fits  fo r  th e  la n d le s s .

On April 16, 1936, Alexander d e livered  an informal re p o r t  to  th e  

board o f  the  In te r ra c ia l  Commission. He Informed them th a t  the  b i l l  was 

s t i l l  In committee because "Mr. Jones I s  a very hard man to  reach . He 

I s  one o f  the  most powerful men In Congress—and as p o l i t ic ia n s  go he 

wants something f o r  w hatever he does . . . .  U nfortunately we h a v e n 't  

found anything we can swap w ith Mr. Jo n es ."  This assessm ent con trasted  

to  Jo n es ' continual assurances to  Alexander and Roosevelt since  th e  

previous January th a t  he would bring  th e  le g is la t io n  to  the  f lo o r ,  and

% u g w e ll memo to  FDR, March 10, 1936, FDRL OF 1650. See a lso  
Grubbs, "The Southern Tenant Farmers' Union and th e  New D eal," 372.

3lA g en era lly  accepted In te rp re ta tio n  Is  th a t  the  STFU was an 
embarrassment to  the  ad m in is tra tio n  because o f  the  New D eal's  need to  
keep on good terms with powerful cotton b e l t  Senators such as Robinson, 
See fo r  example, Grubbs, "The Southern Tenant Farmers' Union and the  
New D eal," 202, 372.
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In d ica ted  th a t  f o r  A lexander, a t  l e a s t ,  Jo n es ' promises were wearing t h in .  

Another reason f o r  th e  lack o f  progress was th e  re c a lc itra n c e  o f  severa l 

o th e r Southern committee members. Including  E. M. Owen o f Georgia and 

Richard M. Kleberg o f  Texas. N everthe less, Alexander s t i l l  saw a chance 

fo r  passage because th e  measure had R ooseve lt's  "whole su p p o r t ."3%

The P re s id e n t 's  in flu en ce  and the  p a t ie n t  work o f  Alexander and o th e r  

supporters nearly  brought success In A p r il ,  1936. On th e  twenty-second 

Alexander Informed Tannenbaum th a t  "we have f in a l ly  worn down the members 

o f the  Committee," and a f t e r  th e  "most r e a l i s t i c  check," he p red ic ted  

th a t  a l l  Democratic members, an Independent and one o r  two Republicans 

would vote to  re p o r t  th e  b i l l  on th e  n ex t day. The a n tic ip a te d  a c tio n , 

he s a id ,  was "due In la rg e  measure to  p ressu re  from the  P re s id e n t."

Since Roosevelt was s tro n g ly  committed and th e  coam ittee vote would be 

n early  unanimous, he expected the  b i l l  to  develop a powerful momentim 

toward p assag e .33

On A pril 23, to  A lexander's dismay, something went wrong and "the 

Coamittee decided to  tak e  a l i t t l e  more tim e ."  To Embree he confided 

"the delay  d riv es  one alm ost to  d e s p a i r ."3^ Francis P. M ille r , who had 

watched th e  coam ittee c lo s e ly , determ ined th a t  favoralMe action  had been 

prevented by a North C aro lin ian , Harold Cooley, and th ree  o th e r Democrats.

32Typescr1pt of stenographer's notes of Informal report by Alexander 
to the board of the Interracial Commission, Atlanta, April 16, 1936,
CIC.

33Alexander to Tannenbaum, April 22 , 1936, Tannenbaum papers. 

3^Alexander to Embree, April 28, 1936, Rosenwald Fund papers.
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Accordingly he asked Jonathan Daniels to  t r y  to  "educate" Cooley.

Daniels wrote to  the Congressman, bu t was Informed th a t  " I t  does not 

appear . . . th a t  le g is la t io n  w ill be enacted a t  th is  session  o f 

Congress.

At about th is  tim e Roosevelt reached an id e n tic a l conclusion . In 

a memorandum to  Bankhead and Robinson, w ritte n  sometime a f t e r  May 8 , he 

assumed th a t  the  sess io n  would produce no tenancy b i l l ,  although he 

expressed hope fo r  a c tio n  in  the nex t C ongress.3? Despite th e  f a c t  th a t  

Congress took more than  a month a f t e r  May 8 to  ad journ , Roosevelt was 

no t g iv ing  up th e  measure prem aturely . A fter f a i lu r e  on A pril 23 to  

obtain  committee a c t io n , time was Indeed l im ite d . Both n a tio n a l p o l i t 

ic a l  conventions were scheduled fo r  June and by May 2 Congressional 

leaders were planning fo r  quick adjournm ent.38 congress recessed  June 9 

through 15 fo r  the  Republican convention, and upon re tu rn in g  adjourned 

on June 21 , j u s t  before th e  Democrats m et. Therefore the sess io n  was 

v i r tu a l ly  fin ish ed  a t  th e  time Roosevelt abandoned hope fo r  the  b i l l .

3SM111er to  D an ie ls , April 29 , 1936, D aniels papers.

3®Cooley to  D a n ie ls , May 1 , 1936, Ib id .

3^F0R memo to  Bankhead and Robinson, n .d .  ( a f te r  May 8 , 1936),
FDRL OF 1650. As evidence o f  FDR's growing concern with d e s t i tu t io n  
In the  South, the memo re fe r s  to  a re p o rt w r it te n  fo r  FDR by newsman 
Edward G. Lowry on tenancy and poverty cond itions In Georgia. FDR 
considered th e  re p o rt valuab le  and se n t I t  t o  Bankhead and Robinson to  
read . FDR to  Lowry, June 8 , 1936, FDRL PPF 3593, a lso  p ra is e s  the 
rep o rt and s ta te s  th a t  FDR expected to  have a major rep o rt prepared In 
August o r  September, 1936, fo r  use as a b a s is  fo r  tenancy le g is la t io n  
In 1937. Lowry's re p o r t  cannot be loca ted  In  the  Roosevelt L ib ra ry , 
but some general Inform ation about I t  was ob tained  from Edward G. Lowry, 
J r .  to  a u th o r, Ju ly  20 , 1969.

38New York Tiroes. May 2 , 1936, 1.
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Even had th e  House passed the l e g i s l a t io n ,  i t  would have d if fe re d  sub

s ta n t ia l ly  from th a t  approved by th e  Senate in June , 1935, and the 

necessary conference probably would have been leng thy . With conventions 

nearing and the  sess io n  ending , Roosevelt re lu c ta n t ly  decided to  defe r 

the Oankhead b i l l  ag a in , u n til  1937.

With th e  approach o f  the Democratic convention, th e re  were some 

attem pts to  secure a s tro n g  p la tfo rm  re so lu tio n  on tenancy. Representa

tiv e  L is te r  H ill o f Alabama, chairman o f  an Informal committee o f House 

supporters o f the  Bankhead l e g i s la t io n ,  organized one e f f o r t  w ith the 

encouragement o f  Brooks Hays and th e  Southern Policy  Committee.39 Before 

the convention H ill se n t National Chairman James A. Farley a  proposed 

plank which s tre s s e d  th e  n e ce ss ity  o f  making owners of te n a n ts . H ill 

m aintained th a t  I f  th e  p a r ty . In view o f Congressional In ac tio n  on the  

b i l l ,  f a i le d  to  adopt a fo rce fu l p la tfo rm  s ta tem en t. I t  would expose 

I t s e l f  to  charges th a t  I t  was unconcerned about tenancy .40 Another 

approach was by Gardner Jackson, who had d iscussed  the  problems of the  

land less w ith Senator Robinson during the  Congressional s e ss io n . At the  

convention, Jackson and STFU execu tive  se c re ta ry  H. L. M itchell secured 

an appointment w ith Robinson and A s s is ta n t Secre tary  o f  Labor Edward 

McGrady, both members o f  the  p la tfo rm  committee. Jackson pressed fo r  

a plank fav o rin g  ex tension  o f the  p r in c ip le s  o f  th e  Wagner Act to  

a g r ic u ltu ra l lab o r. Robinson was rep o rte d ly  prepared to  support t h i s ,  

but was dissuaded by McGrady, who fea red  I t s  m is in te rp re ta tio n  as a

to  Friends o f the  SPC, Ju ly  16, 1936, NPCP. 

40h111 to  F a rley , June 4 , 1936, NA RG 16.
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th re a t  to  la n d o w n e r s .W h e n  the  p latform  was f in a l ly  adopted i t s  

longest se c tio n  was th a t  on a g r ic u ltu re ,  bu t the  only reference  to  land

le s s  farmers was an Innocuous sta tem ent th a t  "we recognize the  g rav ity  

o f the e v i l s  o f  farm tenancy. . . . "  One o th e r  paragraph commended 

the  re tirem en t and submarginal land and ru ra l r e h a b il i ta t io n  e f f o r t s .

The r e s t  o f th e  farm plank s tre s se d  New Deal accomplishments In ra is in g  

commodity p ric e s  toward p a r i ty ,  reducing farm Indebtedness and o th er 

programs o f  b e n e f it  to  landowners.

During th e  1936 campaign Roosevelt mentioned tenancy In freq u e n tly , 

although he ta lk ed  much o f dustbowl conditions and e x to lle d  the  adminis

t r a t io n 's  p r ic e  p a r i ty  p o l ic ie s .  But on September 21 he Introduced the 

Issue by re le a s in g  to  the  p ress l e t t e r s  to  Bankhead and Jones, requesting  

them to  c o n fe r , o u tlin e  new le g is la t io n  and meet w ith him In December to  

p e rfe c t a proposal f o r  p resen ta tio n  to  Congress.*3 Except fo r  h is  

In d ire c t h in t  from Warm Springs In December, 1935, th a t  he favored the 

Bankhead m easure, th is  was th e  P re s id e n t 's  f i r s t  p u b lic  acknowledgement 

of h is  support f o r  I t .  Bankhead re p lie d  e n th u s ia s t ic a lly  th a t  he would 

renew h is  e f f o r t s  In 1937 and was confiden t o f su c ce ss .*4 Roosevelt 

re fe rre d  to  tenancy In  the  campaign on one o ther occasion , a t  Omaha on 

October 10. D iscussing general farm p o lic y , he pledged th a t  le g is la t io n

4 l6 rubbs, "The Southern Tenant Farmers' Union and the New D eal," 513.

^^New York Times, June 26 , 1936, 1 , 13. Baldwin, Poverty and 
P o l i t ic s , 165, a t t r ib u te s  th e  tenancy statem ent to  Marvin Jones.

43pDR to  Jones and Bankhead, September 21, 1936, FDRL OF 1650.
See a lso  the  same l e t t e r s ,  dated  September 17, 1936, In NA RG 16.

44Bankhead to  FDR, September 2 5 , 1936, FDRL OF 1650.
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to  promote small ownership would be proposed in  January . "We cannot, as 

a n a tio n ,"  he d ec la red , "be con ten t u n til  we have reached the  u ltim ate  

o b jec tiv e  o f every farm fam ily  owning i t s  own la n d ."*5 At th i s  p o in t, 

although h is  remarks were too  cursory  to  perm it e la b o ra tio n  o f any o th e r  

ideas which he may have had , the  P residen t seemed fu l ly  committed to  

c re d i t  f o r  farm purchases as the  answer to  lan d lessn ess  and p o v e r ty .^

Meanwhile, the RA continued to  develop a broad re h a b i l i ta t iv e  approach 

to  ru ra l poverty . When i t  was e s ta b lish e d  in  1935, Tugwell, grasping the  

re la tio n sh ip  between poor land  and the impoverishment o f  people who worked 

i t ,  advocated co -o rd in a tio n  o f  land c la s s i f i c a t io n ,  re tirem en t of sub

standard  acreages and re lo c a tio n  o f re s id e n ts  to  b e t t e r  farm s. To th is  

was added th e  FERA's ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  fu n c tio n s , and by the  sp ring  o f 

1935 Tugwell was convinced th a t  any ten a n t purchase loan program should 

a lso  be a ttached  to  h is  agency. A ccordingly, he engaged A lexander's 

se rv ice s  exp ressly  to  ad m in iste r tenancy m a tte rs .4? Furtherm ore, by the  

f a l l  o f  1935 he had secured  R oosevelt's  te n ta t iv e  agreement th a t  the  

program re s u ltin g  from th e  Bankhead le g is la t io n  should be assigned to  

him .48 Moreover, Alexander suggested on severa l occasions in  1935 th a t  

the  RA should be regarded as a "foundation" to  be capped by a homeowner- 

sh ip  p la n .4^ This view a lso  appeared in  May, 1936, in  a re p o rt on th e

4^New York Times. October 11, 1936, 1.

4®Grubbs, "The Southern Tenant Fanners' Union and th e  New D eal," 
522; Baldwin, Poverty and P o l i t ic s ,  166.

4?See above,

48Tugwell to  FDR, November 21 , 1935, FDRL OF 1568.

4®Alexander to Dr, M. J .  Holmes, September 18, 1935, and typescript 
of stenographer's notes of informal report by Alexander to the board of 
the Interracial Comission, Atlanta, April 16, 1936, CIC.
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agency 's o b jec tiv e s  which Tugwell was req u ired  to  make to  the  Senate.®® 

Thus, since i t s  e s tab lish m en t, th e  RA had evolved the  idea o f  a id  to  the  

lan d less  on a l l  le v e ls ,  inc lud ing  subsis tence  g ran ts  to  d e s t i tu te  wage 

la b o re rs , ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  loans to  r a i s e  th e  s ta tu s  o f  sharec roppers , 

and land purchase c re d i t  f o r  the  most able te n a n ts . This p o licy  envisioned 

th e  land less p ro g ress in g , w ith c re d i t  and su p e rv is io n , up an "a g ric u ltu ra l 

ladder" which led  to  small ownership fo r  th e  most capable.

By November, 1936, Tugw ell, concerned t h a t  th is  comprehensive reha

b i l i t a t i v e  program might be d ism antled , w rote to  the  P re s id e n t. He 

deplored th a t  in  h is  conversa tions w ith Roosevelt and o thers he found a 

"d isp o sitio n  not to  understand why the R esettlem ent A dm inistration was 

pu t to g e th e r as i t  was, and a c e r ta in  easy assumption th a t  i t  can be 

broken a p a r t  again . . . . "  He emphasized t o  th e  P residen t th a t  a l l  h is  

agency 's functions were in te r r e la te d  and th e re fo re  " i f  the land  [ c la s 

s i f i c a t io n ]  program were . . . separa ted  from the  r e h a b il i ta t io n  and 

re se ttlem en t work, we should lo se  a l l  we gained in  p u ttin g  them to g e th e r ."  

Moreover, passage o f  th e  Bankhead program w ithou t ty ing  i t  to  th e  RA

®®U.S., Congress, S ena te , R esettlem ent A dm inistration Program. 
L e tte r  from the A dm inistrator o f  the  R esettlem ent A ^  ni s t r a t i  on~Tn 
Response to  Senate R esolution No. 295 a Report on the  O b jec tiv es . 
AccoroUshments and E ffe c ts  o f  the  R esettlem ent A dm inistration Program, 
74 Cong., Éd S e s s .,  19&6, Senate Doc. 2%3, p . 11.

STibdd. " I t  i s  the  d e s ire  o f  the R esettlem ent A dm in istra tion , 
through i t s  ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  program, to  a s s i s t  . . . successfu l 
c l ie n ts  toward land ow nership." The re p o r t  continued th a t  i f  funds were 
made a v a ila b le , as many as 20,000 poor te n a n ts  could become owners in  
the  coming y e a r . For an example o f the currency  o f  the  term " a g ric u l
tu ra l  lad d e r,"  see FDR's use o f  i t  in  h is  l e t t e r  o f  February 16, 1937, 
tra n sm ittin g  the  re p o r t o f h is  Farm Tenancy Commission to  Congress, 
in  U .S ., National Resources Committee, Farm Tenancy. Report o f  the  
P re s id e n t's  Committee (Washington: U.S. Government m n t i n g  O ffice ,mrf. ---------------------
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would no t b e t te r  the  condition  o f th e  poor because» standing by i t s e l f  

as w ritte n  in  1935, i t  contemplated "simple ownership w ithout the  p ro tec 

tio n  o f  rea l s e c u r i ty  . . . [o r]  th e  superv ision  which i s  e s s e n t ia l ."  

Furthermore, i f  the  RA could no t adm in iste r te n a n t purchase lo a n s , i t  

would be incom plete, l e f t  with i t s  sidxnarginal land  and re se ttle m en t 

programs, "both o f  which should be jo in ed  to g e th e r  and to  th e  ten an t 

o p e ra tio n s ."52

The occasion f o r  Tugwell's concerns was th a t  in  the f a l l  o f  1936 

he desired  to  t r a n s fe r  h is  agency in ta c t  to  th e  Department o f A g ricu ltu re . 

The RA was then vu lnerab le  to  c r i t ic is m  fo r  sev era l reasons: th e  sim i

l a r i t y  to  r e l i e f  o f  i t s  subsistence  g ra n ts , th e  challenges which i t  p re 

sented to  the  ru ra l S ou th 's  s ta tu s  quo, the  f a c t  th a t  i t s  a u th o r ity  was 

derived  only from execu tive  o rder and not from federa l law , i t s  adm inis

t r a t iv e  expenses which many thought ex cessiv e , and the f a c t  th a t  Tugwell 

h im self was a c o n tro v e rs ia l b ra in tru s te r .5 3  in  a d d itio n , th e  RA was 

financed by r e l i e f  funds, an u n certa in  source, and Tugwell probably hoped 

th a t  as p a rt o f  the  Department i t  would have b e t t e r  access to  re g u la r  

ap p ro p ria tio n s . Tugwell presented th e  idea to  Roosevelt by suggesting  

th a t  the  Bankhead b i l l ,  which then contemplated c rea tion  o f a land pu r

chase c re d it  co rpora tion  w ithin  th e  Department, be amended to  allow th e  

P residen t to  assign  to  th a t  co rpora tion  the a s s e ts  and functions o f  any 

agency, such as the  RA, s e t  up under the  1935 r e l i e f  re o rg a n iza tio n .5*

®^Tugwell to  FDR, n .d . (c . November, 1936), FDRL PSF, A g ricu ltu re : 
Tugwell, 1936,

S^Baldwin, Poverty and P o l i t i c s . 120-122.

^^ugw ell to  FDR, n .d . (c . November, 1936), FDRL PSF, A g ricu ltu re : 
Tugwell, 1936.
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This procedure would assure  th a t  th e  RA and th e  Bankhead program would 

be combined w ith in  the  Department. The P re sid en t was rep o rted ly  sympa

th e t ic  to  th e  general idea  o f  tran sfe r.® ^

However, Wallace and o th e r A gricu ltu re  o f f i c i a l s  were re lu c ta n t  to  

accept the  change. They may have fea red  th a t  Tugwell, heading a vigorous 

program w ith in  t h e i r  ju r i s d ic t io n ,  might antagonize p la n te r  elem ents and 

rev ive the  in tra -d ep artm en ta l d isse n tio n s  o f  1935. To lessen  the  Secre

t a r y 's  r e s is ta n c e ,  RA o f f i c i a l s  persuaded him to  to u r  agency p ro je c ts  

from Arkansas to  F lo rid a . The t r i p ,  beginning November 17, made a g rea t 

impression on W allace, who began speaking freq u e n tly  on the  value o f  the 

r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  process

Wallace had p rev iously  adm itted  to  the  p ress  th a t  he thought most 

o f  the  RA belonged w ith in  the  Department, bu t he wanted a f re e  hand in  

choosing which functions should be taken o v e r. (He p a r t ic u la r ly  d is lik e d  

Tugw ell's suburban development p ro je c ts .)  The S e c re ta ry 's  a t t i tu d e  

ev id en tly  accounted f o r  the  apprehension Tugwell expressed to  Roosevelt 

th a t  the  RA m ight be broken u p .5?

On November 18, 1936, Tugwell res ig n ed . This ac tio n  may have been 

tak en , in  p a r t ,  to  f a c i l i t a t e  th e  t r a n s f e r .  As he l e f t  the adm in istra 

t io n  Tugwell was instrum ental in  th e  s e le c tio n  o f h is  successor;56

^^New lork Times. November 11, 1936, 3 .

SGibid.
S^New York Times, January 13, 1937, 4 ; Tugwell to  FDR, n .d . (c . 

November, 1936), pDRL PSF, A g ricu ltu re : Tugwell, 1936.

58Baldwin, Poverty and P o l i t i c s .  122.
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Alexander, who had genuine fe e lin g  fo r  the  S ou th 's  poor but was no t handi

capped by c o n tro v e rs ia l i ty ,  became A dm in istra to r. On January 1 , 1937, 

Roosevelt, by executive  o rd e r , made the  e n ti r e  RA p a r t  o f  the  Department 

o f  A g ricu ltu re .

Another development o f the  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f 1936 was the emergence o f 

a d i s t in c t  ra d ic a l antagonism to  th e  Bankhead b i l l ,  in c ip ie n t s in ce  i t s  

in tro d u c tio n . As e a r ly  as November, 1935, some ra d ic a ls  began th ink ing  

o f a l te rn a t iv e s  to  the  measure. One S o c ia l i s t ,  Or. William Amberson, a 

p h y sio lo g is t a t  the  U niversity  o f  Tennessee medical co llege  in  Memphis 

and ac tiv e  sym pathizer o f the  STFU, helped w rite  f o r  h is  pa rty  a prelim 

inary  d r a f t  o f  a s u b s ti tu te  measure. Describing i t  to  S o c ia l is t  National 

S ecre tary  Clarence S en io r, Amberson envisioned a s ta tu te  which would 

define  a l l  the  n a tio n 's  a rab le  lands as public  p roperty  and e s ta b l is h  a 

National Land A uthority  to  reg u la te  them. Those who had owned 160 acres 

o r  le s s  could continue farming on an ind iv idual b a s is .  Holders o f  la rg e r  

t r a c ts  could r e ta in  th a t  same acreage fo r  t h e i r  personal o p e ra tio n . The 

A u thority , through power o f  eminent domain, would appraise  and purchase 

a l l  holdings in  excess of 160 a c re s ,  and d ivide and lease  (but no t s e l l )  

them to  the  la n d le s s . Farms o f any s iz e  owned and operated by coopera

t iv e  a sso c ia tio n s  of working farm ers would continue as u n i ts ,  w hile the 

new agency e s ta b lish e d  o th e r  such coopera tives .^^  Amberson had a low 

opinion o f  the  Bankhead measure, which he described  to  Gardner Jackson 

as " ju s t  another b i t  o f  ad m in istra tio n  hypocrisy ,"  and hoped th a t

S^Amberson to  S en io r, November 15, 1935, and a ttached  pages of 
suggested language f o r  a b i l l ,  W illiam Amberson p ap ers . Southern His
to r ic a l  C o lle c tio n , U niversity  o f  North C aro lina . H ereafter c i te d  as 
Amberson papers.



235

"various l e f t  wing groups In te re s te d  In the  a g r ic u ltu ra l  problem could 

agree upon some rad ica l a l te r n a t iv e .  . . ."60 But he recognized th a t  

Congress would never s e r io u s ly  consider a S o c ia l is t  b i l l  unless I t s  

o r ig in s  were concealed and I t s  " rad ica l Im p lica tions"  so f t-p e d a lle d . 

However, th is  c rea ted  a dilemma f o r  him. "I want to  see the S. P. g e t 

p u b lic i ty ,"  he to ld  S en io r, and added th a t  he foresaw and welcomed a 

"long-range e f f e c t  of s treng then ing  the  S o c ia l is t  sentim ent I f  a recog

nized  S o c ia l is t  proposal I s  tu rn ed  down by C ongress." But on the  o th e r  

hand, having observed cond itions In ea s te rn  A rkansas, he knew th a t  th e  

"pressing need o f these  people c r ie s  out f o r  some Immediate a l le v ia t io n ,"  

and th a t  might n e c e s s ita te  acceptance o f some le s s  sweeping le g i s l a 

t io n  .61 Amberson's proposal a t t r a c te d  some I n te r e s t  w ith in  the  STFU and 

was a lso  se n t to  Gardner Jackson fo r  h is  c o n s id e ra tio n . But by February, 

1936, Amberson reported  th a t  he had made l i t t l e  p rogress toward p e r

fe c tin g  h is  b i l l .  He seems to  have dropped the  p ro je c t  soon a f t e r 

w ard.62

As e a r ly  as February 21 , 1936, re p re se n ta tiv e s  o f  the STFU had 

opposed the  Bankhead b i l l  In conferences w ith Tugwell, Alexander and 

Hays.63 But the  u n ion 's  f i r s t  broad counter-proposal came In the  f a l l

®®Amberson to  Gardner Jackson , December 31, 1935, Ib id .

61Amberson to  S en io r, November 15, 1935, Ib id .

6%H. L. M itchell to  Gardner Jackson, December 26 , 1935, Southern 
Tenant Farmers' Union p ap ers . Southern H is to ric a l C o lle c tio n , U n iv ers ity  
o f  North C arolina (h e re a f te r  c i te d  as STFU p ap ers); Amberson to  Jackson , 
December 31, 1935, and Amberson to  S en io r, February 20 , 1936, Amberson 
papers.

63howard K ester to  H. L. M itc h e ll ,  February 2 1 , 1936, STFU p a p e rs .
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o f 1936 as a response to  the  re p o rt o f the  Arkansas s ta te  tenancy com

m ission . The s t a te  commission. I t  w ill be re c a l le d , had been appointed 

by Governor F u t r e l l ,  prompted by Senator Robinson, who In tu rn  ac ted  

upon a White House suggestion conveyed by Tugwell. I t  consisted  o f  

businessmen, e d i to r s ,  p la n te r s ,  e d u ca to rs , law yers, and, to  avoid union 

p ick e tin g  o f  I t s  s e s s io n s , re p re se n ta tiv e s  o f  the  STFU. These members 

met a t  Hot Springs on September 21 and Issued  a sta tem ent which s tre s s e d  

th e  value o f  Ind iv idua l farm ownership and favored  a program e s s e n t ia l ly  

l ik e  th e  1935 Bankhead b i l l .  In add ition  to  fed e ra l a c q u is itio n  and 

r e s a le  o f lands on l ib e r a l  c r e d i t  terms and guidance o f the p u rch ase rs , 

th e  rep o rt c a lle d  f o r  government supervised  production c re d i t  to  rep lace  

th e  "furnish" system , as well as fed e ra l loans fo r  fam ily su b sis ten ce  

goods. S tandardized w ritte n  c o n tra c ts  between land lo rd  and ten an t and 

Improved s ta te  h e a lth  and educational programs fo r  th e  land less were 

a lso  suggested.®^

Even before th e  s t a te  commission published  I t s  r e p o r t ,  the  STFU 

prepared I t s  response . A n tic ipating  th a t  the  Hot Springs conference 

would endorse th e  Bankhead b i l l ,  the  union concentra ted  I t s  c r i t ic is m  

on th a t  measure, which I t  c a lle d  "nothing more than a flank  a tta c k  on

G4"Farm Tenancy Commission o f  Arkansas, Findings and Recommendations" 
(Hot Springs, November 24 , 1936), NA RG 16. According to  Edward J .
Meeman to  M. L. W ilson, December 1 , 1936, NA RG 16, th is  rep o rt was 
w ritte n  by C. T, C arpen ter, a lawyer from Marked T ree , Arkansas, who had 
once represen ted  th e  STFU but was no longer connected with I t .  C arpenter 
was Influenced by New Deal r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  th in k in g . Before the s t a t e  
commission met he wrote to  Wallace fo r  su g g estio n s. Answered by Appleby, 
he was re fe rre d  to  W allace 's remarks on farm ownership In the h earings 
on the  1935 Bankhead b i l l  and to  FDR's open advocacy of the  measure in  
th e  f a l l  o f  1936. See Appleby to  C arpenter, October 17, 1936, NA RG 16.
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the  problem o f ten an cy ."  The c r i t i c s  assuned th a t  because o f  lim ited  

funds and o th e r f a c to r s ,  the  Bankhead program would be a "highly se le c tiv e  

process" which would a s s i s t  some te n a n ts  to  landow nership, bu t leave a 

"vast residium  [ s i c ] " o f  those unable to  meet i t s  standards o f ex p erien ce , 

education and s k i l l s ,  who re a lly  c o n s titu te d  the  "heart o f  the  problem ."

In s h o r t ,  the union b e lieved  nothing would be solved "by making a few 

men homeowners," r a t h e r ,  tenancy had to  be abo lished  com pletely

The STFU questioned  whether land  re d is tr ib u t io n  as contemplated by 

the Bankhead measure would even b e n e f i t  those who q u a lif ie d  fo r  purchase 

o f farm s. P la n ta tio n  in te r e s ts  which held  th e  b e s t lands in  the  D elta 

regions with which th e  union was most f a m ilia r  were expected to  be re lu c 

ta n t  to  p a rt  with th e n . B esides, th e  sta tem ent a s s e r te d , th e re  was no 

rea l chance th a t  fam ily  sized  farms could compete in  co tton  production 

with la rg e  and in c re a s in g ly  mechanized p la n ta t io n s . Nor could small 

owners a t ta in  adequate liv in g  standards I f  lim ited  to  subsis tence  farm

in g , growing only sm all amounts o f  co tton  fo r  in c id en ta l cash . The 

statem ent continued th a t  there  had been a h a lf-c en tu ry  tren d  toward 

concentra tion  o f  landow nership. This was a n a tu ra l development because 

"the la rg e  p la n ta tio n  has an economic ju s t i f i c a t io n  which we n e g le c t a t  

our p e r i l . "  I t s  advantages included e ff ic ie n c y  o f  opera tion  and g re a te r  

p ro d u c tiv ity  than sm all farm s, fe a tu re s  worth p rese rv in g . "The funda

mental readjustm ent" which the  STFU believed  necessary  was in  the 

"charac te r o f  ownership o f the la rg e  farm ." A new type o f  farm

®®STFU recommendations to  th e  G overnor's Cosmission on Farm Tenancy 
in  Arkansas, n .d . (befo re  November 24 , 1936), Amberson papers. This 
sta tem ent was in  a d d itio n  to  a more general one a lready  presented  a t  
the  commission's m eeting.
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organ iza tion  was needed and I t  "must perfo rce  be a communal o r  v i lla g e  

farm econonty. . .

S p e c if ic a lly , th e  STFU recommended c o lle c tiv e  ownership o f  la rg e  

acreages by te n a n ts . Ind iv iduals would re ta in  t h e i r  own houses and 

garden p lo ts ,  probably  grouped In ru ra l v i l la g e s ,  bu t f i e ld  crops would 

be grown co o p era tiv e ly  w ithout d iv is io n  o f  land . This system could 

preserve the  advantages o f the  la rg e  p la n ta tio n  by h ir in g  ex p erts  to  

superv ise  c ro p s , p rov id ing  cooperative  ownership o f  m achinery, group 

m arketing and purchasing  (perhaps through cooperative s to re s )  and e f f i 

c ie n t  d iv is io n  o f farm  lab o r. Although c r i t i c a l  o f  th e  Bankhead proposal 

to  purchase land from p riv a te  owners, and o f the  RA's land a c q u is itio n s  

fo r  I t s  community p ro je c ts  ( p a r t ic u la r ly  I t s  Pyess Colony In e as te rn  

A rkansas), the  sta tem en t made no suggestion  about how land f o r  c o lle c 

t iv e ly  owned farms should be ob ta ined .

The National Committee on Rural Social P lanning , the  au thorized  

Washington voice o f  th e  STFU, headed by Gardner Jackson, a lso  Issued a 

s ta tem en t, on November 12, 1936. I t  f u l ly  endorsed the  u n io n 's  p o s itio n  

and added o th e r  c r i t ic is m s  o f  th e  Bankhead measure. Because o f  the  

tren d  toward la rg e  mechanized h o ld in g s , the  committee s ta te d ,  a r ig id  

po licy  o f promoting small farms "would a t  b e s t . . . anchor m illio n s  of 

our ru ra l people to  a  subsistence  o r  a near subsis tence  le v e l" by p ro 

vid ing  them farms to o  small f o r  economical operation.®®

6®Ib1d. I t a l i c s  added. ® 7ibid.

68uns1gned l e t t e r  to  Tugwell and Wallace from the  National Com
m ittee  on Rural S ocial P lanning, November 12, 1936, NA R6 16. The 
probable au thor was Gardner Jackson.
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The committee acknowledged th a t  th e  f in a l version  of the  1935 b i l l  

had o ffe re d  several p o s s ib i l i t i e s  fo r  the  lan d le ss : c re d i t  f o r  long 

term purchase, f iv e -y e a r  lea se s  o f  land  from th e  proposed corporation  

and encouragement o f  c o o p era tiv es . But i t  regarded these  a lte rn a tiv e s  

as inadequate because th e  major emphasis o f  the  le g is la t io n  had been on 

ownership. Lease p rov is ions were n e i th e r  d e ta ile d  no r renewable and 

might n o t p ro te c t te n a n t r ig h ts .  Furtherm ore, th e  requirem ent ^ a t  farms 

so ld  be capable o f  supporting  a "decent standard o f l iv in g "  d id  nothing 

to  define  th a t  s tan d ard . Having po in ted  out th ese  flaw s in  th e  measure, 

(and ignored any p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t  th ey  might have been s u b s ta n tia l ly  

overcome by en ligh tened  a d m in is tra tio n ) , the  sta tem ent then leaped to  a 

conclusion about i t s  in te n t  by d ec la rin g  th a t  " there  can be no doubt 

th a t  the  main purpose o f  th e  a c t was to  s e t  up an American peasan try .

F in a lly , the committee thought th a t  i f  th e  Bankhead b i l l  were enacted 

in  1937 i t  should be amended to  a ssu re  th a t  in d iv id u a l farms provide an 

adequate l iv in g ,  safeguard  ag a in s t a lie n a tio n  o f  land  to  sp ecu la to rs  and 

s p e c if ic a l ly  ban ra c ia l  d isc rim in a tio n  in  the  program. Moreover, banks, 

insurance companies and landlords should  be prevented from dumping t h e i r  

le a s t  v a luab le  acreages on a government agency which in  tu rn  would unload 

them on te n a n t p u rch asers .

While i t  advocated group landow nership, the  committee adm itted th a t  

a m ajo rity  o f ten an ts  probably d e s ire d  to  possess t h e i r  own lan d . Sur

veys o f th e  STFU's membership a lso  reached the  same conclusion . The 

c o m it te e  a tt r ib u te d  th i s  to  a lack o f  comprehension among sharecroppers 

o f  the  d e s i r a b i l i ty  o f  a cooperative system , a f a u l ty  understanding

69lb1d. 70lbid.
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which the  adm in istra tion  had some r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  to  c o r re c t .  “Until 

the  government and o th e r  o rgan iza tions undertake an educational campaign 

to  d isp e l the romantic n o tions th a t  s t i l l  p rev a il concerning th e  advan

tag es  o f  rugged Ind iv idualism  on the  farm , such d e s ire s  w ill continue to  

p re v a i l ,"  the  statem ent dec la red .

These rad ica l c r i t i c s  did h i t  the  mark by showing th a t  sim ple c r e d i t  

f o r  buying farms was no panacea fo r  ten an cy , n o t to  mention o th e r  poverty  

c o n d itio n s . However, many of t h e i r  c r i t ic is m s  had a lready  been a n t i c i 

pated  by th e  RA and th e  In n er group o f th e  Bankhead b i l l ' s  su p p o rte rs .

I t  had long been recogn ized , fo r  example, th a t  a ten an t purchase loan 

plan would n e c e ssa rily  be se le c tiv e  and leave most u n a ffec ted . Accord

in g ly , Tugwell and A lexander, w ith t h e i r  v is io n  o f  a coordinated program 

fo r  the  la n d le s s , saw r e h a b i l i ta t io n  loans and subsis tence  g ran ts as 

ways o f reaching those w ithou t Inm edlate p rospects o f ownership while 

a s s is t in g  the  most capable  toward possession  o f  homes. L ikew ise, the  

Idea th a t  c r e d i t  fo r  th e  poor had to  be combined w ith superv ision  o f  

t h e i r  farming had been p re sen t since  th e  FERA adm inistered ru ra l reha

b i l i t a t i o n .  Also recognized  was the n e c e ss ity  o f  safeguarding ten a n t 

purchasers from land sp e cu la to rs  by p reven ting  a lie n a tio n  o f th e i r  land  

u n t i l  completion of a long am ortiza tion  p e rio d .

As fo r  the  m a tte r  o f  ob tain ing  adequate lands fo r  c l i e n t s ,  Tugwell 

favored a r e d is tr ib u tio n  program only  I f  c a re fu lly  coordinated  w ith RA's 

re tirem en t o f  submarginal lan d s , assu rin g  th a t  ten an ts  received  only 

those acres su ita b le  f o r  c u lt iv a t io n . The 1935 b i l l  a lso  provided th a t

71lb1d.
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farms so ld  be o f  s u f f ic ie n t  s iz e  and f e r t i l i t y  and p roperly  equipped to  

provide a "decent standard  o f l iv in g ,"  although adm itted ly  th a t  would 

have to  be defined by a d m in is tra to rs . Moreover, th e  f in a l  ve rsion  o f the  

b i l l  au tho rized  f iv e  y e a r  lea se s  o f  land  p r io r  to  s a l e ,  a fe a tu re  which 

could have been g e n e ra lly  applied  by the  RA to  provide a period  o f 

superv ision  fo r  most p rospective  p u rch ase rs . Another sec tio n  perm itted  

government encouragement o f  co o p era tiv es . F in a lly , concerning p ro h ib itio n  

o f  ra c ia l  d isc r im in a tio n , the  a rc h i te c ts  o f  the  le g is la t io n  had determ ined 

In 1935 to  re ly  on e q u ita b le  ad m in istra tio n  (an enhanced p o s s ib i l i ty  with 

Alexander heading the  RA] ra th e r  than burden the  measure w ith an exp lo 

sive  Is su e .

There was a lso  an expecta tion  th a t  the  Bankhead program, once 

en ac ted , could be Improved In tim e. Paul Appleby wrote th a t  deeper 

understanding o f  tenancy problems "would be brought o u t . . .  In  adm inis

t r a t iv e  opera tions growing ou t o f enactm ent o f the  Bankhead-Jones Fam 

Tenant B i l l , "  while a t  the  same time th e re  would occur an "ac tual Improve

ment In the  s ta tu s  o f  some tens o f  thousands of p e rso n s,"  and "the  whole 

th in g  could be achieved w ithout becoming n e ce ssa r ily  a cen te r o f  con

tro v e rsy .

There s t i l l  remained the  e s s e n t ia l  q u estio n , ra is e d  by th e  c r i t i c s  

on th e  l e f t ,  o f  th e  adequacy o f the sm all farm In a mechanized co tton  

b e l t .  The pertinence  o f the  Issue I s  suggested by subsequent experience 

In the  ten an t purchase program o f th e  Farm S ecurity  A dm in istra tion , in  

which many farm u n its  were provided which u ltim a te ly  proved too  small

f^Appleby to  Lee R. Hays, February 2 4 , 1936, NA RG 16,
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fo r  economical o p e ra tio n .

Gardner Jackson and th e  STFU m aintained th a t  I f  small ownership was 

uneconomical the  a l te rn a t iv e  "must p e rfo rce"  be a v illa g e  o r communal 

system . However, a concept emerging w ith in  th e  adm in istra tion  by th e  

end o f 1936 was th a t  sm all farm ers could cooperate w ithout re so r tin g  to  

c o lle c tiv e  land ownership. The perm issive language o f the  1935 Bankhead 

b i l l  might have allowed government encouragement o f cooperative  buying, 

marketing o r  a c q u is itio n  o f machinery. That id e a , apparen tly  no t f r e 

quently  s ta te d  In 1936, d id  appear In th e  re p o r t  o f the P re s id e n t 's  Com

mission on Farm Tenancy o f February, 1937, and In S ecre tary  W allace 's 

testim ony on February 18, 1937, before th e  House A gricu ltu re  Committee 

In support o f  the Bankhead measure.

Moreover, the  reco g n itio n  th a t  cooperative  ventures were no t p re 

cluded by a tenancy program which emphasized Indiv idual ownership as a 

goal grew In succeeding y ears  and found a prominent p lace In the  memo

randa and speeches o f  FSA o f f i c i a l s .  In 1939, fo r  example, T. J .  Woof t e r ,  

an FSA Economic A dvisor, w ro te ,

A middle ground between la rg e -sc a le  and fam ily sized-farm s 
l i e s  In the  development o f fam ily -s ized  u n its  w h l^  w ill  be bound 
to g e th e r  w ith cooperative  dev ices . I do no t mean to  Imply th a t  I t  
I s  d e s ira b le  to  c o lle c t iv iz e  our farm s. Some la rg e  sca le  coopera
t iv e s  might help  to  t e s t  the  Idea . . . .  [Although] the  p ride  o f

^^Personal In terv iew  w ith James G. Maddox, R aleigh , North C aro lin a , 
Ju ly  10, 1970.

7*U .S., N ational Resources Committee, Farm Tenancy, Report o f  the  
P re s id e n t 's  Committee (Washington: U.S. Government P r in tin g  O ff ic e , 
193^1. l à ;  Farm Tenancy. Hearings befo re  th e  Committee on A g ricu ltu re , 
Hous- o f  R ep resen ta tiv es , 75 Cong., 1 s t  S e s s . ,  January and February, 
1937, pp. 221-224. The 1937 tenancy re p o r t  was d ra fted  In December,
1936.
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ownership I s  deeply ingrained  In American farm ers , cooperative  
ownership o f  b u lls  and b o a rs , heayy machinery, community f a c i l i t i e s  
f o r  f i r s t  p rocessing , purchasing and s e l l in g  can b ring  to  the  fam ily- 
s iz ed  farm many o f  th e  advantages o f la rg e  sca le  opera tion  w ithout 
lo s s  o f  Ind iv idual I n i t i a t i v e . / ^

This was v ir tu a l ly  a resta tem en t o f  W allace 's testim ony o f  February,

1937.

Whatever th e  m erit o f  th ese  Id e a s , b e l ie f  in  small ownership as 

the  goal o f  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  e f f o r t s  was widespread In Congress and the  

ad m in is tra tio n . Alexander thought no o th e r  p o licy  could be su ccessfu lly  

promoted. Indeed he wrote in  the  sp rin g  o f  1937 th a t  th e  favorable e f f e c t  

on p u b lic  opinion was one ju s t i f i c a t io n  f o r  Inclusion  o f  land purchase 

c re d i t  In the RA's p a tte rn  o f  a s s is ta n c e  fo r  the  la n d le s s .7G Moreover, 

some o f  the  advocacy o f  small ownership may not have been based on merely 

t r a d i t io n a l  va lues. In 1939 W oofter, r e fe r r in g  to  h is  tenancy research  

o f 1936, considered th e  place o f  small sc a le  " liv e  a t  home" farming In 

the m idst o f  commercial a g ric u ltu re  and re je c te d  the  assumption th a t  I t  

would lower liv in g  s tan d ard s . His In v e s tig a tio n s  revealed  t h a t ,  while 

the  cash income o f  land lo rds grew p ro p o rtio n a te ly  w ith t h e i r  acreage In

J .  W oofter, "Rural Planning fo r  More W orkers," n .d . (1939). 
T ypescrip t In the  1914-1939 f i l e  o f th e  H istory  Branch o f  the  Economic 
and S t a t i s t i c a l  A nalysis D ivision o f  th e  Economic Research S erv ice ,
U.S. Department of A g ricu ltu re . H erea fte r c i te d  as USDA H istory  Branch. 
In the  same place see “How May the  Conditions o f Tenant Farmers and 
Share Croppers be Improved," ty p e s c r ip t  o f speech by Paul V. Marls to  
th e  American Country L ife A ssociation a t  Lexington, Kentucky, November 4 , 
1938, and "Expanding Purchasing Power In  the  South," ty p e s c r ip t  o f speech 
by Will Alexander to  V irg in ia  I n s t i tu te  o f Public A ffa irs  a t  C h a rlo tte s
v i l l e ,  Ju ly  12, 1939. Personal In terv iew  with Robert W. Hudgens, Chapel 
H i l l ,  North C aro lin a , Ju ly  8 and 9 , 1970.

76coHC-Alexander, 414; memorandum to  FDR, "Meeting the  Needs o f the  
Lowest Third [o f]  American Farm F am ilies ,"  April 27 , 1937, FDRL OF 1650; 
memorandum o f same t i t l e  from Alexander to  W allace, n .d . ( f i l in g  da te  
May 3 , 1937), NA RG 16.
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Staple c ro p s , the rea l Income and l iv in g  standard  o f sharecroppers , so  

low to  begin w ith . Increased  alm ost d i r e c t ly  w ith t h e i r  production fo r  

home u se .77 Presunably th e se  fin d in g s could have app lied  t o  th e  Impov

erished  te n a n t who became an owner.

I f  sm all ownership was an Incomplete answer to  ru ra l poverty , 

n e ith e r  was th ere  any assurance th a t  c o lle c t iv e  ownership would f u l f i l l  

the  expec ta tions o f Jackson and the  STFU. The RA already  conducted 

cooperative farm c o lo n ie s , some o f  which were q u ite  s im ila r  to  the Delta 

Cooperative Farm, e s ta b lis h e d  near H illhouse , M iss iss ip p i, by the  w r i te r  

Sherwood Eddy, which th e  STFU regarded as a model. These RA communities 

were u ltim a te ly  "economic and , a p p a ren tly , so c ia l f a i lu r e s ."78

All th e se  d ispu tes concerning th e  m erits o f  small h o ld in g s , c o l

le c tiv e  ownership and th e  value o f o th e r  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  programs erup ted  

as 1936 ended. They would be fought o u t and re so lv ed . In so fa r  as fed e ra l 

po licy  was concerned, in  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  1937 as Congress passed the  

Bankhead-Jones Act.

77w oofter, "Rural Planning f o r  More W orkers," n .d . (1939), USDA 
H istory Branch. The resea rch  re fe r re d  to  was probably In connection 
with W oofter's Landlord and Tenant on th e  Cotton P la n ta tio n  (Washington: 
WPA D ivision of ^oc^a) Research, Monograph V, 1936). See page 183 f o r  
W oofter's suggestion t h a t  th e  South might experience p a ra l le l  develop
ment o f  both big coomerclal a g r ic u ltu re  and small farm ing.

78paul K. Conkin, Tomorrow a New World, the  New Deal Community 
Program (I th a c a , New Yorin CornelV U niversity  P re ss , 19&&), Z io - ^ i l .



CHAPTER VIII

THE BANKHEAD PROGRAM BECOMES LAW

In o rd er to  encourage tenancy le g is la t io n  fo r  1937, th e  adminis

t r a t io n  c re a te d . In th e  f a l l  o f  1936, a p re s id e n tia l  commission. I t  

published  a re p o r t ,  which was no t only designed to  promote ac tion  In 

Congress, bu t a lso  o u tlin e d  a comprehensive ru ra l poverty program which 

became th e  ad m in is tra tio n  p o s itio n  and the  b lu e p rin t fo r  th e  Farm 

S ecu rity  A dm inistra tion .^

During th e  l a s t  h a l f  o f  1936 th e re  was In te r e s t  from several 

q u a rte rs  In  e s ta b lis h in g  a commission. As e a r ly  as June, as I t  became 

apparent th a t  th e  Bankhead b i l l  would n o t pass th a t  y e a r , Roosevelt 

contem plated the  Issuance o f  a m ajor government rep o rt as a b a s is  fo r  

an a c t  by the  nex t Congress.% On October 13 , during the campaign, 

Morris L. Cooke o f th e  Rural E le c tr i f ic a t io n  A dm inistration wrote the  

P resid en t suggesting  p re p a ra tio n , by the  tim e Congress m et, o f  a "guid

ing  re p o rt"  which would keep th e  movement f o r  tenancy le g is la t io n

^Sidney Baldwin, Poverty and P o l i t i c s ,  the  Rise and Decline o f the  
Farm S ecu rity  Adml n1 s t r a t i  on t# a p e l  k i l l :  U niversity  o f  North C arolina 
P re ss , id é e ) ,  169-lTÈ, has a very ab le  d iscussion  o f th e  commission and 
I t s  re p o r t .  The general understanding In t h i s  chapter has benefited  
from Baldwin's c h a p te r , "The Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant A ct,"  pp. 157-192.

^FDR to  Edward G. Lowry, June 8 ,  1936, FDRL PPF 3593.
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c o n s is te n t w ith ad m in is tra tio n  th inking  and prevent i t  from tak ing  an 

"untoward tu rn ."  Cooke s a id  he was not speaking merely fo r  h im self, 

but f o r  o th e rs , whom he d id  n o t name, b u t probably inc lud ing  Tugwell.^

The P resid en t re fe r re d  Cooke's l e t t e r  t o  Wallace and Tugwell, who 

re p lie d  favoring  a re p o rt summarizing e x is t in g  data  on tenancy and 

evaluating  p o ssib le  so lu tio n s  fo r  i t ,  in  a n tic ip a tio n  o f  le g is la t io n .

They a lso  advised th a t  i t s  p re s tig e  could be enhanced i f  i t  were spon

sored by a commission o f  prominent persons w ith  “broad knowledge and 

sym pathetic in te r e s t"  concerning the la n d le s s .  They then proposed a 

l i s t  o f  members and recommended L. C. Gray as d ir e c to r .*  Roosevelt 

accepted th is  idea  and approved, w ith some a d d itio n s , th e  membership.

On November 16 he appointed the  commission and designated  Wallace 

nominal chairman and Gray tech n ica l a d v iso r . D irec ting  them to  re p o r t 

by February 1» the  P re sid en t sp e c if ied  th a t  they  should o u tlin e  a land 

tenu re  system which would provide s e c u r i ty  and opportun ity  fo r  "the 

g re a t group o f  p resen t and prospective  farm te n a n ts ."  This language 

suggests th a t  Roosevelt re a liz e d  th a t  a land  purchase program, n e c e ssa rily  

lim ite d  to  th e  a b le s t  o f th e  poor, would have to  supplement o th e r  mea

su res fo r  th e  “p rospective  ten an ts"  who would be lan d less  fo r  the  fo re 

seeable fu tu re .  But the  P resid en t a ls o  s tro n g ly  endorsed as a goal

^Cooke to  FDR, October 13, 1936, NA RG 16; memoir o f  Will A lexander, 
Columbia Oral H istory  C o lle c tio n , Columbia U n iv e rs ity , 393-394, h e re 
a f t e r  c ite d  as COHC-Alexander; personal In terv iew  w ith  James G. Maddox, 
R aleigh, North C a ro lin a , Ju ly  10, 1970. T his approach to  FDR through 
Cooke was imusual since  he had not p rev io u sly  been a sso c ia ted  w ith the  
advocates of tenancy le g is la t io n .

^Wallace and Tugwell to  FDR, November 5 ,  1936, NA RG 16.
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"the t r a d i t io n a l  American Ideal o f  owner-operated f a r m s . T h e  commis

sion met on December 16-17* 1936, and foimed a techn ica l committee to  

prepare the  re p o r t .  I t  co n sis ted  o f  Gray, A lexander, C harles S. Johnson, 

Bureau o f  A g ricu ltu ra l Economics c h ie f  A. G. B lack, econom ist John 0. 

B lack, Lowry Nelson o f  the  Extension S e rv ice , E. G. Nourse and M. W. 

T hatcher of the  National Farmers* Union.G

In January , 1937, the P re s id e n tia l Tenancy Commission conducted 

reg ional h earin g s . Those f o r  th e  Southwest were held January  4 In D a lla s , 

and f o r  the Southeast In Montgomery, Alabama, on January 6 . L. C. Gray, 

chairman of th e  tech n ica l committee, p res ided  over both . The testim ony 

revealed  the  c la sh  o f  c o n se rv a tiv e , ra d ic a l and ag rarian  l ib e r a l  th ink ing  

on the  cond ition  o f  th e  la n d le s s .^

In D allas Gray opened th e  hearings by observing th a t  th e  Southwest, 

where land had been l ib e r a l ly  d is t r ib u te d  In r e la t iv e ly  re c e n t tim es, 

had become an a rea  o f  excessive  tenancy. He thought th is  In d ica ted  the 

Inadequacy o f  a sim ple c r e d i t  program with no provision a g a in s t a l ie n a 

tio n  o r  mortgage o f  farm s. However, most o f the  800 a tten d in g  s tro n g ly  

favored Federal promotion o f small ow nership, and many ap p aren tly  saw I t  

as a panacea as they  voted a re so lu tio n  urg ing  th a t  c o u rse .& One member

Gfdr to  Wallace and members-deslgnate o f  the  tenancy commission, 
November 16, 1936, FDRL OF 1650.

^Agenda f o r  meeting o f the  tenancy commission, December 16-17, 1936, 
and Charles U. E lio t  to  Charles E. Merrlam, December 11 , 1936, NA RG 16.

?Other hearings were held  In San F ran c isco , Ind ianapo lis  and Omaha.

^D allas Morning News. January 4 and 5 , 1937. Gray p o lle d  the aud i
ence and found 5b la n d lo rd s ,  35 te n a n ts , 40 operating  landowners (o f 
v^om only 20 were f r e e  o f  d e b t) ,  15 d e b t- f re e  ren te rs  and 10 wanting an 
opportun ity  to  become te n a n ts .
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of the  commission, a f t e r  hearing  profuse endorsements o f  home ownership. 

Ind ica ted  t h a t  he was "out o f  pa tience"  w ith such In d e f in ite  recommenda

tio n s  and sa id  he doubted they  would be o f  any use In fram ing a proposal 

fo r  a c t io n .9

The Southern Tenant Farm ers' Union was rep resen ted  in  D allas, how

e v e r, and made severa l s p e c i f ic ,  although n o t completely c o n s is te n t 

s ta tem en ts. Fred Mathews, a union o f f ic ia l  from Texas, summarized h is  

study o f  s ix  co tton  counties In  the  w estern p a r t  of the  s t a t e ,  which 

Ind ica ted  th a t  ten an ts  and sm all owners a l ik e  were being ra p id ly  d isp laced  

by co n so lid a tio n  o f  landholding (accomplished by both purchase and lea se  

o f la rg e  acreages) and In tro d u c tio n  o f t r a c to r s  capable o f  p u llin g  fo u r 

row equipm ent. Many farm la b o re rs  were on r e l i e f ,  bu t co n d itio n s were 

In to le ra b le  even fo r  those working. Wages ranged downward from 15 cen ts  

per hour, even fo r  se m i-sk ille d  machinery o p e ra to rs . Numerous Mexicans 

and Negroes were h ire d  to  keep wages depressed . Some land lo rd s rep o rted ly  

fu rn ished  r e n t- f re e  shacks on th e i r  land to  lab o re rs  who remained a v a i l 

able f o r  p a rt- tim e  work, thus making them h e s i ta n t  to  r i s k  e v ic tio n  by 

accepting  o th e r  employment.^®

^ i b l d . . January 5 , 1937. Remarks o f  Xenophon A. Cavem o, cotton 
p la n te r  o f  so u th e as t M issouri.

"Memorandum subm itted by Fred Mathews o f the  Texas Southern 
Tenant Farm ers' Union to  th e  P re s id e n t 's  Special Committee on Farm 
Tenancy meeting a t  D a lla s , Texas, January 4 , 1937," Southern Tenant 
Farmers' Union p ap ers . Southern H is to rica l C o lle c tio n , U n iversity  o f 
North C aro lin a . H ereafte r c i te d  as STFU papers. The memo says th a t  th e  
s tu jy  was made by J .  R. B u tle r ,  p re s id en t o f  the union, b u t th is  may 
mean only th a t  I t  was prepared under h is  au sp ices. For a s im ila r  a n a ly s is  
from a government so u rce , see "The Problem Created by the  Diminishing 
Demand f o r  Casual A g ricu ltu ra l Labor In T exas," f i e ld  r e p o r t  by P ierce 
Williams to  Harry Hopkins, March 27 , 1936, FDRL Hopkins p ap ers . The
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Considering these cond itions Mathews concluded, " I t  w ill n o t be 

s u f f ic ie n t  . . .  to  s e t  the working farm popu lation  on small t r a c t s  o f  

lan d , t ru s t in g  b lin d ly  th a t  they  w ill  be a b le . In th e  c u lt iv a tio n  o f a 

commercial c ro p , to  w ithstand  the  com petition o f  th e  la rg e -s c a le . 

Machine-equipped landow ners." As f o r  the  a l t e r n a t iv e ,  " a ll land fanned 

on more than a fam ily -s ized  b a s is  must be farmed co -o p era tiv e ly  I f  I t  i s  

not to  be a source of poverty fo r  th e  working farm er who produces the  

c rop ."  Furtherm ore, even In d iv id u a lly  owned fam ily  farms would have to  

obtain machinery co o p era tiv e ly .

The STFU a lso  subm itted a s im ila r  o f f i c ia l  sta tem ent which declared  

th a t  adoption o f the Bankhead small ownership program would be a "se rious 

b lunder."  The union re fe r re d  to  I t s  re jo in d e r  to  th e  Arkansas tenancy 

commission's find ings as a b a s is  f o r  an e f f e c t iv e  p o lic y . So f a r  as RA 

ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  e f f o r t s  were concerned, th e  STFU regarded them as 

Im portant only  "as a means o f Immediate r e l i e f .

Although the  union adm itted th a t  sharecropp ing , because o f th e  s h i f t  

to  wage la b o r , was " rap id ly  becoming a th ing  o f  th e  p a s t ,"  I t  s t i l l  recom

mended reform s In the  system . I t  proposed t h a t  AAA co n tra c ts  fo rb id  

land lords who advanced goods to  croppers to  re q u ire  them to  purchase a t

D allas Morning News had a much more complacent expec ta tion  th a t  mechani 
zatlon  would so T ^  the  sharecropper problem because some ten an ts  could 
become machine operators and o th ers  would sim ply f in d  employment In 
urban a re a s . See e d i to r ia l  o f  January 5 , 1937.

"Memorandum subm itted by Fred Mathews . . . January 4 , 1937," 
STFU papers.

T^"Statement o f the  Southern Tenant Fanners ' Union, Presented to  
the  P re s id e n t 's  Special Committee on Farm Tenancy, Meeting a t  D a lla s , 
Texas, January 4 , 1937, STFU papers. H ereafte r c ite d  as STFU D allas 
sta tem ent.



250

t h e i r  commissaries o r charge h igher in te r e s t  r a te s  than allowed by s ta te  

law. The s ta tu to ry  p o lic ie s  o f  the  FCA's production c re d i t  a sso c ia tio n s  

should be changed to  extend loans to  ten an ts  w ithou t req u irin g  o f  them 

the  d i f f i c u l t  s te p  o f securing  t h e i r  la n d lo rd s ' waivers o f  l ie n s  on th e i r  

share o f  the  c ro p s . The government should a lso  req u ire  th ree  to  f iv e -  

y ear w ritten  c o n tra c ts  between land lords and te n a n ts ,  and c re a te  a rb i

t r a t io n  boards to  s e t t l e  t h e i r  d is p u te s .13 Ind iv idual union spokesmen 

a lso  favored land lo rd  compensation o f  ten an ts  who made farm Improvements, 

and w riting  minimum wage standards fo r  day la b o re rs  In to  AAA c o n tr a c ts .1* 

Considering what should rep lace  sharecropp ing , th e  STFU adm itted 

th a t  most o f  i t s  members wanted to  own small farm s, although I t  claimed 

th a t  a su b s ta n tia l number d e sired  cooperative  farming o f  la rg e  t r a c ts  

and "a ll o f  them" favored cooperative e n te rp r is e s  even I f  they  owned land 

In d iv id u a lly . Perceiving d i f f i c u l t i e s  In both small farming and e s ta b 

lish in g  c o lle c tiv e  landho ld ing , the  union form ally  recommended th a t  the 

government acqu ire  and lea se  land  f o r  long periods to  In d iv id u a ls  and 

cooperative groups.15

S t i l l  o th e r  STFU re p re se n ta tiv e s  favored government a c q u is itio n  and 

re s a le  o f land as In the  Bankhead m easure. Several members from West 

Texas urged such a program, and the  u n io n 's  n a tio n a l lead ersh ip  took 

the  same p o s itio n  p a r t  o f th e  tim e. For example, even J .  R. B u tle r , 

p res id en t o f  the  STFU and a S o c ia l i s t ,  advocated government purchase and 

re sa le  to  ten an ts  a t  c o s t ,  although he s tre s s e d  th a t  small owners should

l ^ lb ld . 1^D allas Morning News. January 5 , 1937.

15$tfu D allas s ta tem en t.
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be a s s is te d  in  forming cooperatives to  ob ta in  m achineryJ^  These p o s i

t io n s  in d ic a te  th a t  th e  union was no t irrev o cab ly  committed to  c o lle c tiv e  

ownership o f  la rg e  t r a c t s ,  even though sev era l leaders and m ajor sympa

th iz e r s  s tro n g ly  favored  i t .

The meeting heard  a few conservative op in io n s . An Arkansas Exten

sion  o f f ic ia l  favored  a Bankhead-like land c r e d i t  co rpora tion  but thought 

purchasers should be superv ised  only by county ag en ts . This p o s itio n  was 

becoming common w ith in  the Extension S erv ice . A spokesman fo r  a group of 

farm ers from Limestone county , Texas, opposed government land buying as 

too  expensive and sa id  te n a n ts  should rece iv e  c re d i t  bu t no t sup erv isio n . 

But d e sp ite  v a r ia tio n s  o f  o p in io n , the  D allas hearings expressed  a con

sensus f o r  government encouragement o f  small ownership.

The Southeastern  hearings a t  Montgomery heard testim ony from more 

d iv erse  sources than  those in  D a lla s . Among those p resen t were the  

Southern Policy  Committee, th e  STFU, the  Sharecroppers ' Union o f Alabama, 

th e  National Farmers Union, th e  D elta Chamber o f Commerce and the  

Alabama Extension S erv ice . The Montgomery A dvertiser noted th a t  the 

p a r t ic ip a n ts  included  o ld -fash ioned  p la n te rs  o u t o f a previous e r a ,  

modem managers o f  co rpo ra te  a g r ic u ltu re ,  re p re se n ta tiv e s  o f  ten an t 

unions whose people had been "seeking a way o u t fo r  genera tions"  and 

"who complained o f  th e  hum ilia tion  o f c lo th in g  th e i r  fa m ilie s  in  guano 

sa ck s ,"  former P o p u lis ts , and descendants o f  s la v e s .

^^Dallas Morning News. January 5 , 1937. ^^ Ib id .

^®New York Times. January 7 , 1937, 28; Montgomery A d v e rtis e r , 
January 8 , 1937; Birmingham News, January 7 ,  1937.
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H. C. Nixon spoke b r ie f ly  f o r  th e  SPC and presented two documents. 

One, a pamphlet on tenancy by th e  Arkansas a f f i l i a t e  com nittee, advo

cated  the  p r in c ip le s  o f  the Bankhead b i l l  The second, more im portan t, 

was a s e r ie s  o f  independent recommendations by Nixon, Charles S. Johnson, 

A rthur Raper and Rupert V a n c e . O f  th e s e , the  most comprehensive were 

by Nixon and Johnson, who went considerab ly  beyond th e i r  1935 p o s itio n  of 

support fo r  l i t t l e  more than th e  Bankhead measure. They assuned a t  the 

o u tse t th a t  c r e d i t  a lo n e , w ithout s ig n if ic a n t  changes in  Southern a g r i 

c u ltu re ,  could n e i th e r  end tenancy nor ra is e  liv in g  standards fo r  th e  

la n d le s s . Johnson wrote th a t  an acceptab le  p o licy  should provide se c u rity  

o f te n u re , su b s is te n c e , and s u f f ic ie n t  cash income to  support minimum 

le v e ls  of h e a l th , education and com fort, cond itions then unknown among 

most co tton  te n a n ts .2^

Surveying th e  e n t i r e  ru ra l South , Johnson in troduced the idea  th a t  

any government program should b road ly  d is tin g u ish  between the  S ou theast, 

where exhausted la n d , excess ru ra l  population and high production co s ts  

had reduced th e  p o te n tia l  f o r  p ro f i ta b le  co tton  growing, and th e  D elta 

and Southwestern reg io n s , well s u ite d  to  m echanization and capable o f  

expanding p roduction . Long range p o l ic ie s ,  he though t, should g radually

Arkansas S ta te  Policy Committee, Published Paper No. 1 , "Agri
c u ltu ra l  Labor Problems in  A rkansas," October 31, 1936, NA RG 16. See 
pp. 24-25.

2^Southem Policy  Committee Recommendations, December 14, 1936, 
National Po licy  Committee P apers, L ibrary o f  Congress. H ereafte r c ite d  
as NPCP. Johnson and Nixon, working independently , reached very  s im ila r  
conclusions. I t  should be noted th a t  Johnson was a member o f  the  
techn ica l committee o f  the  P re s id e n tia l  Conoission.

21 Ib id .
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phase ou t Southeastern  cotton farm ing and guide t h a t  a re a 's  people In to  

o th e r a g r ic u ltu ra l  p u r s u i ts .2%

Nixon and Johnson were f le x ib le  in  considering  a d e s ira b le  land 

tenure  system . While p re fe rr in g  th e  goal o f sm all ownership, they a lso  

proposed government lea se s  to  te n a n ts ,  cooperative e n te rp r is e s  among 

ind iv idua l owners, and by no means ru led  out c o lle c t iv e  landownership.

Of course they endorsed the e s s e n t ia ls  of th e  1935 Bankhead b i l l ,  w ith 

emphasis on superv ision  of borrowers and recogn ition  th a t  s e le c tiv e  land 

purchase c re d i t  would read i "hardly  over fiv e  p e r  cen t"  o f  th e  South 's 

la n d le s s . But Nixon considered i t  o f  "extreme importance" t o  a id  th a t  

group. For rem aining te n a n ts , he favored long term  fed era l leas in g  o f  

lan d , both as a permanent program f o r  those u n q u a lif ied  fo r  ownership 

and as a means o f  providing a t r i a l  period during  which the  most capable 

farm ers could be discovered and s ta r te d  toward home buying. The SPC 

a lso  recommended op tiona l p rov isions fo r  cooperative  landholding.

Johnson, fo r  example, wanted fe d e ra l f in an c ia l a ss is ta n ce  fo r  group 

purchase o f  la rg e  acreages fo r  opera tion  on a " p ro f i t  sharing  b a s is ."  

S im ila r ly , Nixon c a l le d  fo r  loans to  o th e r cooperative  ven tures because 

"small fanners cannot hold t h e i r  own w ithout cooperating in  c e r ta in  la rg e  

sca le  e n te r p r i s e s ."23

Concerning o th e r  measures f o r  the  la n d le s s , th e  spokesmen urged on

2 2 ib id .

23Ib id . Johnson warned th a t  " iso la ted  farm  communities" would 
probably f a i l  "unless they can function  as p a r t  o f  a broader economic 
framework." Few such communities had been su c c e s s fu l, even i f  e f f i 
c ie n t  as u n i ts ,  because o f p ressu re  o f "ou tside unfavorable f a c to r s ."
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ex tension  o f government production c re d i t  to  those served only by l ie n  

m erchants. Arthur Raper favored "expansion and refinem ent" o f  RA's ru ra l  

r e h a b i l i ta t io n .  Nixon and Johnson advocated in c lu s io n  o f farm workers in 

so c ia l s e c u r i ty  and enactm ent o f a minimum wage f o r  them. The l a t t e r  

proposal was p a r t ic u la r ly  advanced, since  the  New Deal was s t i l l  a y e a r  

and a h a lf  from passing  the  F a ir  Labor Standards A ct. F in a lly , they  

proposed a federa l reg iona l a g r ic u ltu ra l  a u th o r i ty ,  p a tte rn ed  a f t e r  the  

TVA, which would own and operate  some lands as a "yard stick" o f  e q u i

ta b le  standards fo r  farm lab o re rs  and te n a n ts .

The STFU sta tem en t, o u tlin ed  by H. L. M itchell and p resen ted  by 

Howard K ester, was described  by Nixon as one o f  th e  h e a r in g 's  "red ho t 

s p e e c h e s ."25 K ester accused the  Bankhead b i l l ' s  supporte rs o f  indulg ing  

in  an "orgy o f  w ishful th ink ing" by advocating a " re tu rn  to  th e  p o s t-  

bellum philosophy o f  '40 acres and a m u le .'"  "Me u n h e s ita tin g ly  condemn 

th e  idea  o f approaching so g ig an tic  and c r i t i c a l  a problem w ith so  a n t i 

quated an in strum en t,"  he d ec la red , and added th a t  fam ily s ized  farms 

would be p ra c tic a l only in  Southern h i l l  s e c t io n s , no t in  D elta o r p la in s  

a re a s . The sta tem ent a lso  s tre s se d  th a t  s o i l  exhaustion  in  th e  o ld e r  

co tton  reg io n s , m echanization and s h if t in g  o f  co tton  growing westward 

would compound the  problem of displacem ent and d e s t i tu t io n  among the 

la n d le s s , e sp e c ia lly  in  the  S ou theast.2^

24 lb id . 25wtxon to  Francis P. M ille r , January 9 , 1937, NPCP.

2®"Statement Given before the  P re s id e n t 's  Commission on Farm 
Tenancy a t  Montgomery* Alabama, January 6 , 1937, by Howard K este r, Member 
Executive Council Southern Tenant Farm ers' Union," STFU papers.
H erea fte r  c ite d  as STFU Montgomery s ta tem en t. On the  o th er hand, th e  
Montgomery A d v e rtise r. January 8 , 1937, saw noth ing  wrong w ith "40 acres
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As in  i t s  o f f i c ia l  sta tem ent a t  D a lla s , the  STFU stopped sh o r t o f 

s p e c if ic a l ly  proposing widespread c o lle c tiv e  land o w n e r s h i p . in s tead  

i t  suggested th a t  th e  government purchase and lease  acreage to  te n a n ts , 

lend fo r  l iv e s to c k , equipment and d w e llin g s, and provide " so c ia lly  

en ligh tened  su p e rv is io n ."  Concerning cooperatives f o r  o th er purposes, 

the STRJ recommended no more than had the  SPC, c a l l in g  only fo r  govern

ment loans to  such a sso c ia tio n s .^ ^  The c h ie f  spokesman in  Montgomery fo r  

group landholding was Sam F ran k lin , manager o f  th e  D elta Cooperative Farm 

o f  H illhouse, M iss is s ip p i, which had a loose a sso c ia tio n  with the  union. 

Franklin  declared  t h a t  th e re  were but two a l te rn a t iv e s  fo r  Southern 

a g r ic u ltu re ,  "the ex tension  o f  la rg e -sc a le  farm ing by corpora tions and 

cooperative  farm ing. . .

At Gardner Jack so n 's  su ggestion , K ester c a lle d  upon th e  government 

to  encourage un ion iza tion  and c o lle c tiv e  bargain ing  by te n a n ts . He a lso  

recommended th a t  a l l  farm lab o r problems be placed under the ju r is d ic t io n  

o f  th e  Labor Department, presumably more sym pathetic than the  A gricu ltu re  

D e p a r tm e n t .A s id e  from these  suggestions and strong  a ttac k s  on th e

and a mule." E d ito r ia l ly  i t  took p ride  th a t  th a t  i l lu s o ry  goal might be 
r e a l iz e d ,  not because o f  the  " s p ir i tu a l  h e irs  o f [Thad] Stevens" but 
"through the  e f f o r t s  o f  the  h e irs  o f  the  Confederacy [ e .g .  Bankhead] and 
' '  . [a  t ru ly  n a tio n a l]  Democratic p a r ty . . . . "

27$TFU Montgomery sta tem en t. The sta tem ent d id  say th a t  the  govern
ment should purchase lands and help ten an ts  secure them on the  b a s is  of 
"use and occupancy" on long term le a s e s ,  bu t t i t l e  should remain w ith 
the  government.

28ib1d.

^^Montgoraery A d v e rtise r , January 7 , 1937; H. L. M itchell to  Gardner 
Jackson, January 6 ,  193>, sTFU papers.

^^Gardner Jackson to  Howard K ester, January 5 , 1937, and H. L. 
M itchell to  Jackson, January 6 , 1937, STFU papers.



256

p rin c ip le  o f  the Bankhead b i l l»  th e re  was l i t t l e  In the  STFU sta tem ent 

which had not been a t  l e a s t  mentioned by the  SPC.

A re p re se n ta tiv e  o f  the Sharecroppers' Union, a Communist-inf1uenced 

o rgan ization  with membership In the  Alabama b la c k b e lt , a lso  appeared.

He wanted the government to  fu rn ish  to o ls  and workstock o u tr ig h t  f o r  

croppers and extend on ly  production c r e d i t .  By adopting th is  approach 

and ignoring  loans f o r  land pu rchases, he thought th a t  the  government 

could spread I t s  b e n e f i ts  to  a maximum number.

Among in f lu e n t ia l  conservatives a t  Montgomery was Oscar Johnston , 

p res id en t of the  D elta  and Pine Land Company o f S c o tt ,  M iss iss ip p i, 

rep re sen tin g  Governor Hugh White and the D elta Chamber o f  Commerce. He 

m aintained th a t  h ig h e r commodity p r ic e s  and a fed era l revolving loan 

fund f o r  land pu rchasers would be s u f f ic ie n t  a id s  fo r  t h r i f t y  te n a n ts .3% 

Alabama's Governor Bibb Graves and the  S ta te  Extension se rv ice  sponsored 

ano ther plan which env isioned  an annual app ro p ria tio n  o f $50 m illio n  to  

a id  ten an ts  and owners In buying la n d , liv e s to ck  and equipment. Tenants 

would secure t h e i r  own loans and make sa le s  c o n tra c ts  w ith landowners, 

a f t e r  which th e i r  lo an s  could be refinanced  to  the  e x te n t o f  75 per c e n t 

by fed e ra l land banks and 25 per c e n t through second mortgages taken by 

the S ecre tary  o f  A g ric u ltu re . All borrowers would submit to  two y ears  

of Extension su p e rv is io n . O perating c re d i t  would be fu rn ished  through 

the  FCA's production c r e d i t  a s so c ia t io n s . Under t h i s  plan no new

3^New York Tim es. January 7 , 1937, 28; M itchell to  Jackson, 
January 6 , 1937,“ §TFu papers.

3^New York Tim es. January 7 , 1937, 28; Montgomery A d v e rtise r . 
January 7 , 1937; k .  L. M itchell to  Gardner Jackson, January 6 ,1 9 3 7 ,  
STFU papers.
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federa l agencies would be c r e a t e d . H .  C. Nixon to ld  F rancis P. M ille r 

he d is lik e d  the  Graves plan because he thought I t  would perm it the  

tenancy program to  " f a l l  In to  the  hands o f p la n te rs  and t h e i r  p o l i t ic a l  

a l l i e s "  such as the  Extension D iv ision . He concluded th a t  the  SPC should 

oppose such developments and work to  keep le g is la t io n  fo r  the  lan d less  

"on a l ib e ra l  k e e l ."3* In the hearings an o f f ic ia l  o f th e  National Far

mers Union likew ise  opposed Extension In fluence because In Alabama, a t  

l e a s t .  I t  had "become so Imbedded In p o l i t i c s  th a t  the  te n a n ts ,  who are 

la rg e ly  n o n -v o te rs , a re  given no co n sid e ra tio n  whatsoever."^®

The D allas and Montgomery hearings d id  no t In fluence  the  re p o rt o f 

the p re s id e n tia l  tenancy conm lsslon, s in ce  I t  had a lready  prepared a 

prelim inary  d r a f t  by e a r ly  Jan u ary .3® The s ta tem en t, re le a sed  February 16, 

proposed ex tensive  fe d e ra l ac tion  under one ju r is d ic t io n  w ith in  the  A gri

c u ltu re  Department, probably b u ild in g  upon the  RA. The recommended p o l i 

c ie s  were broadly r e h a b i l i ta t iv e .  The commission env isioned government 

purchase and re s a le  o f  farms on long term co n trac ts  w ith a t  le a s t  20 y e a r 

repayment term s, undertaken only a f t e r  superv iso ry  lea se  periods o f  up to  

f iv e  y e a rs . The agency should a lso  le a se  land from owners and then sub

l e t  I t  to  ten an ts  under I t s  guidance. S e lec tio n  o f  c l i e n t s  would give

^^New York Times. January 7 , 1937, 28; Montgomery A d v e rtise r , 
January 7 , 1937; Birmingham News. January 7 , 1937. There were a lso  
e d i to r ia l  suggestions th a t  achievement o f  p rice  p a r i ty  had to  precede 
any successfu l program f o r  tenancy . See Birmingham News. January 8 , 
1937.

C. Nixon to  Francis P. M il le r , January 9 , 1937, NPCP.

®®Montgomery A d v e rtise r. January 7 , 1937.

^®L. C. Gray to  members o f  the  commission, December 22 , 1936,
NA RG 16.
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preference to  those a lread y  on the acquired  lands. The rep o rt advocated 

the fam ily farm as the  m ajor type o f holding to  be encouraged, bu t a lso  

suggested experim entation in  a id ing  cooperative  groups to  buy o r  lease  

acreage. Congressional ap p rop ria tions would support a l l  of th is  i n i t i a l l y ,  

but broader financing  (presumably issuance of bonds by th e  agency) could 

be attem pted l a t e r .

The commission favored  extension  o f  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  c r e d i t ,  tech n ica l 

guidance and debt adjustm ent loans to  about 1.3 m illio n  fa m ilie s , probably 

includ ing  the  g rea t m ajo rity  o f  the  1 .8  m illion  in d iv id u a l Southern 

ten an ts  and croppers then financed only  by lie n  m erchants. The re p o rt 

expected th a t  the  a b le s t  o f  these  c l i e n t s  could be b u i l t  up to  the  p o in t 

th a t  they  could purchase farm s. Considering the  p l ig h t  o f  d e s t i tu te  wage 

la b o re rs , i t  suggested con stru c tin g  government camps f o r  m igrants and 

r e h a b i l i ta t io n  c re d i t  f o r  those who could be e s ta b lish e d  as te n a n ts . 

F in a lly , th e  statem ent endorsed the submarginal land  and re se ttlem en t 

work o f  th e  RA.3?

As the  1937 Congress convened, th e  P re s id e n t, in  h is  S ta te  o f  th e  

Union message on January 6 ,  urged a c tio n  to  reduce the  "prevalence o f  

an un-American type o f  te n a n t fan n in g ."  He recognized th a t  no t every 

poor ru ra l fam ily could b e n e f it  from a loan with which to  purchase a 

farm , bu t he s t i l l  suggested th is  course as the h e a r t  o f new le g is la t io n .  

Jones, having consulted  th e  a d m in is tra tio n , had a lread y  in troduced a b i l l

3?U .S ., National Resources Committee, Farm Tenancy. Report o f th e  
P re s id e n t 's  Committee (Washington: U.S. Government P rin tin g  O ff ic e ,T937)v ir-ro.-------

^ B ald w in , Poverty and P o l i t i c s ,  167; New York Times, January 7 , 
1937, 2 .



259

on January 4 and Bankhead p resen ted  an id e n tic a l  one on January 8.

Although the press po in ted  out I t s  s im ila r i ty  to  the  1935 e f f o r t .  I t  

a c tu a lly  only resembled th a t  measure as a l te re d  a t  th e  beginning o f 1936 

to  conform to  R oosevelt's  views. The new Bankhead-Jones proposal e n v i

sioned a Farm Homes C orporation as p a r t  o f  the  Department o f A gricu ltu re- 

The agency would have no bond-issu ing  powers and would depend fo r  ten  

years  upon annual ap p ro p ria tio n s o f $50 m ill io n . As contem plated In 1935, 

th e  FHC would be empowered to  a c q u ire . Improve and r e s e l l  farms to  ten a n ts  

on long c re d i t  terms and safeguard p u rch ase rs ' possession by re ta in in g  

t i t l e  u n t i l  debts were com pletely am ortized. A new prov ision  was fo r  

com nlttees o f  lo ca l fa rm ers , agents o f th e  FHC, to  approve a l l  land 

obtained  and s e le c t  "d es ira b le "  borrow ers. Alexander Objected to  th is  

fe a tu re ,  fo resee ing  abuses , fav o ritism  and concen tra tion  on the r l s k -  

w orthlness o f a p p lic a n ts  r a th e r  than t h e i r  need. But he gave way a t  

Jo n es ' In s is te n c e . There were two o th e r  t i t l e s .  One continued RA's 

ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n  and th e  o th e r  provided f o r  submarginal land- 

re se ttle m en t program s.3*

As In 1935 and 1936, th e re  was se rio u s  opposition  In Congress, 

e sp e c ia lly  w ith in  the  House A gricu ltu re  C onnlttee. This became ev id en t 

In  January and February as the  committee held  hearings on the p roposa l. 

There were some w itnesses and menters  o f  the  committee whose th ink ing  

on ru ra l poverty extended no fu r th e r  than  the  Idea o f  p rice  p a r i ty .

For example, Hampton Fulmer o f  South C arolina Informed Gardner Jackson

39New York Tim es. January  9 ,  1937, 1 , and January  4 ,  1937, 2 .



260

th a t  th e  most e f fe c t iv e  p o lic y  "would be to  bring  about a b e t te r  co n d i

t io n  f o r  te n a n ts , sharecroppers and fa rm ers , through . . . b e t te r  p r ic e s  

to  meet th e  cause . . . [ o f ]  th e [1 r]  downfall . . . [ th ey ] would be b e t 

t e r  o f f  I f  they could rece iv e  a f a i r  p r ic e  f o r  t h e i r  commodities." 

S im ila r ly , he to ld  M. L. Wilson th a t  th e  p r ic e  problem had to  be so lved  

f i r s t ,  because "u n til we b ring  about s t a b i l i t y  and a ssu re  a g ric u ltu re  a 

f a i r  share  o f the  n a tio n a l Income we w ill  n o t g e t v t iy  f a r  In any program 

to  make ten an ts  landow ners." W ilson, o f co u rse , d id  n o t d ispu te  th e  

Importance o f  p rice  p a r i t y ,  but contended th a t  "we need to  s t a r t  now" 

w ith a n ti- ten an cy  m e a su re s .^

A c lo se ly  re la te d  Idea was th a t  lack  o f p a r i ty  p r ic e s  was the  c h ie f  

cause o f tenancy. Ed O'Neal o f the  American Farm Bureau Federation 

advised  th e  committee to  "remember th a t  a f a i r  p rice  system and p a r i ty  

o f  Income . . .  w ill do more to  prevent th e  lo ss o f  farm homes through 

fo rec lo su re  than any o th e r  one f a c t o r . H a r o l d  Cooley put I t  even 

more b lu n tly . Because o f  poor p r ic e s ,  he s a id ,  "the owners o f the land 

a re  dropping In to  the  te n a n t c la ss "  and " . . . I f  you w ill  make [farm ing] 

. . . p ro f i ta b le  th e  tenancy question w il l  take ca re  o f I t s e l f .

These views recognized th e  obvious steady  Increase  In tenancy, but 

a t t r ib u te d  I t  to  low commodity p rice s  and mortgage fo re c lo su re s .

^ Farm Tenancy. Hearings before th e  Committee on A g ricu ltu re , House 
o f R ep resen ta tive , 75 Congress, 1 s t S ess io n , January and February* 1937, 
p . 208, February 11, 1937 and p . 38 , January  28 , 1937. H ereafter c i te d  
as Farm Tenancy h e a rin g s .

41 lb1d ., 316. February 19, 1937.

4 2 lb 1 d ., 232. February  18 , 1937.
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com pletely overlooking land lessness as a long-stand ing  condition  c lo se ly  

a sso c ia ted  with the  S o u th 's  fundamental p o v erty . By t h e i r  remarks O'Neal 

and Cooley i l l u s t r a te d  how powerful and in f lu e n tia l  S ou therners, sup

posedly well informed about fa m  m a tte rs , o ften  had s l ig h t  understanding 

o f  the p l ig h t  o f t h e i r  re g io n 's  most im poverished peop le , and probably 

l i t t l e  concern as w e ll. A dm inistration spokesmen, as in  1935, saw the  

Bankhead program as complementary to  t h e i r  p a r i ty  p o lic ie s  and re a d ily  

agreed th a t  b e t te r  p r ic e s  were an e s s e n t ia l  precondition  f o r  a n ti poverty 

e f f o r t s .  But they  found i t  necessary to  remind Southern Congressmen, as 

Wallace to ld  Cooley, t h a t  "we must not f o rg e t  th a t  farm p ro sp e rity  in  

i t s e l f  . . . w ill  n o t tak e  care o f the  t e n a n t 's  problem. You could have 

a very prosperous a g r ic u ltu re  during th e  n ex t twenty y ears  and w ith i t  

a very g re a t in c re ase  in  tenancy. . .

In th e  hearings ad m in istra tio n  o f f i c i a l s  and members o f  the P re s i

d e n tia l tenancy Commission s tre sse d  th e  n e c e ss ity  fo r  a m u ltip le  a tta c k  

on tenancy . None claim ed th a t  land purchase c re d it  was a panacea fo r  

the  la n d le s s , r a th e r ,  th ey  favored i t  as p a r t  o f la rg e r  New Deal a g r i 

c u ltu ra l p o l ic ie s .  They re fe rre d  f re q u e n tly  to  land ownership as a 

goal f o r  the  lan d less  and invoked the  concept o f an " a g r ic u ltu ra l  ladder"  

p rogressing  toward i t .  H. L. Wilson saw a l l  a g r ic u ltu ra l programs as 

complementary. He no ted  the  Soil C onservation S e rv ice 's  e f f o r t s  to  

preserve land and the  AAA's to  l i f t  p r ic e s .  The FCA extended c re d i t  on 

one lev e l and th e  Bankhead b i l l ' s  co rp o ra tio n  could provide i t  fo r  

an o th e r. Moreover, r e h a b i l i ta t io n  loans could  hardly be separa ted  from

43lbid.
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a ten an t purchase m easure, "because what you a re  try in g  to  do i s  to  move 

th i s  g rea t group o f  people . . .  up th e  s t a i r s  to  ow nership, o r  to  Improve 

th e i r  cond ition  as te n a n ts ."4*

S im ila r ly , Alexander t e s t i f i e d  o f  th e  need to  deal w ith the  poor on 

several l e v e ls .  Including  those who could be a s s is te d  to  home ownership, 

those about to  lo se  farms and unable to  q u a lify  f o r  FCA a id ,  and the  lan d 

le s s  needing r e h a b i l i ta t io n  lo an s . The l a t t e r  he described  as "under the  

group provided f o r  In th i s  b i l l , "  and reminded the  committee th a t  "while 

you cannot finance them In landow nership, something has g o t to  be done 

Immediately fo r  them ." Concerning t h e i r  c o n d itio n , he s a id :

This New D eal, through I t s  a c t i v i t y ,  has drawn o u t o f  the 
dark a l o t  o f  Inform ation as to  [ th e ]  poverty and need th a t  has 
been . . . [p re se n t]  In  th i s  country  f o r  a long tim e . Much of 
I t  was no t caused by th e  d ep ress io n . Many o f th ese  people have 
liv e d  In poverty a l l  t h e i r  l iv e s .  Now they are  expecting  some
th in g  and we ought to  do something f o r  them. . . . These people 
have had n o th in g .45

Among New D eale rs , Alexander had probably th e  c le a re s t  understanding o f  

the  chron ic  nature  o f  th e  ru ra l S ou th 's  poverty .

L. C. Gray took a s im ila r  p o s i t io n . As a r e s u l t  o f  th e  land tenure  

system , th e  depression and o th e r  cau se s , he s a id ,  about one-fourth  o f th e  

American farm  population liv e d  a t  a low le v e l c o n s titu t in g  a "national 

d isg ra c e ."  Gray recognized th a t  no s in g le  p iece o f a n ti- ten an cy  l e g i s l a 

t io n  could remedy th is  problem, bu t he was convinced th a t  " th is  b i l l  

embodies a t  l e a s t  one sound way o f  a tta c k in g  the  problem. . . .  I t  

would be a s ig n if ic a n t  segment In a w ell-rounded program fo r  farm

44ib1d .. 35-37. January 2 8 , 1937.

45ib 1d ., 102. February 2 , 1937.
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te n a n c y ." ^

M. W. T hatcher, a member o f  the  tenancy commission who had been 

d ir e c t ly  Involved In the  p rep ara tio n  o f  I t s  r e p o r t ,  estim ated  fo r  the  

committee th e  ca teg o ries  o f  farm ers req u irin g  a id  during 1937. Accord

ing to  h is  In v es tig a tio n s  w ith in  the  RA, th ese  Included 300,000 standard  

re h a b i l i ta t io n  loan c l ie n ts  needing supplemental a ss is ta n c e  f o r  another 

y ea r (average loans o f  $200 to ta l l in g  $60 m il l io n ) ,  210,000 fam ilies 

receiv ing  RA subsis tence  g ran ts  who should have r e h a b i l i ta t io n  loans 

(average c re d i ts  o f $400 to ta l l in g  $84 m il l io n ) ,  500,000 "marginal 

fa m ilie s ,"  m ostly Midwestern, not q u a lif ie d  f o r  FCA c re d i t  but needing 

emergency a id  to  s tay  o f f  r e l i e f  ($400 each to ta l l in g  $200 m illio n ) and 

150,000 cases needing su b s is ten ce  g ran ts  ($100 each , to ta l l in g  $15 m il

l io n ) .  Adding emergency feed  loans and drought r e l i e f ,  Thatcher e s t i 

mated the  c o s t o f a minimum program f o r  th e  d e s t i tu te  a t  $404 m illio n .

A ten an t purchase program would be a d d it io n a l .

Some questioned the  need fo r  a comprehensive po licy  fo r  the  land 

l e s s ,  e s p e c ia lly  one b u i l t  upon the  RA. Wilson Gee, a V irg in ia  Extension 

spokesman, t e s t i f i e d  th a t  th e  proposed Farm Homes Corporation should not 

be combined w ith the RA, b u t should begin w ith a "clean s la te  . . . 

responsib le  f o r  I t s  own e r r o r s ,"  unencumbered w ith another agency's 

"sin s of omission and commission." Only under p ressu re  d id  he admit 

th a t  th e  RA should be continued a t  a l l  "In some form" because I t s  

"esse n tia l o b jec tiv e s"  were s o u n d .^  Harold Cooley, another c r i t i c .

^ I b l d . ,  59. Jan u ary  2 9 , 1937. ^ ^ I b ld . ,  300-303. February 1 9 , 1937.

4 * Ib 1 d ., 24-26. Jan u ary  27 , 1937.
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demanded o f  Alexander whether the  rea l purpose o f  th e  b i l l  was to  con

tin u e  the  agency. Alexander reminded him t h a t  renewal o f  the  program 

depended upon executive o rd e r and d id  n o t mention the  p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t  

I t  could be combined w ith te n a n t purchase o p e ra tio n s .*9 Jones, however, 

pointed out th a t  th e  b i l l  au tho rized  the  proposed FHC to  continue a l l  

d u tie s  o f th e  RA and a lso  allow ed t r a n s fe r  o f  the  RA to  e i th e r  the  FHC 

o r  to  the  Department o f A g ricu ltu re  (which In f a c t  Roosevelt had done 

by executive  o rd er on January 1 , 1937).^0 C lea rly  th e  measure perm itted  

attachm ent o f  the  Bankhead program to  th e  RA, as a n tic ip a te d  by Tugwell 

and Alexander In 1935.

A r e la te d  Issue concerned the  type o f te n a n t to  be aided toward 

ownership. Wilson Gee though t the  primary concern o f  the FHC should be 

"those a t  th e  top  o f the  te n a n t p i l e , "  w hile th e  RA t r ie d  to  develop 

the  c red it-w o rth in ess  o f  o th e r s .  J .  F. Jackson , another a g r i c u l tu r a l i s t ,  

thought farm purchase a s s is ta n c e  should be reserved  fo r  ap p lican ts  w ith 

"experience, a b i l i t y ,  t h r i f t ,  c h a rac te r  and managerial a b i l i t y , "  who 

had acq u ired , d e b t- f re e , enough household goods, workstock and equipment 

to  operate  a "one horse farm ." Gee adm itted th a t  such b e n e f ic ia r ie s  

would be cash tenan ts and share  te n a n ts , no t Impoverished sharecroppers 

and wage hands. As fo r  those  who could n o t q u a li fy ,  Jackson d id  "not 

be lieve  t h a t  th e  man who c a l l s  h im self a farm er bu t has never acquired 

any p roperty  I s  e n t i t le d  to  th e  b e n e fits  o f t h i s  act."®^

4 9 lb 1 d ., 114-115. February 3 , 1937.

S O lb ld .. 115. February 3 , 1937.

S l l b l d . ,  14, 15, 20-21 , 28. January 27 , 1937.
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A dm inistration o f f i c i a i s  took the  broader view th a t  land purchase 

help should no t be lim ited  to  any p a r t ic u la r  s t r a t a  o f  the la n d le s s . 

Responding to  suggestions th a t  the  b i l l  a s s i s t  "good ten an ts"  who owned 

equipment» M. L. Wilson o b jec ted : "I look upon th is  . . .  as . . .  a 

program which reaches down th ro u ÿ i the  whole o f  th e  tenancy p o p u la tio n ,"  

he s a id , no t merely concerned with the “cream a t  the  to p ."  To a Congress

man who thought i t  unsound " to  put poor te n a n ts  on . . . farm s," he 

defined  the  b e n e f ic ia r ie s  as "the average t e n a n t[ s ] ,  j u s t  about as the  

Lord made them."^^ Jones a lso  attem pted to  c la r i f y  th e  in te n t  by p o in t

ing out th a t  the  only s ta te d  requirem ent was th a t  borrowers be "worthy 

and am bitious,"  no t n e c e ssa r ily  possessed o f  equipment o r  o th e r a s s e t s .S3

S t i l l  ano ther question  concerned fund ing . The b i l l  app rop ria ted  

only $50 m illio n  fo r  the f i r s t  y e a r , an amount many regarded as " in s ig 

n i f ic a n t ."  An exchange between Gerald Boileau of Wisconsin and Alexander 

concluded th a t  with average loans o f  $8,000-$15,000 per farm (considerab ly  

more than a n tic ip a te d  in  1935), th is  amount would provide only one loan 

in  each o f  the  n a tio n 's  c o u n tie s . Alexander conceded th a t  th i s  was "very 

sm a ll,"  bu t unconvincingly m aintained t h a t  because o f  techn ica l problems 

of land buying, $50 m illio n  was a l l  t h a t  could be sp en t e f f e c t iv e ly  a t  

f i r s t .  A c tu a lly , Roosevelt was convinced th a t  th e  program should develop 

g radually  and d esired  only small i n i t i a l  ex p en d itu res . Consequently, 

when asked whether th e  measure would s ig n if ic a n t ly  improve the  s i tu a t io n  

w ith in  ten  y e a rs , Alexander was forced to  adm it, "not unless you do a

S Z lb id ., 56. January 28 , 1937. 

53lbid.
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g rea t deal more than Is  attem pted . . .  by th i s  b l l l ." ^ *

Fully  aware o f  I t s  inadequacy, A lexander, Gray and o th e r  adminis

t r a t io n  fig u res  s t i l l  favored the  b i l l  because they saw i t  as p a r t  o f 

an overa ll a tta c k  on poverty . S lig h tly  l a t e r ,  in  A p ril, when th e  measure 

was s t i l l  pending, Alexander d iscussed  ways o f  helping the  “low est th ird "  

o f the ru ra l population  and s tre s se d  to  Wallace and the  P re s id e n t,

Only a long-term  program o f superv ised  r e h a b i l i ta t io n ,  govern
ment purchase o f  submarginal lan d s , and o p p o rtu n itie s  f o r  ownership 
through a te n a n t purchase program can r a is e  th e i r  standard  o f l iv in g . 
I t  i s  im portant to  secure th is  p a tte rn  o f  a ss is ta n c e  now, through 
le g is la t io n ,  even though adequate money fo r  the  work i s  no t imme- 
d ia te lv  av a ilab l e .55 --------^ — ----------------------------------------

What a c tu a lly  was a t  stake  in  1937 was au th o riza tio n  f o r  government 

i n i t i a t i v e  in  purchase, improvement and re s a le  o f  land to  te n a n ts  as p a r t  

o f a "pa tte rn  o f  a s s is ta n c e ."  As Alexander exp lained  in  th e  h e a rin g s , 

" th is  proposal covers one o f  th e  th ings th a t  can be done. I agree th a t  

i t  i s  inadequate; i t  does no t provide enough expenditure  to  meet the 

problem." But, he added, the  soon-forthcom ing rep o rt o f  the  tenancy 

commission would suggest o th e r  appropria te  measures.56

One Congressman who grasped the  re la tio n sh ip  between RA r e h a b i l i 

ta t iv e  a c t iv i t i e s  and the  Bankhead measure was Otha Wearin o f  Iowa.

He declared th e  RA "s tr ik e s  a t  th e  ro o ts  o f  th e  cause o f  farm tenancy ."  

The "apparently  in f in ite s im a l"  gains by r e h a b i l i ta t io n  c l i e n t s ,  such as

54lbid.. 100-101. February 2 , 1937.

^^Memorandum, Alexander to  W allace, May 3 , 1937 [ f i l i n g  d a te ] ,
NA RG 15; id e n tic a l  memorandum to  FDR (unsigned), April 27 , 1937, marked 
"Special Committee on Farm Tenancy" and "Message M ate ria l—farm tennan t 
[ s i c ] ,"  e n t i t l e d  "Meeting the  Needs of the  Lowest Third [o f ]  American

F am ilies ,"  FDRL OF 1650. I t a l i c s  added.

SGparm Tenancy H earings, 103. February 2 , 1937. Personal i n t e r 
view with James G. Maddox.
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an increased  stock o f  home-canned vegetables» a c q u is itio n  o f mules» and 

home and farm management p lans devised under superv ision» could have a 

" d ire c t bearing on th e  e lim in a tio n  o f  tenancy ."  I t  would, o f course» 

be "absurd . . .  to  assume . . . th a t  ten a n t fanning  can be wiped out 

with a s in g le  b i l l  . . .  o r  . .  . th a t  a m ajo rity  o f  te n a n ts  can be 

advanced to  the  p o s itio n  o f  farm owners o v e rn ig h t."  But» he though t, 

a " lim ited  model farm purchase plan" could in co rp o ra te  some “fundamental 

approaches to  ru ra l poverty in  many se c tio n s  o f  th e  co u n try ,"  e sp e c ia lly  

i f  coupled w ith o th e r  e f f o r t s  " to  e lim in a te  th e  th r e a t  o f  farm poverty ."S?

In view o f the  small a p p ro p ria tio n , some c r i t i c s  questioned the 

r e la t iv e  value o f  ten a n t purchase and r e h a b i l i ta t io n  lo an s . They sug

gested th a t  more o f the  poor could be reached by extending th e  $50 m il

lio n  as e x tra  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  a id  a t  $500 per fam ily than lend ing  over 

$5JD00 p e r fam ily f o r  home buying. Alexander re p lie d  th a t  i f  fo rced  to  

choose he would ag ree , b u t , conm itted to  a comprehensive program, he 

denied th a t  a choice should be made. Henry Wallace and M. L. Wilson 

took th e  same position .S B

Several committee members a s sa ile d  the  measure fo r  p rovid ing  govern

ment land buying and superv ision  o f  borrow ers. John R. M itchell o f  

Tennessee thought ten an ts  should receive  d i r e c t  loans (o f only $500 o r 

$1,000) to  acquire  farm s. Alexander responded th a t  government s e le c tio n  

was necessary  to  assure  th a t  c l ie n ts  received  worthwhile p ro p e rty , and 

superv ision  would p ro te c t  fed e ra l investm ent in  th e  lan d . M itchell

S^Farm Tenancy H earings, 320-321. February 19, 1937.

B ® Ibid., 105-106. February  3 , 1937; 4 2 , January  2 8 , 1937; 234,
February 16 , 1937.
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r e to r te d ,  "I do not th ink  th a t  the  government . . . should be d ic ta t in g  

how he Is  to  do ev ery th in g . . . . This country was developed and made 

g rea t [because] our granddaddles b u i l t  I t  up w ith  Indiv idual I n i t i a t i v e . "  

When Alexander s t i l l  demurred, M itchell aénonished him th a t  the  value of 

u n fe tte red  Ind iv idualism  "would be a very d i f f i c u l t  . . . [question ] to  

take the  negative  on. I would advise you to  s ta y  on the  a ffirm a tiv e  o f  

I t . -59

Even the  proposal to  help  purchasers o b ta in  to o ls  and supp lies was 

a ttack ed . Fulmer, a form er l ie n  m erchant, condemned the  general language 

which extended c re d i t  f o r  " fu rn ish in g s , equipm ent, implements and 

machinery, su p p lie s , f a c i l i t i e s .a n d  l iv e s to c k ."  Alexander explained 

th a t  t h i s  would provide m ules, plows, simple to o ls  and even food , and 

th a t  " f a c i l i t i e s "  might r e f e r  to  minimum s h e l te r  o r  a w e ll. But Fulmer 

s tre tc h ed  the  wording to  an extreme and p ro fessed  to  fo resee  ex trav a 

gance In allow ing th e  government to  fu rn ish  t r a c to r s ,  th resh ing  machines, 

barns and co tton  g ins to  In d ig en t c l i e n t s .60

Whereas most testim ony concerned the  form and ex tensiveness o f  a 

purchase program, Gardner Jackson again ra is e d  the  question o f  whether 

the concept o f  such a plan was s u f f ic ie n t .  As had o th e rs , Jackson 

t e s t i f i e d  th a t  the  b i l l  was Inadequate as a c r e d i t  plan because I t  would 

n e c e ssa rily  be too s e le c tiv e  to  reach the  masses o f the  ru ra l d ispossessed , 

He a lso  ob jec ted  to  th e  estab lishm en t o f  lo ca l c l i e n t  se le c tio n  committees

5 9 ib 1 d .,  87-88 . February  2 ,  1937.

G O ib ld ., 85-86. February  2 ,  1937.
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because he doubted th e  poor would be rep resen ted  on them.^^ But h is  

fundamental con ten tion  was t h a t  th e  l e g i s l a t i o n 's  concen tra tion  on small 

ownership, both in  1935 and 1937, was m isguided. As he quoted from the  

National Committee on Rural Social P lann ing 's  l e t t e r  to  Wallace and 

Tugwel1,

Our committee s e r io u s ly  doubts th a t  a program o f in d iv id u a l 
ownership, however comprehensive, w ill perm anently e lim in a te  the  
e v i ls  o f  the tenancy system , . . .  A new type o f  farm o rg an iza 
tio n  w ill be necessary  . . . [which] must pe rfo rce  be a communal 
o r v illa g e  farm economy. . . . [Because o f  th e  advantages o f  
la rg e  sc a le  mechanized p roduction , th e ]  fundamental read justm ent 
needed i s  in  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  ownership o f  th e  la rg e  farm . . . .
To some groups th e  se n s ib le  way out i s  group ownership o f  1and.62

In answer to  Jones' qu estio n s Jackson sa id  he thought the  tre n d  toward

la rg e r  holdings and m echanization was i r r e v e r s ib le  and the  com petitive

handicaps o f small farm ers were such th a t  common ownership and opera tion

o f land would prove in  th e  long run an economic n e c e ss ity  fo r  them. He

a d n it te d , however, t h a t  th e re  were " te r r ib le  d i f f i c u l t i e s "  in  th e  way o f

t h i s  because "our a g r ic u ltu ra l  communities . . . have not . . . been

educated in  the  thought of co -opera tive  m ethods." As an example he

c ite d  an STFU survey o f  3,000 sharecroppers (some i l l i t e r a t e )  which

revealed  th a t  50 p e r cen t d e s ire d  to  own sm all fan n s , and about 40 per

cen t wanted to  farm co o p era tiv e ly  under government d ir e c t io n .^3

61 I b id . .  179. February 9 , 1937.

Ik li* *  180. February 9 , 1937; unsigned l e t t e r  from N ational Com
m ittee  on kural Social Planning to  Wallace and Tugwell, November 12, 
1936, NA RG 16. For s im ila r  views see ty p e s c r ip t  o f  rad io  speech by 
Noman Thomas, February 11» 1937, "What Next f o r  th e  Sharecropper,"
STFU papers.

GSparm Tenancy H earin g s, 1 8 2 . February 9 , 1 9 3 7 .
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Jackson made s ix  s p e c if ic  proposals.G* The f i r s t  was a te n a n t pur

chase program, n o t com pletely ru led  out and s u b s ta n t ia l ly  lik e  th e  Bank

head b i l l .  But more im p o rtan tly , he tho u g h t, the  government should 

encourage co o p era tiv e ly  operated  farms by two methods. I t  should extend 

long term loans t o  o rg an iza tio n s o f sh arecroppers , such as the  STFU, 

f o r  group purchase o f la rg e  t r a c t s .  He envisioned an im portant ro le  fo r  

the  union in  e s ta b lis h in g  a cooperative  system . J u s t  before the  Mont

gomery hearings he urged t e s t e r  to  s t r e s s  the  " a v a i la b i l i ty  o f ind ig inous 

leadersh ip  capable o f  o rganizing  u n its  to  which the  government can 

advance . . . la rg e  sc a le  cooperative loans and le a s e [ s ] .  . . RA 

community p ro je c ts  should a lso  be expanded, although p a r t ic ip a n ts  should 

be chosen according to  need , r a th e r  than  by agency s ta n d a rd s , which he 

thought too  s e le c t iv e .  T h ird ly , Jackson favored fed e ra l c r e d i t  f o r  

croppers vdio u n ite d  in  cooperative  v e n tu re s . T h is , o f  cou rse , had been 

perm itted  in  th e  1935 Bankhead le g is la t io n  bu t th e re  were doubts whether 

th e  1937 version  would allow  i t .6 6  The government should a lso  provide 

long term land  le a se s  to  te n a n ts ,  lend f o r  the  purchase o f equipment and 

fo r  production needs, and acquire  and opera te  la rg e  fanns on a wage o r 

share b a s is . These l a s t  th ree  had been among SPC recommendations in  

Montgomery. F in a lly , Jackson thought th e  proposed FHC should absorb

6 4 lb id ..  193-196. February 11, 1937.

®®6ardner Jackson to  Howard t e s t e r ,  January 5 , 1937, STFU p ap ers .

G6$ee Farm Tenancy H earings, 182, February 9 , 1937, fo r  Jo n e s ' 
view th a t  th e  b i l l  would perm it j o in t  ownership o f  m a te ria ls  and equip
ment, and 222, February 18, 1937, f o r  W allace 's opinion th a t  i t  would 
n o t.
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th e  RA.G7 Except f o r  the  heavy emphasis on cooperative landho ld ing , a l l  

o f  these  po in ts had been a n tic ip a te d  by RA o f f i c i a l s ,  by the ag ra rian  

l ib e r a l s  o f th e  SPC, o r  had been provided to  some degree by the  1935 

Bankhead measure.

Althouÿi such c r i t i c s  as Jackson challenged th e  b i l l ' s  assumptions 

about small farm ing. I t s  ad m in istra tio n  f r ie n d s ,  who recognized I t s  r e l a 

tio n  to  more general e f f o r t s ,  s t i l l  believed  In  I t s  home ownership g o a ls . 

They regarded th o se  alms as th e  capstone o f th e  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  founda

t io n  b u i l t  by th e  RA. Wallace thought purchase loans as p a r t  o f  a com

prehensive program were e sp e c ia lly  app licab le  In the  South, where 

average farms were small But th e  supporters a lso  saw small ownership 

as a po licy  em inently  acceptable to  Congress and the  p u b lic . L. C. Gray, 

who had p rev iously  s tre s se d  the  need fo r  a coordinated  a tta c k  on ru ra l 

poverty , advised the  conm lttee th a t  the  Ideal o f  landholding was "strong ly  

entrenched In th e  consciousness o f  our ru ra l people. That consciousness 

I s  unusually s tro n g . I t  Is  a psychological f a c to r  th a t  we cannot a ffo rd  

to  d isreg ard  In any broad program we may develop."®^ And Alexander to ld  

Wallace and th e  P residen t th a t  n o t only should te n a n t purchase c r e d i t  

be provided by law to  m aintain th e  RA "p a tte rn  o f  a ss is ta n ce "  b u t even 

a minimum p ro je c t  reaching r e la t iv e ly  few fam ilie s  would be valuab le  

because "the experience gained and th e  e f f e c t  on pub lic  opinion would

Gfparm Tenancy H earings, 196. February 11. 1937. Jackson estim ated  
th e  c o s t o f an adequate RA program a t  $552 m illio n  fo r  th e  y e a r .

6*Ib1d.. 265. Febi-uary 19, 1937.

6 9 lb 1 d ., 6 0 . January 2 9 , 1937.
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fu l ly  ju s t i f y

The l a s t  ex tensive  testim ony o f  th e  hearing  was by Henry W allace, 

who had favored te n a n t purchase c re d i t  s in ce  1935 bu t was a recen t con

v e r t  to  the  broader r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  approach to  poverty . He summarized 

most o f th e  p o s itio n s  of o th e r  New Deal o f f i c i a l s .  He acknowledged, as 

they had, the  l im ita t io n s  o f  a small ownership program, po in ting  o u t ,  f o r  

example, th a t  w ith ten a n ts  in c reas in g  a t  th e  r a te  o f 40,000 per y ea r 

during 1930-35, and w ith average loans o f  $4,000 per farm , i t  would be 

necessary  to  spend $150 m illio n  per y e a r  merely to  s ta b i l i z e  th e  s i t u a 

t io n  w ithout doing anything fo r  2 .8  m illio n  a lready  la n d le ss  farm ers.

He thought the  problem was “o f  such g re a t magnitude th a t  many o th e r 

approaches besides mere purchase and s a le  must be found i f  any appre- 

cialWe improvement . . .  i s  to  r e s u l t . L i k e  Alexander and Tugwell, 

he suggested th a t  tenancy was only a p a r t  o f  more general ru ra l d e s ti  -  

tu t io n .  He d ec la red :

Our o b je c tiv e s  should be to  provide both o p e ra tin g  owners 
and ten an ts  w ith g re a te r  s t a b i l i t y  o f  occupancy and g re a te r  s e c u r i ty  
o f  tenure  . . . w ith g re a te r  freedom from e x p lo i ta t io n . . . .
From th is  s tan d p o in t our problem i s  much broader than  tenancy 
a lone . We have a lso  to  co n sid er re la te d  problems o f  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  
o f  farm ers. . . . Someone must a ls o  f in d  a l te rn a t iv e s  fo r  those 
. . . owners o r  ten a n ts  . . . s tranded  on land . . . unsu ited  t o  
provide a decent l i v i n g . 72

Wallace appeared before th e  committee a f t e r  th e  re le a se  o f  th e  re p o r t

o f  the  P re s id e n tia l Tenancy Commission, o f which he was nominal chairm an.

70Memorandum, Alexander to Wallace, May 3 , 1937 [filin g  date],
NA RG 16; id e n tic a l unsigned memo to  FDR, A pril 27 , 1937, “Meeting th e  
Needs o f  th e  Lowest Third [o f ]  American Fam F am ilies ,"  FDRL OF 1650.

f^Farm Tenancy H earings, 270-271, February 19, 1937.

7 2 lb id . ,  272. February 1 9 , 1937.
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T herefo re , throughout h is  testlnxm y he pointed to  I t  as an example o f  

th e  comprehensive program needed fo r  the ru ra l poor. Noting th a t  th e  

proposed corpora tion  would be lim ite d  to  f a c i l i t a t i n g  home ownership, 

he endorsed the  Tugwellian view, expressed in  the  r e p o r t ,  th a t  ten an t 

purchase c r e d i t ,  r e h a b il i ta t io n  lo a n s , and submarginal land and r e s e t t l e 

ment programs should a l l  be conducted by one agency.

In comparing the  p re s id e n tia l  rep o rt to  th e  1937 le g is la t io n ,  W allace 

im plied some o f  th e  l e t t e r ' s  shortcom ings. In d ica tin g  some fea tu re s  

om itted from th e  b i l l ,  th e  S ecre tary  observed th a t  th e  commission recom

mended subsis tence  lo a n s , and i f  necessary , r e l i e f  g ran ts  fo r  420,000 

farm fam ilie s  l iv in g  in  d e s t i tu t io n .  For those unable to  ob tain  o p e ra tin g  

funds except a t  ruinous in te r e s t  r a t e s ,  i t  favored  d eb t adjustm ent lo a n s . 

Longer lease  c o n tra c ts  fo r  lan d less  fanners could a ls o  be encouraged I f  

the  proposed corpora tion  could assu re  land lords o f i t s  a b i l i ty  to  ex tend  

c re d i t  to  sharecroppers and assume some o f the  burden o f  th e i r  super

v is io n . Wallace a lso  thought th a t  the Bankhead-Jones measure was in ad e 

quate fo r  wage la b o re rs . Although no t excluded from i t s  lo an s , few o f  

them would be l ik e ly  to  q u a lify  f o r  the  s e le c tiv e  c r e d i t  most o f  i t s  

backers seemed to  a n t ic ip a te .  Therefore the  commission advocated 

estab lishm ent o f  camps fo r  m igrant workers and r e h a b i l i ta t io n  a id  f o r  

o th e rs , looking toward a s te p  up to  tenancy o r  sm all ownership a t  some 

fu tu re  time fo r  as many as p o ss ib le .

Wallace a lso  c a lle d  a tte n t io n  to  in stan ces o f  s p e c if ic  disagreem ent 

between the  b i l l  and th e  re p o r t  and in tim ated  th a t  the  le g is la t io n  should

f ^ I b i d . ,  216 , 218. February  18 , 1937. ? * Ib id .
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be changed to  conform. The commission proposed f iv e -y e a r  t r i a l  le a se s  

f o r  p rospective  p u rch ase rs , a fe a tu re  s im ila r  to  one In the  1935 measure. 

Another recommendation was th a t  borrow ers, by c o n tra c t ,  receive  t i t l e  

to  farms only a f t e r  twenty years (although perm itted  to  amortize debts 

as ra p id ly  as p o s s ib le ) ,  as a p ro te c tio n  a g a in s t lo ss  o f  farms to  specu

l a t o r s .  At th i s  p o in t Jones d isag reed , supporting  th e  prov ision  th a t  

t i t l e s  would pass when ten an ts  achieved e q u it ie s  o f 25 per c e n t . W allace 

a lso  opposed the  use o f  lo ca l s e le c tio n  com m ittees. In th is  he concurred 

w ith th e  p riv a te  opinions o f Will A lexander, bu t c lashed  again w ith 

Jones

Wallace to ld  th e  committee th a t  th e  commission advised government 

encouragement o f  cooperative  e n te rp r is e s  among small farm ers wherever 

f e a s ib le .  The 1935 Bankhead b i l l  had perm itted  f in a n c ia l a ss is ta n c e  

fo r  such v en tu res , b u t Wallace doubted th a t  th e  1937 version  would, 

s in ce  I t  Intended loans fo r  In d iv id u a ls . The S ecre tary  a lso  to ld  Jones 

th a t  the  commission wanted to  t r y  c o lle c t iv e  landholding only on a very 

l im ite d  sca le  bu t favored  broad p rov isions f o r  o th e r  cooperation because 

"c e r ta in  economic d isadvantages o f  the  fam ily  s iz e  farm  can be overcome 

through cooperative ownership o f  th e  more expensive types of farm 

machinery and breeding s to c k , and through cooperative  buying, p rocessing  

and m a r k e t i n g , T h i s  was th e  general New Deal response to  th e  STFU's

f S ib ld . .  221-223. February 18 , 1937; COHC-Alexander, 601.

fGparm Tenancy H earings, 221. February 18, 1937. Compare W allace 's 
testim ony to  Gardner J a c k so n 's , 182, February 9 , 1937. Wallace would 
n o t c a te g o r ic a lly  ru le  ou t c o lle c t iv e  land  ow nership, no r would Jackson 
com pletely condemn a te n a n t purchase p lan . But each emphasized h is  own 
p reference  and minimized th e  o th e r  a l te r n a t iv e .
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ass io p tlo n  th a t  a sm all ownership program would n e c e ssa r ily  c rea te  an 

In e f f ic ie n t  peasantry  and th a t  the  way to  avoid th is  consequence "m ist 

perfo rce" be group land  ownership.

A fte r the  h e a rin g s . In  March and A p ril , 1937, a sharp  s tru g g le  

occurred In th e  House A gricu ltu re  committee between fr ien d s  and opponents 

o f th e  b i l l ,  re s u l tin g  In d ra s t ic  weakening o f  the  m ea su re .^  The c e n tra l 

Issue  was government I n i t i a t i v e  In a c q u is i t io n . Improvement and re s a le  

o f farms to  th e  la n d le s s . Most o f th e  ob jec tions had been ra ised  b e fo re . 

Some were convinced t h a t  a id  to  ten a n ts  was no proper fed e ra l fu n c tio n , 

and In any case c r e d i t  should be g ran ted  only to  risk -w orthy  farm ers.

S t i l l  o th ers  loose ly  charged th a t  th e  Innocuous Bankhead proposal would 

make c l ie n ts  "tenan ts o f  th e  government" o r  lead  to  " so c ia liz a tio n  o f  

th e  la n d ."78

"R ealizing th e  h e a t o f  the  s tru g g le  w ith in  the  comm ittee," R oosevelt, 

on March 30, con ferred  f i r s t  w ith Bankhead, Wallace and Alexander, then  

w ith Jones and s ix  o th e r  committee members. He repo rted ly  In s is te d  upon 

the  p r in c ip le  o f government purchase and r e s a le ,  bu t h in ted  th a t  he would 

accept cu ts In the  le v e l o f  spending f o r  th a t  purpose. He sa id  as much 

In a p ress conference th e  same day. So long as the  u ltim ate  aim was th e  

e lim ina tion  o f  tenancy , the  s iz e  o f th e  f i r s t  app rop ria tion  made l i t t l e  

d if fe re n c e , he s a id , adding th a t  the  program "would be spread v e ry , very

77jhe general understanding o f  th e  s tru g g le  f o r  House passage In  
1937 r e l i e s .  In ad d itio n  to  the  sou rces c i te d ,  on two good secondary 
accounts: Baldwin, Poverty and P o l i t i c s . 177-184, and Donald H. Grubbs, 
"The Southern T en a n tT irw ew ' Union and the  New Deal" (unpublished Ph.D. 
d is s e r ta t io n .  U n iversity  o f  F lo r id a , 1963), 553-561.

78n6w York Times. March 31, 1937, 1; A pril 1 , 1937, 1 , 40;
Ju ly  7 , 1937, 9 .
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th in .  P ra c t ic a l ly  speak ing , i t  would be on an experim ental b a s is  . . . 

because, obv iously . I f  you did i t  f o r  a l l  the  ten an t farm ers I t  would run 

in to  the  billions.'*^®

Despite th ese  accommodations by th e  P re s id e n t, th e  committee voted 

13-11 on A pril 1 , to  s t r i k e  T it le  One, th e  p rovision  fo r  th e  $50 m illion  

annual app ro p ria tio n  f o r  ten an t purchase lo an s . Jones considered the 

ac tion  " f in a l . " The ad m in istra tio n  hoped to  change severa l votes and 

re s to re  th e  b i l l  t o  i t s  o rig in a l form . A ccordingly, a f t e r  e f f o r t s  by 

the  m easure's su p p o rte rs , th e  committee reconsidered  on A pril 7 , but 

su sta ined  i t s  e a r l i e r  d e c is io n . A gain, Jones was c e r ta in  th a t  the ac tio n  

"takes th e  government ou t o f  the p ic tu re  as a land p u rc h a se r .” Following 

th is  v o te , th e  a d m in is tra tio n , d e s iro u s  o f  hasten ing  th e  measure to  th e  

House f lo o r  and to  th e  Senate where th e  d e le ted  p o rtio n s  might be re s to re d , 

y ie ld ed  ag a in . I t  agreed to  accep t a $50 m illio n  annual app rop ria tion  

fo r  d i r e c t  loans to  te n a n ts  who would s e le c t  and buy t h e i r  own farm s, 

provided the  government could p rev en t a lie n a tio n  o f  th e  land pending 

complete repayment.®®

On A pril 15, 1937, th e  committee rep o rted  the  b i l l ,  considerably  

weakened. I t  Included a new fa m  purchase c re d i t  s e c t io n , providing fo r  

d i r e c t  loans to  ten a n ts  w ith p refe rence  to  those ab le  to  make down pay

ments on farms and who owned l iv e s to c k . The measure re ta in e d  In ta c t  

the au th o riza tio n  f o r  r e h a b i l i t a t io n ,  submarginal land  and re se ttlem en t

7 * Ib id ., April 1 , 1937, 1 , 40; A pril 6 ,  1937, 22; FDRL, FDR Press 
C onferences, IX (1937), 226-227. P ress Conference 356 (Vhite House). 
March 30, 1937.

®®New York T im es. A pril 1 , 1937, 1 ,  40 ; A pril 7 ,  1937, 10.
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programs.

I f  th e  House A gricu ltu re  committee delayed the  b i l l ,  c e rta in  a c tio n s  

o f the  adm in istra tion  I t s e l f  a lso  re ta rd e d  I t  In the  sp rin g  of 1937. 

Francis P. M ille r  blamed two fa c to rs  In  p a r t ic u la r .  He advised an SPC 

colleague th a t  "the e n t i r e  le g is la t iv e  program . . .  had been slowed up 

by the  P re s id e n t 's  co u rt proposal and th e  progress o f  measures l ik e  the  

Farm S ecu rity  Act has now been com pletely a rre s te d  by th e  a d m in is tra tio n 's  

recen t economy move."^^ The court reform  co n tro v ersy , o f  course , consumed 

th e  sp rin g  and sunner o f  1937 and g e n e ra lly  undermined New D ealers ' 

In fluence in  Congress. Equally se rio u s  was the  s tro n g e s t  economy d riv e  

since e a r ly  1933. The P resid en t wanted to  balance th e  budget, d e fe r  new 

ta x e s , and c u t requests f o r  such p roposals as fed e ra l a id  to  education 

and low c o s t housing. Even farm tenancy ou tlays would be "avoided." 

Columnist A rthur Krock expected th e  new emphasis to  fo rce  any tenancy 

program to  s t a r t  on a modest o r experim ental sca le

On May 15 Roosevelt c a lle d  fo r  Congressional a c tio n  on court reform , 

a general r e l i e f  a p p ro p ria tio n , and tenancy , although th e  press rep o rted  

th a t  probably no more than  $10 m illio n  could be expected  fo r  loans to  

ten an ts  In th e  f i r s t  y e a r .  Among th o se  d i s s a t is f ie d  w ith th is  l a t e s t  

reduction  was Bankhead, who In 1935 had only r e lu c ta n t ly  consented to  

e lim in a tio n  o f  the  Independent b i l l io n  d o lla r  bond-issu ing  co rp o ra tio n .

81 I b id . ,  April 15, 1937, 13.

SZprancIs P. M ille r  to  Charles W. Edwards, May 7 , 1937, papers 
o f  H. C. Nixon, In the  possession o f  the  Nixon fam ily , N ashville . 
H erea fte r c i te d  as Nixon papers.

83New York Tim es. A p ril 2 1 , 1937, 1 ; A pril 2 2 , 1937 , 22.
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He Informed the  P residen t t h a t  he was dropping ac tion  on th e  b i l l  unless 

he received  word th a t  the  White House was s t i l l  se r io u s ly  In te re s te d  In 

I t .  Roosevelt found I t  necessary  to  co n fe r w ith the  Senator and secured 

h is  agreement f o r  the  change.8*

As th e  House A gricu ltu re  committee c u t  e s s e n t ia l  fea tu re s  from the  

b i l l ,  th e  fe e lin g  grew w ith in  th e  adm in istra tion  th a t  th e  measure was 

"hopelessly  u n sa tis fa c to ry  a s  written,"®® and th a t  th e re  was a growing 

lack  o f  resemblance between I t  and the  recommendations o f  the  p residen 

t i a l  tenancy commission. Accordingly, th e  c h ie f  advocates o f  the l e g i s la 

tio n  began considering  what minimum program they could salvage fo r  the  

Immediate fu tu re .

In April Alexander prepared  memoranda f o r  Wallace and R oosevelt, 

based on the  fin d in g s o f the  tenancy commission, concerning means o f  

"meeting th e  needs o f the  low est th ird  o f American farm fa m ilie s ."  He 

proposed a program which was b a s ic a lly  r e h a b i l i t a t iv e .  Summarizing RA 

a c t iv i ty  to  th a t  d a te , he po in ted  out th a t  standard r e h a b il i ta t io n  loans 

had been made to  300,000 fa m ilie s , 100,000 o th e rs  had received  emergency 

drought lo an s , and th e  agency had extended 400,000 subsis tence  g ra n ts , 

a c tu a lly  r e l i e f ,  averaging $20 per month. Although th is  a ss is tan ce  

reached 800,000 f a m ilie s ,  Alexander considered  th a t  only th e  r e h a b i l i 

ta t io n  c l ie n ts  had received  "permanent and co n stru c tiv e"  a id . He took 

th i s  p o s it io n , because th e  o th e r  help  had been o f a temporary nature

®^J. H. Bankhead to  FDR, June 3 , 1937, FDRL OF 1650; New York 
Times. June 5 , 1937, 1 . 2 .

®®M11o Perkins to  Paul Appleby, May 2 , 1937 [ f i l i n g  d a te ] ,
NA RG 16.
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and because RA experience w ith c re d i t  and superv ision  had "demonstrated 

th a t  through th is  p rocess g re a t inprovenents can be made in  the  liv in g  

standards o f  these  f a m il ie s ."  Moreover, th e  loan and guidance combina

tio n  was ab so lu te ly  e s s e n t ia l  fo r  the  poor because “th e  cond ition  o f  

the  bottom th ir d  o f  th e  farm fam ilies  . . .  i s  such th a t  any increase  

in  farm p ric e s  or general p ro sp e rity  w ill  do very l i t t l e  fo r  th e m ."#

Turning to  s p e c if ic  requ irem ents, Alexander estim ated  a minimum 

program fo r  f is c a l  1938 should include $75 m illio n  to  continue r e h a b i l i 

ta t io n  c r e d i t  f o r  p re se n t c l ie n ts  and ex tend i t  to  30,000-50,000 more 

"who so re ly  need i t . "  Submarginal land re tirem en t and re se ttle m en t should 

have $10 m illio n . Acquiescing in  th e  economy d r iv e , Alexander proposed 

only $10 m illio n  fo r  te n a n t purchase lo an s . However, he a s s e r te d , th a t  

nominal amount could be f u l ly  j u s t i f i e d  by th e  n e c e ss ity  o f  completing 

the  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  "p a tte rn  o f a ss is ta n c e "  f o r  the  ru ra l  poor, by the  

experience gained in  such lending  in  a n tic ip a tio n  o f expanded under

tak ings in  the  fu tu r e ,  and by the  favorab le  Im pression encouragement of 

farm ownership would have on pub lic  op in ion . Furtherm ore, he in s is te d  

th a t  whatever the  amount provided, adequate superv ision  had to  be in c o r

p o ra ted , o r th e  money would be la rg e ly  w asted.*?

Alexander bad a s u b s t i tu te  b i l l  p repared  in  th e  Department o f  

A gricu ltu re  S o l i c i to r 's  o f f ic e  f o r  in tro d u c tio n  in  th e  Senate . Since 

th e  measure repo rted  by th e  House A g ricu ltu re  committee s t i l l  provided

^Memorandum, Alexander to  W allace, May 3 , 1937 [ f i l i n g  d a te ] ,
NA RG 16; Id en tica l memo (unsigned) to  FDR, ApHl 27, 1937, "Meeting the  
Needs o f  the  Lowest T h ird  [o f ]  American Farm F am ilies ,"  FDRL OF 1650.

*?Ibid.
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funds fo r  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  and submarginal land  retirem ent»  c o n s is te n t with 

A lexander's minimum program, the  new proposal would re s to re  th e  e s s e n t ia ls  

o f  the  te n a n t purchase c re d i t  t i t l e  s tr ic k e n  on March 31. I t  would 

e s ta b lish  the  FHC and au tho rize  I t  to  buy. Improve, and r e s e l l  farms o r  

lend d ir e c t ly  to  enable ten an ts  to  do so . The corpora tion  could lease  

land fo r  f iv e  year p e rio d s , o r fo r  ten  years I f  I t  gave te n a n ts  an option 

to  purchase, as well as make loans fo r  l iv e s to c k  and equipm ent. No p re f 

erence would be req u ired  f o r  those able to  make down payments o r  owning 

workstock.88

Due to  d i f f i c u l t i e s  In the  House Rules Committee, and In  o rd er to  

reduce th e  b i l l ' s  app rop ria tions In l in e  w ith  th e  economy tre n d  In 

Congress, Jones rev ised  th e  measure and th e  A gricu ltu re  Conmdttee repo rted  

I t  again on June 18. I t  s t i l l  provided d i r e c t  loans to  te n a n ts .  In the 

amount o f  $10 m illio n  fo r  1938. In the  Senate Bankhead planned to  In t ro 

duce the a l te r n a te ,  a s  prepared In the  A g ricu ltu re  Department, when the  

House passed and se n t over I t s  v e rs io n . On June 30 the  House ac ted  and 

on Ju ly  3 the  Senate approved the  a d m in is tra tio n  s u b s t i tu t e .88

The two measures were subm itted to  a conference committee on Ju ly  7 . 

However, a bloc o f unfavorable members o f  th e  House A gricu ltu re  comm ittee.

*8Memorandum to  Alexander from Mark Oppenhelmer o f USDA S o l i c i to r 's  
O ffice , May 27, 1937, NA RG 16. The d r a f t  was modeled on th e  1935 
Bankhead b i l l ,  excep t th a t  I t  d id  not c re a te  an Independent co rpora tion  
o r au thorize  a bond Is su e .

88n6W York Tiroes, June 18, 1937, 33; June 29 , 1937, 1 ; June 30, 1937, 
1; Ju ly  3 , 1 9 3 7 , 't r “ See a lso  Baldwin, Poverty Pol i t i c s ,  183-184.
The b i l l  provided $10 m illio n  fo r  the  f i r s t  y e a r ,  $26 mfYiion and $50 
m illion  fo r  the nex t two. There were no d i r e c t  ap p ro p ria tio n s  fo r  ru ra l 
r e h a b i l i ta t io n ,  although th e  S ecre tary  o f  A gricu ltu re  would be perm itted  
to  use r e l i e f  funds fo r  th a t  purpose.
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now co n fe rees , organized to  preven t acceptance o f  the  Senate b i l l ,  which 

one o f them described  as a s te p  toward " s o c ia liz a tio n  o f  the  land ."*^  

Because o f  t h e i r  h o s t i l i ty *  fr ien d s  o f  th e  le g is la t io n  could do l i t t l e  

f o r  I t .  One favorab le  Alabama Congressman to ld  H. C. Nixon th a t  he was 

convinced o f  th e  s u p e r io r i ty  o f  th e  Senate version  and was, as an o u ts id e r , 

try in g  to  persuade h is  co lleagues on th e  comm ittee.91 He was unsuccessfu l. 

The conference re je c te d  the  S en a te 's  changes and the  a c t  was se n t to  th e  

P resident on Ju ly  16.

To Frank Tannenbaum, Alexander compared th e  modest p roposals fo r  

an ti-p o v erty  e f f o r t s  they  had considered  w ith Edwin Embree and Charles S. 

Johnson in  A tlan ta  In the  f a l l  o f  1934, and concluded “In t h i s  l e g i s l a 

tio n  we have gone a long w^y." The A dm in istra to r conceded t h a t  the farm 

purchase c r e d i t  fe a tu re s  were "not a l l  I would w ant," bu t thought the  

measure was s t i l l  "a good b e g in n in g ."9% But among them selves, Alexander 

and o th e r New Dealers were acu te ly  aware o f  th e  a c t 's  d e f ic ie n c ie s . On 

several occasions In J u ly , j u s t  a f t e r  I t s  passage, Appleby, M. L. W ilson, 

Alexander and Milo P e rtln s  co n fe rred . They found the  re h a b i l i ta t io n  and 

submarginal land t i t l e s  accep tab le . However, they agreed th e  b i l l  as a 

whole was u n sa tis fa c to ry  because o f I t s  d i r e c t  len d in g , lack o f  leasing  

procedures and general unconformity w ith  th e  re p o rt o f  th e  p re s id e n tia l  

tenancy commission.*3

^®New York Times. Ju ly  7 , 1937, 9 .

91Joe S tarnes to  H. C. Nixon, Ju ly  9 ,  1937, Nixon p ap ers .

9^Alexander to Frank Tannenbaum, Ju ly  15, 1937, Frank Tannenbaum 
papers, Columbia University.

93Memorandum, Paul Appleby to  W allace, Ju ly  19, 1937; M. L. Wilson 
to  Daniel W. B e ll , Ju ly  19, 1937, NA RG 16.
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Before passage o f  the  a c t ,  Perkins had considered I t  so Inadequate 

th a t  he recommended sa lvag ing  the  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  program by arrang ing  

fo r  I t s  funding from r e l i e f  a p p ro p ria tio n s , r a th e r  than  from the  Bankhead- 

Jones measure I t s e l f .  This change was subsequently  made In th e  f in a l  

House v e rs io n . Perkins was e sp e c ia lly  apprehensive th a t  enactment o f th e  

le g is la t io n  m ight r e s t r i c t  fu tu re  a n ti-p o v e rty  ac tion  because th e  admin

i s t r a t io n  would "face a h ig h ly  u n sa tis fa c to ry  b i l l  on farm se c u rity  

which might s e t  th e  p a tte rn  o f  tenancy reform  and a s s is ta n c e  fo r  the 

nex t decade."94

Because o f  such concerns, con sid era tio n  was given In  the  Ju ly  con

su l ta t io n s  t o  asking R oosevelt to  veto th e  a c t  and, presum ably. I n s i s t  

on le g is la t io n  agreeing more c lo se ly  with th e  views o f  h is  tenancy com

m ission . However, a consensus developed t h a t  "while th e  ten a n t b i l l  I s  

u n s a t is fa c to ry . I t  does c o n s t i tu te  something o f a beginning In organic 

law and . . . [ th e ]  embarrassment . . . between the  P re s id e n t, Bankhead, 

Jones and Congress In general would be to o  g re a t I f  th e re  were a v e to ."  

They decided to  advise Roosevelt to  sign  the  m easure.*5

These p ragm atists  were determined to  accep t the  b e s t  measure Congress 

would pass and were convinced th a t  the  Bankhead-Jones Act rep resen ted  th e  

maximum a t  t h a t  tim e. They a n tic ip a te d  t h a t  I t s  o b je c tiv e s , methods, and 

ap p ro p ria tio n s could be expanded In the  f u tu re .  (In  r e t ro s p e c t ,  one can 

recognize t h a t  o th e r New Deal programs a ls o  began m odestly .) M. L.

Wilson hoped th a t  " la rg e r  experience and tim e w ill convince Congress

94mi1o Perkins to  Paul Appleby, May 2 , 1937 [ f i l i n g  d a te ] ,  NA RG 16. 

95paui Appleby to  W allace, Ju ly  19, 1937, NA RG 16.
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t h a t  T i t le  I should be amended to  b ring  i t  in  l in e  w ith the  re p o r t  o f 

th e  P re s id e n t 's  C onnittee on Farm T e n a n c y . "96 Moreover, they  sought to  

im plant th a t  in te n t  w ith R oosevelt. Accordingly they  suggested remarks 

fo r  h is  u se , "assum ing," Wilson to ld  him, "you see f i t  to  a f f ix  your 

s ig n a tu re  to  the  Farm Tenant B i l l . "  They expected a p re s id e n tia l  s t a t e 

ment "would prepare th e  p u b lic  f o r  amendments th a t  w ill  undoubtedly be 

found necessary  once the  p re sen t b i l l  i s  given a t r i a l  in  a c tu a l adm inis

t r a t io n ."  The d r a f t ,  suggesting  fu tu re  re v is io n  o f  th e  m easure, s tre s se d  

the  c lo se  r e la tio n s h ip  between guidance and c re d i t  and the d e s i r a b i l i ty  

o f landownership as a goal o f  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  e f f o r t s .

One way on which th e  p resen t a c t  could be improved would be 
to  provide f o r  a t r i a l  period  during which th e  b e n e f ic ia r ie s  . . . 
would be req u ire d  to  dem onstrate t h e i r  cap ac ity  f o r  farm ownership 
before they  were given t i t l e .  As th e  a c t  now s ta n d s , every bene
f i c i a r y  i s  im aed ia te ly  given t i t l e  . . .  and must a t  once assume 
th e  f u l l  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  o f  ownership. I f  we a re  to  r a is e  from 
tenancy th ese  farm ers who have been most handicapped, a su b s ta n tia l 
t r i a l  period  would seem n ecessa ry , during  which, by guidance and 
ed u ca tio n , th e  most capab le  . . . would be prepared and se le c te d  
f o r  . . . ownership. For th ese  reasons I had hoped th a t  the  a c t  
would . . . allow  th e  Government . . .  to  purchase th e  farm and 
e n te r  in to  a t r i a l  lea se  . . . follow ed by a c o n tra c t o f  sa le  only 
a f t e r  th e  te n a n t had dem onstrated h is  capac ity  f o r  ow nership.97

On Ju ly  24 , as he signed th e  a c t ,  th e  P resid en t read  the  sta tem ent w ithout

change.98

There were a ttem pts to  implement th ese  suggestions f o r  improvement.

On August 6 ,  1937, in  a l e t t e r  d ra fte d  by Appleby, the  P resid en t informed

96m. L. Wilson to  Daniel W. B e ll , Ju ly  19, 1937, NA RG 16.

97m, L. Wilson to  FDR, Ju ly  10 [1 9 ] , 1937, NA RG 16. The sta tem ent 
commended the  b i l l ' s  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  and submarginal land t i t l e s  and 
ju s t i f i e d  th e  meager ap p ro p ria tio n  o f $10 m illio n  as c o n s is te n t w ith 
e f f o r t s  to  balance th e  budget.

98cOHC-Alexander, 394.
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Wallace th a t  he wanted " a ll  d e fec ts  in  th e  Act . . . c a re fu lly  s tud ied  

during the ensuing f iv e  m onths, with a view to  the  submission by you . . 

o f  a d ra f t  o f  proposed amendatory le g is la t io n  fo r  considera tion  by the 

nex t Congress." A fte r the  e la p se  o f  f iv e  m onths, Wallace re p lie d  t h a t ,  

although he recognized a need to  rev ise  the  law to  conform to  the  re p o rt 

o f the  tenancy commission, he thought th a t  In  view o f the Congressional 

s i tu a t io n  (g en e ra lly  unfavorable f o r  the New Deal) proposals should be 

w ithheld  “u n t i l  experience In  th e  ad m in is tra tio n  o f the  Act g ives us a 

more d e f in i te  b a s is  f o r  such recommendations."99

As th e  New Deal s p i r i t  waned during 1938 and 1939, changes In the  

le g is la t io n ,  once pu t o f f ,  were co n tin u a lly  postponed. On December 7 , 

1939, C. B. Baldwin, A s s is ta n t A dm inistra tor o f  the  FSA, re p l ie d  to  an 

Inqu iry  from the  Department o f  A gricu ltu re  finance  d ire c to r  th a t  Roose

v e l t 's  l e t t e r  to  Wallace o f  August, 1937, had been d iscussed  w ith budget 

d ire c to r  Daniel B e ll ,  and th e  “decision  was reached th a t  amendatory 

le g is la t io n  was n o t In o rd e r  a t  th a t  tim e ."  Baldwin thought the  a c t 

should s t i l l  be changed to  allow  government I n i t i a t iv e  In land  purchase, 

bu t In December, 1939, he doubted the  a d v is a b i l i ty  o f tak ing  the  m atte r 

to  C ongress.100

The Bankhead-Jones Act was th e  culm ination of e f fo r ts  begun by 

Alexander and h is  a s so c ia te s  In 1934. I t  was founded on th e  assumption 

th a t  some o f th e  poor could be r e h a b i l i ta te d  by superv ision  and c re d i t  

f o r  the a c q u is itio n  o f sm all f a r m .  Most o f  I t s  proponents never

OOpDR to  W allace, August 6 ,  1937, and Wallace to  FDR, January 13 , 
1938, NA RG 16.

100c. B. Baldwin to  W. A. Jump, December 7 ,  1939, NA RG 16.
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claimed th a t  i t  was a comprehensive answer to  ru ra l p o v e rty , and in  f a c t  

i t  allowed f a r  le s s  sweeping ac tio n  than th e  perm issive and lo o se ly  drawn 

1935 measure. I t  was a lso  inadequately  funded, la rg e ly  because o f 

R oosevelt's p e rio d ic  economy e f f o r t s .  But d e sp ite  i t s  d e f ic ie n c ie s  the  

land purchase c re d i t  program was promptly a ttach ed  to  the  RA (renamed 

the  Farm S ecurity  A dm inistra tion) to  round o u t the  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  p ro 

cedures developed by th a t  agency since  1935. The long campaign to  enac t 

the  b i l l  i l l u s t r a t e d  th a t  reg a rd le ss  o f  the  refo rm ers ' p a t ie n t  and p e r

s i s te n t  work f o r  le g is la t io n  to  u p l i f t  the  p o o r. Congressional re s is ta n c e  

remained s tro n g . Therefore they  had to  accep t a le s s  fa r-re a c h in g  meas

ure than they d e s ire d , and one f a r  sh o rt o f  th e  so lu tio n s  advanced by 

rad ica l c r i t i c s  of th e  New Deal. But they  were a lso  co n fid en t th a t  they 

had, a t  l a s t ,  a foundation upon which to  b u i ld .

The new FSA c o n s titu te d  th e  a d m in is tra tio n 's  h e av ies t a tta c k  on ru ra l 

poverty . In i t s  peak y e a rs , 1937-1943, i t  conducted ex ten siv e  programs, 

many of which were concen tra ted  in  the  South. But i t  never q u ite  reached 

the  g rea t mass o f  th e  re g io n 's  d e s t i tu te  peop le .

In the Bankhead-Jones Act Congress au tho rized  d ir e c t  lending fo r  

purchase of farms b u t did no t s p e c i f ic a l ly  sanction  the  RA's a c t i v i t i e s ,  

which continued under the execu tive  o rder c re a tin g  the FSA. A ccordingly, 

extension o f  c re d i t  fo r  buying farm s, although not the  agency 's la rg e s t

lO^The most thorough h is to ry  o f  the  FSA i s  Baldwin, Poverty and 
P o l i t ic s ,  which explores the  agency 's complex p o l i t ic a l  and adm in istra 
t iv e  problems and th e  reasons why i t  was never f u l ly  e f f e c t iv e  in  com
b a ttin g  ru ra l d e s t i tu t io n .  The follow ing d iscussion  r e l i e s  heav ily  on 
Baldwin's chap ters V II, "The FSA in  A ction ;"  IX, "The FSA: D istu rber 
o f  the  Peace;" XI, "The FSA Goes to  War;" X II, "Armageddon and A fte r- 
math;" and X III , "R etrospect and P ro sp ec t."
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fu n c tio n , was always the one with the  most Congressional su p p o rt. But 

because o f modest a p p ro p ria tio n s , FSA le n t  to  only a very sm all per

centage o f  hundreds o f  thousands o f  a p p lic a n ts . By 1949 borrowers num

bered only 62 ,000, about h a lf  o f  whom were in  th e  South, and received an 

average o f  $5,400. Moreover, th is  p a rt  o f  th e  FSA program made "sound 

loans" to  those approved by lo ca l c r e d i t  committees as capable o f oper

a tin g  small farms and repaying o b lig a tio n s . This e f fe c t iv e ly  excluded 

a l l  bu t the  upper s t r a ta  o f  te n a n ts . S t i l l  ano ther l im ita t io n  on the 

e ffe c tiv en e ss  o f  th is  a id  was the  trend  toward la rg e  sca le  mechanized 

a g r ic u ltu re , which meant th a t  many c l i e n t s ' acreages might u ltim ate ly  

prove too  small fo r  p ro f i ta b le  o p e ra tio n .

FSA's la rg e s t  a c t iv i ty  was i t s  standard  ru ra l  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  loan 

program, in  which i t  extended c re d i t  to  the la n d le ss  f o r  l iv e s to c k , 

equipment, and n e c e s s i t ie s  f o r  farm ing. Over h a lf  of th i s  a ss is tan ce  

was given in  th e  South. N a tio n a lly , about 695,000 farm fa m ilie s , or 

about one in  n in e , b e n e f i t e d . B u t  even w ith  th is  a id  FSA could not 

r e s i s t  com pletely the  tendency to  serve an in c re as in g ly  h ig h er s t r a ta  of 

te n a n ts , e sp e c ia lly  when lo ca l ad m in is tra to rs  were anxious to  produce 

" re su lts "  and good loan repayment reco rd s . For example, Alabama c lie n ts  

in  1936 and 1937 had an average n e t w orth, when accep ted , o f  $106, but 

fo r  those taken on in  1938 the  fig u re  was $405, an in crease  o f  382 per 

cen t. During the same period  the  average n e t worth of new South Carolina

lO^Baldwin, Poverty and P o l i t i c s , 195-99, 221; personal in terv iew  
with James G. Maddox, R ale igh , North C aro lina , Ju ly  10, 1970.

TO^Baldwin, Poverty and P o l i t i c s , 199-201.
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ré h a b il i ta n ts  rose 606 per c e n t , from $80 to  $490. This trend  d is tu rb ed  

Will Alexander, who saw "reasonable ground fo r  th e  f e a r  th a t  our program 

is  not serv ing  those very low income farm groups fo r  . . . whom i t  was 

in s t i tu te d ." ! ^  By 1943 FSA had a lso  provided su b sis ten ce  g ra n ts ,  averag

ing $20, to  500,000 o f  the  n a tio n 's  most d e s t i tu te  farm fa m ilie s . This 

a id ,  not req u irin g  repayment, was intended f o r  c l ie n ts  who could not 

q u a lify  fo r  standard  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  lo an s , bu t who might e v e n t u a l l y .

These th ree  programs i l l u s t r a t e  a fundamental problem w ith in  the 

FSA, namely, whether the  agency should adopt sound, r e la t iv e ly  low r isk  

c re d i t  p ra c tic e s  (which i t  d id  in  i t s  tenan t purchase lending) and thus 

l im it  i t s  a id  to  the a b le s t  o f the  poor who were l ik e ly  to  succeed as 

r e h a b i l i ta n ts ,  o r to  "dig deeper" in  an e f f o r t  to  reach the  most des

t i t u t e  and dependent. The l a t t e r  course would n e c e s s ita te  g re a te r  r is k s  

in  lend ing , more in te n s iv e  su p e rv is io n , and h ig h e r ad m in is tra tiv e  c o s ts ,  

a l l  o f  which would arouse Congressional c r i t ic i s m . This dilemma was 

never com pletly reso lved . In some Southern l o c a l i t i e s  the FSA in s t i tu te d  

specia l in te n s iv e  programs f o r  the p o o re s t, bu t i t s  overa ll tendency was 

toward a s s is t in g  those w ith a t  l e a s t  some a b i l i ty  and a s s e ts .

FSA conducted a v a r ie ty  o f  o th e r program s. I t  promoted cooperative 

marketing and purchasing among i t s  c l ie n ts  and helped them form asso c ia 

tio n s  fo r  j o in t  ownership o f breeding stock and machinery. The agency's

lO^Alexander to  E .S. Morgan, September 28 , 1939, NA RG 96.

tOSgaldwin, Poverty and P o l i t i c s , 201-03.

TO îb id . , 217-221; personal in terv iew s w ith  Robert W. Hudgens, 
Chapel H i l l , North C aro lin a , Ju ly  8 and 9 , 1970, and James 6 , Maddox.



288

debt adjustm ent se rv ice s  arranged with c re d ito rs  to  sca le  down indeb ted 

ness f o r  almost 60,000 farm ers by mid-1940. Among the  FSA's more inno

v a tive  a c t iv i t i e s  were i t s  group p lans fo r  p repa id  medical c a re . In the 

1940's FSA constructed  camps fo r  m igratory farm lab o re rs  in  an e f f o r t  to  

cope with th a t  in c re a s in g ly  se rio u s  problem. Most co n tro v e rsia l o f  a l l ,  

however, were the  re se ttle m en t p ro je c ts ,  which u su a lly  leased  land to  

d isp laced  fa m ilie s , but a lso  included a few cooperative  farm communities. 

This minor p a r t  o f the  agency 's work was c o n stan tly  under f i r e  in  Congress 

by c r i t i c s  o f "collectiv ism ."^® ^

Throughout i t s  ex is ten ce  the  FSA experienced p o l i t ic a l  o p p o sitio n , 

much o f  which came from th e  vested  in te r e s ts  o f  a g r ic u ltu re .  In the  

South the  FSA had some p o te n tia l  to  change t r a d i t io n a l  r e la t io n s h ip s . I t  

might decrease te n a n ts ' dependence on land lo rds o r  o th er c re d i to r s ,  

awaken poor people to  the  b e n e f i ts  o f the  New Deal a t  the  expense o f  

lo ca l o f f i c i a l s '  p re s t ig e , o r  p o ss ib ly , by encouraging the  economic prog

re s s  o f Negroes, d is tu rb  the  r a c ia l  s ta tu s  quo. Thus many p la n te r s ,  

courthouse p o l i t ic ia n s  and Southern Congressmen d is tru s te d  the  agency.

The FSA a lso  a t t r a c te d  the  opposition  o f the  a g r ic u ltu ra l  power s t r u c 

tu r e .  The American Farm Bureau Federation and the  Extension Service saw 

i t  as a r iv a l f o r  in fluence  in  the  Department of A gricu ltu re  and as a 

p o ss ib le  th re a t  to  th e i r  p re ro g a tiv e s  in  the g rass ro o ts  ad m in istra tio n  

o f  farm programs. Moreover, a f t e r  1940 the AFBF became in c re a s in g ly  

anti-New Dealish and much o f  i t s  h o s t i l i t y  to  th e  FSA stenmed from

1®?Baldwin, Poverty and P o l i t i c s , 203-17, 221-22; personal i n t e r 
view with Robert W. Hudgens.
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t h a t  p o s i t io n .108

The end o f th e  FSA's e ffe c tiv e n e ss  in  th e  f ig h t  ag a in st ru ra l  pov

e r ty  came during th e  Second World War. Those years were not p ro p itio u s  

f o r  Hew Deal agencies in  g en e ra l, and the  FSA was bese t by p e r s is te n t  

Congressional a t ta c k s .  In 1942 i t  su sta ined  heavy a ssa u lts  from Senator 

Harry Byrd's Committee on Reduction o f N onessential Federal E xpenditures, 

which recommended i t s  a b o lit io n . In the same year Congress s lashed  FSA 

appropria tions to  l i t t l e  more than  h a lf  the  $287 m illion  Roosevelt r e 

quested . S t i l l  ano ther se rious challenge came in  1943 and 1944 from a 

sp ec ia l comnittee o f  the  House appointed to  In v e s tig a te  the FSA. I t s  

chairm an, Harold Cooley o f  North C aro lina, began a campaign to  reduce 

th e  agency's fu n c tio n s to  a farm purchase loan  program. This e f f o r t

f in a l ly  succeeded in  1946 when Congress converted the FSA to  the  Farmers'
109

Home A dm inistra tion . Thus th e  a d m in is tra tio n 's  most comprehensive 

e f f o r t  ag a in st ru ra l  poverty was cu t sh o rt in  th e  anti-New Deal clim ate 

o f the  1940's .

lOBsaldwin, Poverty and P o l i t i c s , 27Q-92.

109ib id . ,  347-62, 385-87, 395-402. For the  repo rt o f th e  Cooley 
committee see U .S ., House, S e le c t Committee o f  th e  House Committee on 
A gricu ltu re  to  In v e s tig a te  the  A c tiv it ie s  c f  th e  Farm S ecurity  Admin
i s t r a t i o n ,  A c tiv i t ie s  o f the  Farm Security  A dm in istra tion , House Rept, 
1430 , 7 8 ^  Cong., 2d s e s s . ,  1^44.



CHAPTER IX

THE NATIONAL EMERGENCY COUNCIL REPORT OF 1938 

THE SOUTH AS A POOR REGION

In the l a te  1930' s ,  as the  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  approach to  poverty came 

in to  I t s  own with th e  estab lishm en t o f  the  Farm S ecu rity  A dm in istra tion , 

an o ld e r stream  o f thought concerning the  Impoverishment o f  the  South 

flowed with renewed v ig o r . This was the  Idea o f  general e^m unlc devel

opment o f  a backward reg io n , a c tu a l ly  an outgrowth o f  the  p o s t-c iv l l  

War v is io n  o f  an In d u s tr ia l iz e d  "New South."

The New South movement began In  th e  l a te  1870's  as a "homegrown 

plan o f re c o n s tru c tio n ,"  a program o f  ac tion  to  In d u s tr ia l iz e  the s e c 

tio n  and In  th e  process change th e  ag ra rian  values o f  I t s  people to  

accept the  new o rd e r . Southern businessm en, m anufactu rers, and p u b li

c i s t s  hoped to  In su re  t h e i r  se c tio n  an American standard  o f liv in g  by 

adopting the  n a t io n 's  In d u s tr ia l s p i r i t .  While they  were o p tim is tic  

about the  fu tu re ,  they  frank ly  acknowledged the  re g io n 's  widespread 

poverty .

By the  1880' s ,  however, the  movement evolved In to  a promotional 

campaign which mixed fa c t  with hopes and propaganda. I t  g re a tly  exag

gera ted  the  In d u s tr ia l iz a tio n  which had taken p lace and th e  p ro sp e rity  

I t  generated . In creas in g ly  I t  Ignored th e  fa c t  th a t  the  South remained

290
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the  poorest p a r t  o f  th e  country . New South spokesmen a lso  tended to  

overestim ate the  re g io n 's  endowment of na tu ra l resources and were con

vinced th a t  abundance o f raw m a te ria ls  alone would assure  economic devel

opment. Thus they  o ften  overlooked such d e fic ie n c ie s  as the  paucity  o f 

c a p ita l  and loca l Investm ent, acu te  shortage o f  managerial and in d u s tr ia l  

s k i l l s  among a ru ra l people , and the  mass Impoverishment which made the 

South a poor market f o r  m anufactured goods.

New South spokesmen were no t successfu l In In d u s tr ia l iz in g  most o f 

the  sec tio n  o r  r a is in g  I t s  l iv in g  stan d ard s. But they  Implanted a 

powerful reg ional creed—a pervasive  myth—which p ic tu red  the  South as 

econom ically p ro g ress iv e , always on the  verge o f  developing a r ich  poten

t i a l  and c re a tin g  general p ro sp e r ity . By the  end o f  the  n ineteen th  

century  the  idea  was w idely accepted  as fa c t.^

A c o ro lla ry  o f  the  New South Idea In the 1930*s was th a t  the 

re g io n 's  economy was "c o lo n ia l."  I t s  In d u s tr ie s  were owned and managed 

by ou tside  c a p i ta l .  Since the  promoters o f in d u s tr ia lism  assumed th a t  

p le n t ifu l  resources assured economic development (and frequen tly  over

looked o th e r d e f ic ie n c ie s ) ,  they  focused on th is  condition  to  explain  

why the  Sou th 's  backwardness p e rs is te d . At f i r s t  they s tre sse d  th a t  

th e  sec tio n  produced mostly raw m a te ria ls  and sem i-processed goods which 

were f in ish e d  In the  North. Thus th e  p r o f i ts  from m anufacturing accrued 

to  o u ts id e rs  and th e  South paid high p rices  to  buy Items made from I t s  

own products .

V au l K. Gaston. The New South Creed. A Study In Southern Myth- 
making (New York: fllllreil lT.' kSncjplP, 1 9 7 0 ) : ÏM -9 V . 219"
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But by th e  la te  1930*s the  concept o f th e  co lo n ia l economy expanded 

as many concluded th a t  n a tio n a l p o lic ie s  h indered the  S ou th 's  in d u s tr ia l  

p ro g ress . The prime example was th e  r a i l r o a d s ' p r a c t ic e ,  sanctioned by 

the  In te r s ta te  Commerce Commission, o f  charging h ig h er f r e ig h t  ra te s  in  

the  South and West than in  the  N o rth east, on th e  grounds th a t  the  l a t 

t e r  generated  more t r a f f i c .  This made production c o s ts  h igher in  th e  

South and handicapped new in d u s tr ie s .  Southern governors, among o th e r s ,  

saw th e  f r e ig h t  d i f f e r e n t ia l  as a m ajor d isc rim in a tio n  ag a in s t th e  re g io n , 

and in  1937 they  launched a campaign to  secure  re fo m  through the  ICC. 

S im ila r ly , o th ers  a lso  saw e f f o r t s  to  s e t  n a tio n a l minimim wages as a 

northern  in d u s t r ia l is t - in s p i r e d  a ttem pt to  reduce th e  c o s t  advantages 

o f growing Southern com petito rs.^

The New South id ea  declined  during  the  w orst y ears  o f th e  Great 

D epression, when p u b lic  confidence in  business and in d u s try  was a t  a low 

ebb. But i t  revived in  th e  la te  1930*s as n a tio n a l economic cond itions 

improved. By 1936 th h re  were s o l id  in c reases in  Southern m anufacturing;

%For a f u l l  trea tm en t o f th e  idea  o f  a "co lo n ia l"  econoey, see 
George B. T in d a ll , The Emergence o f  th e  New South, 1913-1945 (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana S ta te  U n iversity  P re ss , l9 ë > ), 47Ô, and e s p e c ia l ly ,  
"The 'C olonial Economy' and th e  Growth Psycholow«" South A tlan tic  
Q u a rte rly , LXIV (autumn, 1965), 4 6 5 - ^ .  T indall p o in ts  out th a t  new 
TSiT i f ^ n p t s  to  reg u la te  b u s in e ss , from the NRA on , c lashed  w ith th e  
"growth psychology" o f  New South in d u s tr ia lism . He a ls o  summarizes 
re c e n t h is to r ic a l  work showing th a t  f r e ig h t  ra te  d i f f e r e n t i a l s ,  d e sp ite  
th e  concern they  aroused , were a r e la t iv e ly  "\ninor b a r r ie r  to  reg ional 
development . . . th a t  g radually  would have y ie ld ed  in  any c a se ."  The 
d if f e r e n t ia l  (about 39 per cen t in  the  Southeast and 75 p e r cen t in  th e  
Southwest) app lied  to  f in ish e d  p ro d u c ts , n o t g e n e ra lly  to  bulk com
m o d itie s , raw m a te r ia ls  o r  sem iprocessed goods which were the  main 
Southern products. While these  ra te s  hampered the  growth o f  secondary 
m anufacturing, lack  o f  c a p i ta l ,  s k i l le d  workers and markets were more 
se rio u s  handicaps.
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the  ou tpu t o f t e x t i l e s ,  paper and p u lp , and tobacco in  th a t  year exceeded 

1929 le v e ls ,  and in  1937 food processing  reached th a t  p o in t. In con

t r a s t ,  durable goods (o f  le s s e r  importance in  the  South) recovered to  the  

same degree only in  1940. By 1939 th e  S ou th 's  o v e ra ll production regained  

i t s  p o s itio n  o f ten  y ears  e a r l i e r ,  a lth o u ÿ i wages s t i l l  lagged by about 

10 per c en t. This p ro g re s s , moreover, was r e la t iv e ly  b e t te r  than t h a t  o f  

th e  n a tio n  as a w hole.3

This upswing generated  Southern optimism about depression recovery 

and permanent p ro sp e r ity . Early in  1937 th e  Southern S ta te s  In d u s tr ia l  

Council (formed in  1933 to  p u b lic ize  in d u s tr ia l  advantages and oppose 

wage increases under th e  National Recovery A dm inistra tion) reviewed th e  

p a s t  y e a r  and proclaim ed th a t  the  se c tio n  had m anufactured goods valued 

a t  an unprecedented $8 b i l l i o n .  The council thought th ese  in creases  

meant a w ider d is t r ib u t io n  o f  w ealth in  th e  South. S im ila rly , in  January , 

1937, the  Birmingham News noted r is in g  employment and decreasing r e l i e f  

r o l l s ,  and in  March d ec la red  th a t  Deep South e n te rp r is e s ,  packed by 

s te e l  and t e x t i l e s ,  had reached predepression  production peaks. I t  

quoted w ith approval a co tton  m ill e secu tiv e  who p red ic ted  a new e ra  

o f  in d u s tr ia l  expansion in  th e  reg io n .*

Meanwhile, c r i t i c s  o f  the  in d u s tr ia l-re c o v e ry  enthusiasm  continued 

to  p o in t out the  S ou th 's  widespread poverty . As e a r ly  as February,

1936, th e  Raleigh News and Observer e d i to r ia l iz e d  that# although th e

^ T in d a ll, Emergence o f the  New South. 359-60, 457, 470-71.

* Ib id . ,  444, 457; Birmingham News, January 5 and 24 , and March 2 1 ,
1937. For l a t e r  coaments see A tlan ta  C onstitu tion  e d i to r ia l s  o f March 30, 
1938 and Ju ly  3 , 1938, and a speech by p u b lish e r  C lark Howell, A pril 9 ,
1938.
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the ou tpu t o f t e x t i l e s ,  paper and p u lp , and tobacco In th a t  y ea r exceeded 

1929 le v e ls ,  and In 1937 food p rocessing  reached th a t  p o in t. In con

t r a s t ,  durable goods (o f  le s s e r  Importance In the  South) recovered to  th e  

same degree only In  1940. By 1939 th e  South 's o v era ll production regained 

I t s  p o s itio n  of ten  y e a rs  e a r l i e r ,  although wages s t i l l  lagged by about 

10 per c e n t. This p ro g re s s , moreover, was r e la t iv e ly  b e t te r  than th a t  o f  

the  n a tio n  as a w hole.^

This upswing genera ted  Southern optimism about depression recovery 

and permanent p ro s p e r ity . Early In  1937 the  Southern S ta te s  In d u s tr ia l 

Council (formed In 1933 to  p u b lic ize  In d u s tr ia l  advantages and oppose 

wage Increases under th e  National Recovery Adbilnl s t r a t i  on) reviewed th e  

p ast y e a r  and proclaim ed th a t  the  se c tio n  had manufactured goods valued 

a t  an unprecedented $8 b i l l io n .  The council thought th ese  Increases 

meant a w ider d is t r ib u t io n  o f  w ealth  In  the  South. S im ila rly , In January» 

1937, th e  Birmingham News noted r i s in g  employment and decreasing r e l i e f  

r o l l s ,  and In March d ec la red  th a t  Deep South e n te rp r is e s ,  packed by 

s te e l  and t e x t i l e s ,  had reached predepression  production peaks. I t  

quoted w ith approval a co tton  m ill e secu tiv e  who p red ic ted  a new e ra  

o f In d u s tr ia l  expansion In the  reg io n .*

Meanwhile, c r i t i c s  o f  the  In d u s tr ia l- re c o v e ry  enthusiasm continued 

to  p o in t out the  S o u th 's  widespread poverty . As e a r ly  as February,

1936, th e  Raleigh News and Observer e d i to r ia l iz e d  that#although the

^ T in d a ll, Emergence o f the  New South, 359-60, 457, 470-71.

*Ib1d. ,  444, 457; Birmingham News, January 5 and 24 , and March 21 ,
1937. “ For l a t e r  coaments see A t la n tT Const1 tu 11 on e d i to r ia ls  of March 30, 
1938 and Ju ly  3 , 1938, and a speech by p u b lish e r Clark Howell, A pril 9 ,
1938.
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condition  o f  the  poor had probably Improved s l i g h t l y ,  they  were s t i l l  

l i t t l e  b e t te r  o f f  than  10 years b e fo re , and such advances as had been 

made h a rd ly  ju s t i f i e d  "loose ta lk "  about high American l iv in g  s tan d a rd s . 

The e d i to r  thought th e  "spectac le  o f  poverty In a r ic h  land" was "shock

ing and depressing" and adm itted t h a t  the  w orst cond itions were In the  

South. Then, p icking  up a theme l a t e r  s t re s se d  by New D eale rs , he noted 

th a t  r a is in g  liv in g  standards f o r  th e  poor could b e n e f i t  the  whole com

m unity.^

A grarians a lso  questioned  th e  new optimism. H.C. Nixon wrote th a t  

' i t  seems more o r  le s s  f u t i l e  fo r  th e  Southern champions o f  'ag ra rian ism ' 

and t h e i r  opposing champions o f th e  In d u s tr ia l  way o f  l i f e  to  argue the  

Issues which d iv ide  them , because th e  South I s  w idely lack ing  In what 

e i th e r  group would Impute to  I t . "  He emphasized th a t  th e  tenancy prob

lem remained unsolved, th a t  poor farm ers were s t i l l  In th e  low est o f In 

come groups, and th a t  th e re  was f a r  too  l i t t l e  farm ing fo r  home use in  

the  reg io n . He concluded th a t  "Southern c iv i l iz a t io n  i s  a t  the  bottom 

o f  the  lad d e r by any s t a t i s t i c a l  o r  dem ocratic te s t."®

Nixon a lso  condemned the  growing fac to ry -h u n tin g  movement w ith I t s  

Inducements o f cheap la b o r , ta x  emenq>t1ons and comm unity-subsidized 

b u ild in g s . Early In 1937 he declared  th a t  th e  f i r s t  such s ta te -w id e  

program, M is s is s ip p i 's  "Balance A g ricu ltu re  with Industry "  plan o f  1936, 

was fundam entally unsound because I t  s e t  no labo r standards w hatever.

®Rale1gh News and O bserver. February 14, 1936.

®Nixon, "The Paradoxical Scene," undated a r t i c l e ,  papers o f  H.C, 
Nixon, In  the possession  o f  the  Nixon fam ily , N ash v ille . H ereafte r 
c ite d  as Nixon papers.
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and subsid ized  m anufacturers w ith ta x  exemptions w ithou t req u ir in g  them 

to  c o n tr ib u te  to  p u b lic  s e rv ic e s . Above a11> he s a id ,  th e  plan Ignored 

M is s is s ip p i 's  rea l need, a “balanced and more cooperative  a g r ic u ltu re ."  

S im ila r ly , Francis P. M ille r  saw l i t t l e  b e n e f i t  In an Impending Invasion 

o f th e  South by “pauper In d u s tr ie s "  seeking  subsidy and low wage c o s ts .

And even th e  Industry-m inded Birmingham News condemned the  BAWI plan with 

the  comment th a t  the  South needed more than low wage f a c to r ie s  to  p rosper.^  

Some New D ealers, no tab ly  Aubrey Williams o f  th e  N ational Youth 

A dm in istra tion , feared  th a t  a re tu rn  o f  normal business and In d u s tr ia l  

cond itions would cause people to  Ignore poverty as they  had before the  

dep ress ion . As e a r ly  as th e  sp ring  o f  1936 he s tre s se d  In h is  speeches 

th a t  d e s t i tu t io n  In th e  ru ra l South was ch ro n ic , th a t  most farm ers '

Incomes had never been commensurate w ith  the  p rice s  o f  n e c e s s i t ie s ,  

and consequently , even In  the “prosperous" 1920's th e  region had th e  

poorest sc h o o ls , h ea lth  f a c i l i t i e s ,  and pub lic  s e rv ic e s .^

By the  f a l l  o f  1937 Williams was even more outspoken. In October 

he addressed the  Southern Tenant Farm ers' Union convention In  Memphis 

and cong ra tu la ted  th e  union fo r  c a l l in g  pub lic  a tte n t io n  to  a g r ic u ltu ra l  

w orkers' “m anifest needs" which had “e x is te d  fo r  a generation  with l i t 

t l e  c o n s tru c tiv e  e f f o r t  to  meet them ." Observing t h a t  la rg e  nuibers of

^U niden tified  c lip p in g , January o r  February» 1937, and Francis P. 
M ille r to  W. T. Couch, March 6 , 1937, Nixon papers; Birmingham News, 
March a ,  1937.

®H1gh school commencement address by Williams a t  O liver S prings, 
Tennessee, May 7 , 1936, FDRL Williams papers. H ereafte r c ite d  as 
Williams papers. See a ls o  W illiam s' speech to  s t a te  meeting o f the  
Council o f  Farm Women, Aiken, South C aro lin a , September 25 , 1937, I b id .
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poor fanners and ru ra l lab o re rs  had " liv ed  from hand to  mouth fo r  y ears  

before th e  f in a n c ia l d e p re ss io n ,"  he c re d ite d  the  r e l i e f  program and the  

R esettlem ent A dm inistration w ith provid ing  t h e i r  f i r s t ,  although inade

q u a te , a s s is ta n c e .9 S l ig h t ly  e a r l i e r ,  in  September, Williams had warned 

a meeting o f North C aro lina  Young Democrats o f  th e  danger th a t  the  p u b lic , 

as p ro sp e rity  re tu rn e d , would become "callous to  human need," and "com

p lacen t to  the  chronic poverty  o f those  on the  o th e r  s id e  o f  town." He 

reminded them th a t  a th i r d  o f  the  population  was s t i l l  inadequately  

housed, fe d , and c lo th e d , and "d esp ite  the  p ro sp e r ity  which we have 

achieved , i f  we consider th e  fam ilie s  o f  the  unemployed and those on 

r e l i e f ,  th e re  are  probably  tw ice as many . . . re c e iv in g  incomes below 

$500 now as d id  in  1929." And y e t ,  he d ec lared , " re a c tio n a rie s"  and 

"L iberty  Leaguers" urged Congress t o  slow th e  enactm ent o f  so c ia l and 

economic le g is la tio n .^ ®  W illiam s' views apparen tly  r e f le c te d  those o f 

the  ad m in istra tio n  in  th e  f a l l  o f  1937, a t  l e a s t  to  th e  ex ten t th a t  he 

used the  same theme in  d ra f t in g  sta tem ents fo r  the  P residen t.^^

An emerging idea  in  th e  New D eal, and among i t s  sym pathizers, was 

th a t  r a i s in g ,  o r  even m ain ta in in g , the  l iv in g  standards o f  the  general 

community depended on improving the  incomes o f  i t s  n e ed ies t members.

^Address by W illiams to  j o in t  convention o f  STFU and United Can
n e ry , A g r ic u ltu ra l , Packing and A llied  Workers o f  America, Memphis, 
September 26, 1937, ib id .

^®Speech by W illiams to  s t a te  meeting o f  Young Democrats o f  North 
C a ro lin a , Winston-Salem, September 11, 1937, ib id .

I^D raft o f  speech f o r  Annual M obilization f o r  Human Needs,
October 18, 1937, W illiams p ap ers . For the  te x t  o f  the  speech see 
Samuel I .  Rosenman, com piler. The Public  Papers and Addresses o f  
F ranklin  D. R oosevelt. 1937 volume (New York: MacMillan, 1941), 441-43.
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R oosevelt, fo r  example, was c o n s is te n tly  concerned w ith the lack o f  

"purchasing power" among the  poor. He fre q u e n tly  diagnosed the  S ou th 's  

g re a te s t  problem as the  In a b i l i ty  o f  Impoverished m asses, e s p e c ia lly  in  

ru ra l a re a s , to  buy the  goods of Ind u stry  o r  r e t a i l  t r a d e , o r c o n tr ib u te  

to  th e  re g io n 's  h e a lth , ed u ca tio n a l, o r o th e r  ta x  supported s e rv ic e s .

At Warm Springs In November, 1934, f o r  In s ta n c e , he remarked to  newsmen 

th a t  f i r s t - t im e  observers o f  the  ru ra l South were u sua lly  struck  by 

"what looks l ik e  poverty , re a l poverty . . . .  The standard  o f l iv in g  

Is  ab so lu te ly  and t o ta l ly  d i f f e r e n t  from what I t  I s  In the  prosperous 

a reas o f  th e  West o r  . . . North. . . . "  He continued th a t  "the average 

farm fam ily In th e  South only  se e s . In th e  way o f  cash , perhaps a couple 

o f  hundred d o lla rs  a y e a r  and a g re a t many d o n 't  see th a t ."  As a 

r e s u l t ,  "the tax ing  power I s  alm ost n i l .  This s ta te  cannot ra is e  money 

fo r  education  because th e re  I s  nothing to  tax."1%

S im ila rly , In a speech In A tlan ta  on November 29 , 1935, Roosevelt 

re la te d  In a b i l i ty  to  buy w ith widespread hunger. He sa id  doctors had 

to ld  him th a t  g rea t manbers o f Americans liv e d  on a " th ird -c la s s  d i e t . "  

But ra is in g  th a t  standard  even to  a second c la s s  le v e l ,  no t to  mention 

re a l adequacy, he s a id ,  would g re a tly  expand th e  market fo r  fo o d s tu ffs  

to  th e  general b e n e f i t  o f  American a g r ic u l tu re .  But a l l  o f th i s  was 

no t Immediately p o s s ib le , he concluded, " fo r  th e  very simple reason th a t  

th e  masses o f the American people have n o t got the  purchasing power to  

e a t  more and b e t te r  fo o d ."13

IZpDR Press C onferences, IV, 212-13. P ress Conference 160 (Warm 
S prings, Noveater 22 , 1934).

13pDRL speech f i l e  0822. Speech a t  A tla n ta ,  November 2 9 , 1935.
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In 1937 Roosevelt continued th is  emphasis as the  adm in istra tion  

began a d rive  f o r  fed e ra l minimum wage le g is la t io n .  In a p ress confer

ence on Jiflie 15, he declared  th a t  In severa l areas of the  country liv in g  

conditions were " fa r  below any decent s ta n d a rd ,"  and "the more we 

a ttac k  th e  basic  problem o f  g e ttin g  a b e t te r  standard  o f  liv in g  fo r  th e  

o n e -th ird  a t  the bottom , the  quicker we w ill g e t r id  o f  r e l i e f .  . . . "

He continued th a t  "what we are  try in g  to  do Is  b u ild  up na tiona l Income 

with sp ec ia l re fe ren ce  to  Increasing  the  share  of the  na tiona l Income 

o f the  low est o n e -th ird . . . The m il i ta n t  Aubrey Williams con

curred w ith R oosevelt. He to ld  the  North C arolina Young Democrats' 

convention th a t  b e t te r  Incomes fo r  the  poor would b e n e f it  t h e i r  com

m unities:

Your s e l f - i n t e r e s t  I s  a thousand tim es more t ie d  up w ith th a t  
la b o re r  who I s  s t r ik in g  fo r  a decent wage . . . the  m ill hand 
who I n s i s t s  he sh a ll be paid  a l iv in g  wage . . .  the  sharecropper 
. . .  who I s  Jo in ing  . . .  a union , than I t  I s  w ith some banker 
o r  m anufacturer who Is  the  tow n's so -c a lle d  f i r s t  c i t i z e n ,  but 
who Is  try in g  to  make these  people work fo r  wages which do not 
perm it them to  pay t h e i r  d o c to r, to  buy the  amount o f  g roceries 
they  need . . .  o r  to  r e n t  the house they  snould have. . .

Some labo r lead ers  saw b e t te r  l iv in g  conditions fo r  th e  ru ra l poor

14pDR Press C onferences, LX, 436-37. Press Conference 347 (White 
House, June 15, 1937). For o th er examples o f  R oosevelt's emphasis on 
purchasing power, see Samuel I .  Rosenman, com piler. The Public Papers 
and Addresses o f  Franklin  D. R oosevelt. 1937 volume (New Y o rk :M acM illan , 
1941), 135-i9 , remaHcs a t  Warm S prings, March 18, 1937; 209-14, message 
to  Congress recommending wage and hour l e g is la t io n .  May 24 , 1937; 404-05, 
speech o f  October 4 , 1937; 429-38, " f i re s id e  c h a t,"  October 12, 1937; 
496-97, message to  Congress, November 15, 1937; Ib id . , 1938 volume, 
132-33, press conference 439, March 4 , 1938, Including s p e c if ic  r e f 
erence to  lack o f  buying power o f sharecroppers .

l^speech by W illiams to  s ta te  meeting o f Young Democrats' o f  North 
C aro lin a , Winston-Salem, September 11, 1937, Williams papers.
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as e s se n tia l  to  prevent t h e i r  becoming low wage com petition f o r  Indus

t r i a l  w orkers. For example, A. Steve Nance, Georgia t e x t i l e  o rgan izer 

fo r  the  Committee on In d u s tr ia l O rgan iza tions, remarked to  Jonathan 

Daniels th a t  "the re a l th r e a t  to  th e  American standard  o f  l iv in g  comes 

. . . from th e  te n a n t fanner—te r r ib ly  poor and t e r r ib ly  fecund . He 

must be given standards o r no o th e r  standards w ill survive,"^®

In 1937 the  New Deal sought to  provide some o f  the  purchasing power 

I t  had determ ined th e  poor needed by e s ta b lis h in g  lab o r standards by 

fed e ra l law. Wage and hour le g is la t io n  became a major ad m in istra tio n  

o b jec tiv e  with the  In tro d u ctio n  o f  th e  Black-Connery b i l l  on May 24,

1937. The measure proposed a n a tio n a l fo rty -h o u r week and a 40-cent 

minimum hourly  wage (and outlawed c h ild  lab o r as w e ll) In In d u s tr ie s  

producing f o r  I n te r s ta te  shipm ent. A g ricu ltu ra l workers were om itted 

from I t s  coverage. The Senate passed the  b i l l  on Ju ly  31. Then I t  was 

s id e track ed  In the  House Rules Committee u n t i l  brought to  th e  f lo o r  by 

a discharge p e t i t io n  In December, only to  be recommitted.^^

The Issue o f  wages was the  c o l l is io n  p o in t between th e  New Deal 

and New South In d u s tr ia lism . Southern businessmen and m anufacturers

^^Jonathan D an ie ls , MS d ia ry  o f  Southern to u r ,  e n try  f o r  June 5 , 
1937, D aniels p ap e rs . Southern H is to ric a l C o lle c tio n , U n ivers ity  o f 
North C aro lina . H erea fte r c i te d  as Daniels papers. The d ia ry  was the  
b a s is  f o r  D an iels ' A Southerner D iscovers th e  S o u tt. For a f u l l  d iscu s
sion  by Daniels o f  th e  s ta n d a rd s , see ^Democracyls" B read," V irg in ia  
Q uarterly  Review, XIV (autiam , 1938), 481-90.

I^ T in d a ll, Emergence o f  th e  New Soutfr, 533-35. For an example o f 
th e  P re s id e n t 's  e a r ly  coniilt i e n t  to  r a is in g  wage le v e ls  see  FDR to  
C arte r G lass, February 21, 1935, FDRL PPF 687. Charlton Ogbum to  
FDR, May 21 , 1937, FDRL PPF 3794, suggests th a t  Roosevelt thought In 
terms o f  a féd é ra l minimum wage law as e a r ly  as 1935.
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saw cheap lab o r as a com petitive advantage in  opera ting  e x is tin g  indus

t r ie s  and a t t r a c t in g  new ones. They ju s t i f i e d  low pay sc a le s  by several 

arguments: th a t  l iv in g  co sts  were le s s  in th e  South than elsew here, 

th a t  se c tio n a l wage d i f f e r e n t ia l s  compensated fo r  u n fa ir  f r e ig h t  ra te s  

which handicapped Southern m anufacturing, and th a t  h igher wages would 

re ta rd  in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n  and thus prolong poverty . These spokesmen 

usually  in s is te d  th a t  any fed e ra l wage le g is la t io n  should provide reg ion 

al v a r ia tio n s  as had NRA codes and work r e l i e f  programs.

The wages and hours proposal aroused determ ined Southern opposition . 

C.C. G ilb e r t  o f the Southern S ta te s  In d u s tr ia l Council informed Demo

c ra t ic  N ational Chairman James A. Farley th a t  nearly  a l l  the  17,000 

m anufacturers in  the  o rgan iza tion  opposed the  b i l l  because i t  would 'c r i p 

ple the  in d u s tr ia l  South beyond r e p a i r . A  M ississippi Democratic 

National Committeeman argued to  Roosevelt th a t  even though minimum wages 

might r a i s e  the  standard  o f  l iv in g ,  a uniform s c a le ,  combined with u n fa ir  

f re ig h t  r a t e s ,  would in o rd in a te ly  d isc rim ina te  a g a in st Southern in d u stry . 

He charged th a t  the proposal was trac ea b le  to  northern  m anufacturers 

d e s ir in g  to  r e s t r i c t  Southern c o n ^ e titio n . Moreover, he contended th a t  

the whole m atter was v i ta l  because o f the a g r ic u ltu ra l  s i tu a t io n ;  w ith 

the impending mechanization o f  co tton  p ick in g , in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n  was 

im perative to  absorb the  su rp lu s lab o r and preven t as in to le ra b le

T&Tindall, pneroence o f  the  New South. 434-44. Some examples of 
coiments on the d i f f e r e n t ia l  a re  found in  A tlan ta  C o n s titu tio n , 
February 18, 1938, and e sp e c ia lly  April 8 , 1938, w hichargues th a t  
Southern workers were le s s  productive than o th e rs .

I^C .C . G ilb e r t  to  James A. F a r le y , J u ly  2 7 , 1937, FDRL OF 2730.
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90unemployment problem. Senators and Congressmen rep ea ted ly  urged the

P resid en t to  accept e i th e r  a lower minimum wage o r a reg ional d if fe re n -  
21t i a l .  And Clarence Poe, e d i to r  o f  the  P rogressive Farmer, suggested ,

in  l e t t e r s  and during a conference with the  P re s id e n t, r a is in g  Southern
22wages to  a na tional s tandard  only over a pe riod  o f severa l y e a rs .

Throughout the  long Congressional b a t t l e  on the labor p roposa l, 

Roosevelt remained firm ly  committed to  ra is in g  purchasing power by a 

minimum wage w ithout reg iona l d i f f e r e n t i a l s .  When Texas Congressman 

M artin Dies suggested a scheme to  perm it s t a te s  to  vary th e  ra te  to  

as l i t t l e  as 25 or 30 cen ts p e r hour, the  P resid en t sho t back th a t  the 

idea  was "unsound," c a lc u la te d  to  "destroy th e  e ffe c tiv e n e ss  o f b u ild 

ing up a purchasing power in  those sec tio n s  most needing i t , "  and "the 

weakest, most dangerous p ro p o sitio n  he [had] ev er h e a rd ."23 In a l e t t e r  

to  Senator H attie  Caraway o f  Arkansas in  December, 1937, he reaffirm ed  

th a t :

What we a re  a l l  in te re s te d  in  i s  ra is in g  the  buying power o f 
the  average o f  our working population—giving  sp ec ia l a tte n tio n  
to  the  "lowest t h i r d ."  By buying power we mean the  annual income

2°Louis M. J i g g i t t s  to  FDR, January 4 , 1938, FDRL OF 2405.

2^For examples see Senator George L. Berry o f Tennessee to  FOR, 
October 26 , 1937, and Congressman A.L. Bulwlnkle o f North C arolina to  
FDR, November 1 , 1937, FDRL OF 2730.

2^Poe to  FDR, December 23 , 1937, and January 10, 1938, and FDR 
memo to  M cIntyre, December 23 , 1937, FDRL PPF 2812. Roosevelt apparen tly  
accepted th e  idea o f  g radually  in c reas in g  Southern wages, judging from 
the  f in a l  p rov isions o f  th e  F a ir  Labor Standards Act o f  1938.

23oies to  FDR, January 11, 1938, and FDR memo to  M cIntyre, January 
13, 1938, FDRL OF 2730. See a lso  Frances Perkins to  FDR, February 9 , 
1938, I b id . , in  which she subm itted two d r a f t  b i l l s  and endorsed the  one 
with no reg ional wage d i f f e r e n t i a l .
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of the fam ily . . . .  I know you re a l iz e  . . . th a t  the  annual 
income o f workers in  the  South Is  so low th a t  they have l i t t l e  
purchasing power, l i t t l e  to  pay in  the  wey o f  taxes and th a t  
th e re fo re , education and s a n ita tio n  have g re a tly  su ffe red  in  the 
South. . .

In the sp ring  o f 1938 Roosevelt became in c reas in g ly  m il i ta n t  on 

the  wage issue  in  the  South. At G a in e sv ille , G eorgia, on March 23, he 

lashed out a t  those who blocked the b i l l .  "Georgia and the  lower South 

may ju s t  as well face fa c ts  . . . , he d e c la re d . "The purchasing power 

o f  m illions . . .  in  th is  whole area  i s  f a r  too  low." Appealing to  the 

ftew South t r a d i t io n ,  he suggested the n e ce ss ity  of improving markets 

before fa c to r ie s  could be a t t r a c te d .  "On th e  p resen t sc a le  o f buying 

power," he s a id ,  "the South cannot . . . succeed in  e s ta b lis h in g  new 

in d u s tr ie s . . . . "  He closed  by accusing r e c a lc i t r a n t  business in te r e s ts  

and th e i r  Congressional spokesmen o f b e liev in g  In the  "feudal system ," 

i f  not the "F a sc is t system .

On May 24, the  House, Influenced by v ic to r ie s  o f  p ro -ad m in is tra tio n  

Southern Senators in  Democratic p rim arie s , passed the F a ir Labor Stand

ards Act. The new law , the  l a s t  major New Deal le g is la t iv e  su ccess , 

e s tab lish ed  a maximum work week of 44 hours, to  be reduced to  40 w ith in  

two y e a rs . I t  s e t  a n a tio n a l minimum wage o f  40 cen ts per h ou r, but 

provided th a t  pay sc a le s  in  low wage in d u s tr ie s  would reach th e  na tional 

leve l by 1945. A wage and hour d iv is io n  In th e  Labor Department cou ld , and

^^FDR to  H attie  Caraway, December 20, 1937, FDRL PPF 5456.

Ẑ FDRL speech f i l e  1120. Speech a t  G a in e sv ille , G eorgia, March 23,
1938. Aubrey W illiams o u tlin ed  the speech. See Williams to  FDR, March 21 , 
1938, FDRL PPF 1820; W illiams to  FDR, March 24 , 1938, and FDR to  W illiam s, 
March 28, Williams papers.



303

u ltim ate ly  d id , a cc e le ra te  the ra te  o f  in c re a se . Otherwise the  measure 

allowed no reg iona l d i f f e r e n t i a l .  Most o f the  ru ra l poor, of course , 

were u n a ffec ted , since the  a c t  did not cover a g r ic u ltu ra l  la b o r.

The opposition  o f  some conservative  Democrats to  wages and hours 

le g is la t io n ,  and the  more general sta lem ate  o f  the New Deal program, 

persuaded the  P re s id e n t, in  the  spring  o f 1938, to  in te rvene  in  severa l 

Democratic primary e le c tio n s  to  ask vo ters  to  ou st incumbent Senators 

whom he regarded as o b s tru c tio n is ts  and a p o ss ib le  th r e a t  to  New D ealers ' 

con tro l o f  th e  p a rty  in  1940. One o f  the  p rin c ip a l ta rg e ts  o f th is  

"pu rge ' was Senator W alter F. George o f  G eorgia. R oosevelt's  involvement 

in  the Georgia campaign fu rn ished  the  occasion fo r  the  New D eal's  b e st 

known assessm ent o f the  S ou th 's  impoverishment, the  National Emergency 

C ouncil's  Report on Economic Conditions o f th e  South.

While th e  P residen t planned the  purge, Clark Foreman, head o f  the 

Public Works A dm inistration Power D iv ision , c irc u la te d  a new proposal: 

p u b lica tio n  o f  a pamphlet d e ta il in g  New Deal accomplishments fo r  the 

South, a s to ry  which he thought the press and p o l i t ic ia n s  had neg lec ted . 

The Power D ivision was an u n lik e ly  source fo r  such id e a s , bu t Foreman 

had deep concern fo r  the  Sou th 's common people. Before 1933 he had been 

a member o f Will A lexander's In te r ra c ia l  Commission s t a f f ,  and l a t e r  

was In te r io r  S ecre tary  Harold Ickes ' adv iso r on Negro a f f a i r s .  Foreman 

l a t e r  sa id  th a t  Jerome Frank, then counsel fo r  the  Power D iv isio n , f i r s t  

suggested the  idea  to  him when they attended  a meeting o f  the  Washington 

branch of the  Southern Policy  Committee in  th e  sp ring  o f 1938. By June,

Z ^T indall, Emergence o f  the  New South , 535-37.
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Foreman and Frank had d iscussed  th e  m atter w ith  p re s id e n tia l  ad v iso r 

Tom Corcoran.

Early In Ju n e , Roosevelt summoned Foreman to  the  White House to  

d iscuss th e  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  o f d e fea tin g  Senator George. During t h e i r  

conversation Foreman advised t h a t  p u b lica tio n  o f  a s tro n g  sta tem ent o f 

New Deal c o n tr ib u tio n s  to  th e  w elfare  of the  Southern people would 

e ffe c t iv e ly  re in fo rc e  the a d m in is tra tio n 's  p o l i t i c a l  support In  the  

reg ion . Foreman re c a lle d  th a t  th e  P residen t reac ted  "p o s itiv e ly  and 

fav o rab ly ,"  bu t wanted a re p o r t  which was pu rely  fac tu a l and no t o v e rtly  

p a r t is a n . Furtherm ore, I t  should o u tlin e  economic problems w ithout p ro

posing s o lu t io n s , he though t, because " I f  people understand th e  fa c ts  

they w ill  f in d  t h e i r  own rem edies." Thus, as Foreman l a t e r  to ld  Jona

than D an ie ls , "the  Economic Report was In f a c t  a p a r t  o f  the  P re s id e n t 's  

program to  l ib e r a l i z e  the  Democratic P a rty ."  But the  New Dealers 

expected I t s  e ffe c tiv e n e ss  to  l i e  In the  c o n tra s t  I t  suggested between 

the  re g io n 's  problems and the  re c a lc itra n c e  o f  Senators l ik e  George In 

helping th e  ad m in istra tio n  meet them.

The P re s id en t suggested th a t  Foreman tak e  th e  m atte r up w ith James 

Roosevelt and Lowell M e lle tt , d i r e c to r  o f th e  National Emergency Coun

c i l .  Foreman found the  younger Roosevelt In te re s te d  so le ly  In the 

r e p o r t 's  p o l i t i c a l  p o te n t ia l ,  w hile M e lle tt was apprehensive about I t s  

possib le  rep e rcu ss io n s . But sometime between June 12 and 18 the  P re s i

den t d ire c te d  M e lle tt to  o u tlin e  an economic survey and determ ine whether 

I t  should embrace several re g io n s , o r j u s t  th e  South. M e lle t t ,  now 

convinced o f  th e  usefu lness o f  a r e p o r t ,  recommended the  l a t t e r  course.

He d ra fted  a l e t t e r  req u estin g  I t ,  which Roosevelt signed June 22. By
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then com pilation was a lready  underway.

Foreman superv ised  the p r o je c t ,  which was completed In le s s  than a 

month. His p rin c ip a l a s s is ta n ts  were Texans A rthu r Goldschmidt (o f the  

PWA Power D ivision) and Jack F isch e r (In fo m a tlo n  d ir e c to r  o f the  Farm 

S ecu rity  A d m in is tra tio n ), and C lif fo rd  Durr, an Alabama Rhodes S d io la r , 

and counsel fo r  th e  R econstruction Finance C orporation . The re p o rt 

r e l ie d  c h ie f ly  on published  government r e p o r ts ,  and was c a re fu lly  e d ite d  

to  make I t  f a c tu a l ly  "unimpeachable."^®

The 64-page re p o r t  c o n sis ted  o f  f i f te e n  sh o r t  sec tio n s  simmarlzlng 

the  Sou th 's economic a s se ts  and shortcom ings. Several o f  th e s e , d e a l

ing w ith n a tu ra l re so u rc e s , provided a New South emphasis on th e  re g io n 's  

"Immense w ealth" o f  raw m a te r ia ls ,  and by Im p lica tio n , I t s  In d u s tr ia l  

p o te n t ia l .  Largely Ignored , however, was t h e i r  uneven d is tr ib u t io n  

which l e f t  la rge  a re a s  d e f ic ie n t .  The re p o rt described  w a ter, land and 

fo re s ts  as ample, b u t pointed o u t shocking w aste , e sp e c ia lly  o f  th e  l a t 

t e r  two. The d iscussion  o f  population ,on  th e  o th e r  hand, tended to  run 

coun ter to  the  emphasis on p le n t i fu l  resources by suggesting th a t  th e  

Increasing  m echanization o f a g r ic u ltu re  caused problems o f  su rp lus

2?Th1s account o f  the  r e p o r t 's  o rig in  I s  drawn from two l e t t e r s  
w ritte n  by Foreman 10 years l a t e r :  Foreman to  Gay Morenus, November 24, 
1948, and to  Jonathan [D tn le ls ] ,  June 8 ,  1948, In th e  papers o f  the  
Southern Conference f o r  Human W elfare, A tlan ta  U n iv e rs ity . H e rea fte r  
c i te d  as SCHW. For an e x c e lle n t  secondary account along these  l in e s  
see Thomas A. Krueger, And Promises to  Keep. The Southern Conference 
f o r  Human W elfare. 1938-\948 (N ashv ille : V anderb ilt U n iversity  P re ss , 
1 9 6 )), 11-14. For th e  d iscu ssio n s  between th e  P re s id en t and M e lle t t ,  
see M e lle tt to  FDR, June 21 , 1938, and FDR to  M e lle t t ,  June 22 , 1938, 
FDRL OF 788.

"Memorandum f o r  Miss F o s te r , National Emergency C ouncil," by 
Lucia M. P i t t s  [Forem an's s e c r e ta r y ] ,  August 4 ,  1938, SCHW; M e lle tt 
to  FDR, August 6 ,  1938, FDRL OF 788.
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la b o r. Here was a h in t  th a t  th e  lan d , p rev iously  described as the  

re g io n 's  "most valuab le  a s s e t ."  could not support a l l  those dependent 

on I t . 29

The r e p o r t 's  second message was the chronic  poverty of masses o f 

Sou therners, t h e i r  low p e r c a p i ta  Incomes, Inadequate tax  b ase , and 

consequent dearth  o f pub lic  s e rv ic e s .  I t  c i te d  f ig u res  to  disprove the  

contention  th a t  low l iv in g  c o s ts  ju s t i f i e d  a wide sec tio n a l wage d i f f e r 

e n t i a l ,  and advanced the  New Deal argument th a t  only the  growth o f  mass 

purchasing power could s tim u la te  regional business and In d u stry . With

ou t b lu n tly  saying so , the  r e p o r t  was In p a r t  a b r ie f  fo r  re c en tly  

enacted wage le g is la t io n .  Rounding out I t s  p ic tu re  o f d e s t i tu t io n  were 

d iscussions o f  substandard e d u ca tio n , h e a lth , and housing co n d itio n s .

A sec tio n  on th e  ownership and use o f  land condemned the tenancy sy s

tem .30

F in a lly , the  re p o rt s t r e s s e d  the S ou th 's  "co lon ia l"  economy, the  

e x te n t o f  ou tside  con tro l o f  I t s  In d u stry , and I t s  dependence on Northern 

c r e d i t .  About h a lf  the  se c tio n  on Industry  was devoted to  an a tta c k  on 

high f r e ig h t  ra te s  as an u n ju s t i f ia b le  b a r r ie r  which "penalized [the  

South] fo r  being ru ra l and handicapped . . . I t s  e f fo r ts  to

U .S ., N ational Emergency Council, Report On Economic Conditions 
of  the  South (Washington: U.S. Government P r in tin g  O ffice , 1938), 
Econom ic R esources," 5 -8 ; "P opu la tion ,"  17-20; "Use o f  Natural Resources," 
53-56; " In d u stry ,"  57-60.

30]b 1 d ., "P riva te  and P ub lic  Income," 21-24; "Education," 25-28; 
"H ealth ." 29-32; "Housing," 41-44; "(Xmershlp and Use of Land," 45-48; 
"Purchasing Power," 61-64.
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in d u s t r ia l iz e .  . . As George T indall has observed, the re p o r t  was 

a " so r t of climax to  the  l i t e r a tu r e  on the ’co lo n ia l economy,” ' wiilch 

placed the ad m in istra tio n  behind Southern e f f o r t s  to  reform f r e ig h t  

r a te s  and a lso  Im plied support fo r  a coordinated program o f reg ional 

development.32

The rep o rt p o in ted ly  showed th a t  m illio n s o f  Southerners liv e d  In 

poverty . I t  a lso  s tre s s e d  th a t  Increased  purchasing power In th e i r  

hands could fu r th e r  th e  South 's business and In d u s try . But I t s  major 

concentra tion  was on th e  reasons why the  region was poor; th e  r e p o r t 's  

Im plication  was th a t  th e  impoverishment of th e  Sou th 's people was due 

to  thwarted development o f  the s e c t io n 's  g re a t p o te n t ia l .  Consequently, 

the  response to  the  document focused on the broad question o f what could 

be done to  stim u la te  general economic p ro g ress , ra th e r  than how to  up

l i f t  d e s t i tu te  In d iv id u a ls .

As In the case o f  the  1937 P re s id e n tia l Farm Tenancy Commission, 

the  authors o f the re p o r t  assembled an advisory comnittee o f prominent 

c i t iz e n s  to  endorse t h e i r  work. This body was no t e sp e c ia lly  rep resen 

ta t iv e  o f a l l  economic In te re s ts  In the  South, perhaps because I t  was 

h a s t i ly  convened. I t s  la rg e s t  component was s ix  members o f  the  academic 

community. Includ ing  p re s id en t Frank P. Graham o f  the  U n iversity  of 

North C aro lina, th e  chairman. Five businessmen were inc luded , but none 

were m anufacturers. Three p u b lic  o f f i c ia l s  (Including Governor

S ^ Ib ld ., " C r e d i t ," 49-52; "Use o f  Natural Resources," 53-56; 
"In d u stry ,"  57-60. The quo tation  Is  from p . 60.

^^George B. T in d a ll ,  "The 'C olonial Economy' and the Gravth 
Psychology," South A tla n tic  Q u a rte rly , LXIV (autumn, 1965), 472-74.



308

Carl Bailey o f  A rkansas), two newspaper pub lishers (includ ing  Barry 

Bingham o f  the  L o u isv ille  C o u rie r-Jo u m a l) . and one lawyer were p re sen t. 

Among the  th ree  la b o r  leaders were Lucy Randolph Mason o f th e  CIO and 

H.L. M itchell o f  th e  STFU. Two p la n te rs  rounded out the l i s t .  There 

v«re few non-academic p ro fessional men, and lo  clergymen, a g r ic u l tu r a l 

i s t s ,  o r  Negroes p r e s e n t .^3

The advisory com nittee assembled in  Washington on Ju ly  5 , heard 

the re p o rt and endorsed i t .  The members d iscussed  the  needs of the  South 

b u t, in  keeping w ith  the  purpose o f  the  document, made no formal p roposa ls. 

H.L. M itch e ll, subm itted  an a n a ly s is  o f ru .a l  problems fo r  h is  union, 

s tre s s in g  the displacem ent of ten a n ts  by m .chanization in  the  D elta . He 

recommended th a t  WPA place the d ispossessed  or, land fo r  live-at-hom e 

farming supplemented by public  work u n til  in d u s try  could absorb them.

Most o th e r ta lk  o f  so lu tio n s  cen tered  around th e  need to  in d u s tr ia l iz e  

the  re g io n .34

The committee members a re  l i s t e d  o«' p . 3 o f  the  R eport. For 
arrangements to  assemble the com m ittee, see M e lle tt to  Jonathan D an iels, 
June 25, 1938, D aniels papers; Howard Odum to  Foreman, June 24, 1938, SCHW, 
in  which Odum d ec lined  to  serve as c h a irran ; Graham to  M e lle tt , June 28 
and 30, 1938, Frank P. Graham p a p e rs , Soutnevi H is to rica l C o lle c tio n , 
U niversity  of North C aro lina. H e rea fte r c i te d  as Graham papers.

^^Foreman to  Gay Morenus, November 24, 1948, and to  Jonathan 
[D an ie ls] , June 8 , 1948, SCHW; memoir o f H.L. M itch e ll, Columbia Oral 
H istory C o lle c tio n , Columbia U n iv e rs ity , 103; STFU recommendations to  
the  NEC, Ju ly  5 , 1938, and [M itch e ll]  to  J .R . B u tle r , Ju ly  6 ,  1938,
Southern Tenant Farm ers' Union p a p e rs . Southern H is to rica l C o lle c tio n , 
U niversity  o f  North C arolina. The STFU recommendations resembled those 
o f the  FERA re h a b i l i ta t io n  program, and contained r e la t iv e ly  l i t t l e  of 
the  u n ion 's  emphasis on cooperative  land owne sh ip  of 1936 and 1937.
This probably r e f l e c t s  the in flu en ce  of Aubr^v W illiam s, fo r  whom 
M itchell worked In  the  WPA in 1936.
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But the  rea l p u b lic  Impact of the  advisory m eeting re s u lte d  from 

the P re s id e n t 's  l e t t e r  to  I t  In which he s ta te d  th a t  "the South p resen ts 

r ig h t  now the N a tio n 's  No. 1 economic problem—th e  N ation 's problem, 

no t merely the  S o u th 's . This Rooseveltlan phrase—one o f h is  most quot

ed—became c u rre n t Immediately due to  the premat»;?e re le a se  o f the  r e 

p o r t .  While the committee a te  lunch , a New York Times re p o r te r  s to le  a 

d r a f t  o f the  document, which was published  1r. sifimary the next day. 

Foreman regarded the  advance p u b lic i ty  as va luab le  " '

New Dealers used Inform ation from the re p o rt In th e i r  p o l i t ic a l  

campaigning In the South. In a Memphis speech August 5 , Harry 

Hopkins quoted the  P re s id e n t 's  assessm ent o f tne  region  as an economic 

problem, condemned in eq u itab le  f r e ig h t  r a te s ,  a»>d announced th a t  the 

WPA would attem pt to  enhance th e  purchasing power o f  sharecroppers :nd 

farm lab o re rs  by employing 200,00 o f  them during the  slack season In 

c o tto n .36 More Im portan tly , R oosevelt, then In h is  "purge" campaign, 

arranged to  re le a se  the  pamphlet before  h is  two m ajor Georgia speeches 

on August 1 1 . In the f i r s t  o f  th e s e , a t  the  U n iversity  of G eorgia, 

he s tre sse d  the  th e n -fa m ilia r  themes o f Improvement o f  Southern wages. 

Incomes, and taxab le  w ealth , and h in te d  a t  a forthcom ing program of

36fdr to  comm ittee, Ju ly  4 , 1938, FDRL PPF 5427, and on pp. 1-2 o f 
the  re p o r t . A copy In FDRL OF 788 In d ica te s  th a t  M e lle tt d ra fte d  the 
l e t t e r .  Including th e  phrase , "N ation 's No. 1 economic problem ." For 
accounts o f the  conference see Foreman to  Morenus, November 24 , 1948, 
and to  D aniels, June 8 , 1948, SCHW. The news s to ry  Is  In New York 
Times, Ju ly  6 , 1938, 1.

36New York Times, August 6 ,  1938, 1 ,4 .

S^M ellett to  FDR, August 6 , 1938, and FDR's personal copy of the 
re p o rt w ith h is  handw ritten n o ta tio n , "To be hel ">r re le a s e ,"  FDRL 
OF 788; naval communication, FDR to  M e lle tt , Augi t  9 , 1938, M e lle tt 
papers.
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fed e ra l a id  to  ed u ca tio n . And In  h is  second, a t  Barnesv i l l e ,  G eorgia, 

he re fe r re d  to  the  re p o r t  as he openly urged v o te rs  to  d e fe a t George. 

Thus the  document served  the  Im nedlate p o l i t ic a l  purpose which caused 

I t s  p rep a ra tio n . The remaining question  was how Southerners would 

respond to  th e  needs I t  d e lin e a te d .

Some Southern In d u s tr ia l  spokesmen reac ted  In d ignan tly  to  a re p o rt 

which questioned t h e i r  emphasis on growth and p ro sp e r ity . The T ex tile  

B u lle tin  made th e  e a r l i e s t  sweeping condemnation. On Ju ly  7 , only two 

days a f t e r  the  adv iso ry  committee adjourned . I t  a ttack ed  the  group as 

R oosevelt's  "slumming commission," c o n s is tin g  o f  handplcked members 

such as Graham and Miss Mason who had "already vo ted” to  s in g le  out the  

South fo r  c r i t ic is m . The A tlan ta  C o n stitu tio n  a t t r ib u te d  th e  stu^y to  

New Deal p o l i t ic a l  m otives and thought the  accuracy o f R oosevelt's  com

ments were "open to  q u e s tio n ."  Blaming Southern problems mainly on th e  

t a r i f f ,  f r e ig h t  r a te s  and s im ila r  d isc rim in a tio n s  a g a in s t the  reg io n , 

the  paper declared  th a t  th e  "No. 1 Economic Problem" sta tem ent was "not 

so much a c r i t ic is m  o f  the  South [a s  o f]  . . . sh o rt-s ig h te d  In te re s ts  

In o th e r  se c tio n s  which have been c h ie f ly  resp o n sib le  fo r  th e  c o n d itio n , 

to  the  e x te n t th a t  I t  e x i s t s . "3*

More comprehensive c r i t ic is m  o f  th e  re p o rt came from F itzg e ra ld

3®FDRL speech f i l e  1164, speech a t  U niversity  o f  G eorgia, August 11, 
1938, and 1165, speech a t  B a m e sv llle , same d a te . Foreman's p a r t  In 
o u tlin in g  the speech a ttac k in g  George appears In memo to  FDR from 
"T. G. C .,"  August 1 , 1938, and Foreman to  Rudolf F o s te r , August 5 ,
1938, FDRL PSF, Georgia campaign.

3*"Roosevelt Appoints a Slumming Commission," T e x tile  B u lle t in ,
Ju ly  7 , 1938, c lip p in g  In Graham p ap ers; A tlan ta  C o n s titu tio n , Ju ly  6 
and 27 , 1938.
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Hall» p re s id en t o f  th e  Southern S ta te s  In d u s tr ia l Council, who claimed 

t h a t  i t  held the  South up to  " r id ic u le  and shame," and was c a lcu la te d  

to  hamper h is  o rg a n iz a tio n 's  e f f o r t s  to  a t t r a c t  c a p ita l  and In d u s try .

He a sse r te d  th a t  southern In d u s tr ia l  development, which he equated w ith 

th e  re g io n 's  economy, had "not only been g re a t In re c e n t years but 

g re a te r  than probably In many o th e r  supposedly more favored s e c tio n s ."  

Hall fu r th e r  charged th a t  th e  r e p o r t 's  s t a t i s t i c s  were m isleading 

" g e n e ra li t ie s "  which could apply to  any p a rt  o f the  country with the  

same popu la tion , degree o f  u rb an iza tio n , and d iv e rs if ic a t io n  o f  In d u s try . 

Moreover, the document f a i le d  to  s t r e s s  th a t  29 p e r cen t o f  the  Southern 

popu lation  co n sis ted  o f  Negroes who lowered a l l  averages o f  Income and 

l iv in g  s tan d ard s. T h ird ly , Hall thought the  re p o rt exaggerated the  

S o u th 's  low Incomes and c ite d  an A gricu ltu re  Department study which 

found th a t  fu l ly  employed white t e x t i l e  workers earned a median $1,309 

p e r y e a r . As a ra i l ro a d  ex ecu tiv e . Hall adm itted th e  South was j u s t i 

f ie d  In  seeking reform  o f f r e ig h t  r a t e s ,  bu t denied th a t  the  problem was 

as fundamental as th e  stu(*y suggested . F in a lly , he noted th a t  In 1937 

the  WPA spent le s s  money In eleven Southern s ta te s  than In Pennsylvania, 

which had a population only 38 per cen t as la rg e ,  and used th a t  f a c t  to  

nominate the l a t t e r  s t a t e  as Economic Problem Number One.***

*0"comments on th e  Report o f  [ s ic ]  Economic Conditions o f  the  
South ."  enclosed In H all to  M eU ettT lep tem ber 7 ,  19^8, Graham p ap ers . 
Like H a ll, some c r i t i c s  o f th e  re p o rt a t t r ib u te d  cond itions I t  d escribed  
c h ie f ly  to  th e  Negro popu la tion . See, fo r  example, George C. D iggers,
"The N ation 's No. 1 Economic O pportunity ," pam phlet, n .d . ,  and "D iscus
sion  o f  Economic C onditions o f South C aro lina , Annotations and Comments
R ela ting  to  the  Report Prepared f o r  th e  P residen t o f  the United S ta te s  
by th e  National Emergency C ouncil," B u lle tin  o f  the  U n iversity  o f  South 
C aro lina  Extension D iv is io n , n .d . ,  31-32, 36, SCHW.
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Foreman and M e lle tt ,  who had decided to  answer c r i t i c a l  l e t t e r s ,  

excep t fo r  "h y s te ric a l d i a t r ib e s ,” re p lie d  to  H all. Regarding h is  

charges of m isleading g e n e ra l i t ie s ,  they  a sse r te d  th a t  th e  r e p o r t 's  

s t a t i s t i c s  were s p e c if ic  fo r  th e  region because th e re  was  ̂no o th e r  a rea  

w ith  th e  same p o p u la tio n , u rb an iz a tio n , in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n  and o ther 

c h a ra c te r is t ic s  as th e  South. The whole im port o f  the  study  was th a t  

Southern cond itions were ex cep tio n a l. Moreover, even i f  s t a t i s t i c s  were 

d is to r te d  as Hall claim ed, no such methods could "erase th e  poverty , 

i l l - h e a l th  and undem ourisN oent, liv in g  cond itions and e x p lo ita tio n  

ev id en t to  Southerners and non-southerners a l i k e .” Furtherm ore, they  

to ld  H all, merely s ta t in g  th a t  29 per cen t o f  the s e c t io n 's  population 

was black could in  no way m itig a te  the  f a c t  th a t  a la rg e  p roportion  o f  i t s  

c i t iz e n s  liv ed  under "subhuman co n d itio n s” and th a t  t h i s  poverty was n o t 

lim ite d  to  Negroes. Challenging H a ll 's  own use o f  f ig u r e s ,  they  noted 

t h a t  the  t e x t i l e  w orkers' median incomes he c ite d  were no t ty p ica l o f  

th e  region s in ce  the  la rg e s t  p a r t  o f i t s  people were ru ra l and non

in d u s t r ia l .  As f o r  the  comparison o f  Pennsylvania and th e  South, they  

merely pointed ou t th a t  the  l a t t e r  received  f a r  more spending from the  

AAA, FSA, and o th e r ru ra l-o r ie n te d  fed e ra l agencies than an in d u s tr ia l  

s t a te  which could be expected to  need ex tensive  work r e l i e f  f o r  i t s  

unemployed.^^

In g en e ra l, th e  a rc h i te c ts  o f the  re p o r t ch a rac te rized  i t s  most 

s t r id e n t  c r i t i c s  a s ,  in  Graham's words, " su p e r-p a tr io ts  and anti-New

^^Arthur Goldschmidt to  Graham, September 14 , 1938; M e lle tt to  
H a ll, September 14, 1938; M e lle tt to  H a ll, Septenber 19 , 1938, Graham 
pap ers . Goldschmidt and Foreman d ra f te d  M e lle t t 's  re p ly .
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D e a le rs ," ^  I t  was probably tru e  th a t  th e  most severe a tta c k s  came from 

adm in istra tion  opponents. Barry Bingham thought th is  was tru e  o f many 

Southern jo u r n a l i s t s ,  whose h o s t i l i t y  to  th e  study d is tu rb ed  him.*3 On 

the o th e r  hand. Foreman, w ith some lack o f  candor, dism issed charges th a t  

the  re p o r t  I t s e l f  had been p o l i t i c a l ly  m otivated . These came, he s a id , 

"almost uniform ly . . . from agents o f  n o rthern  c o n tro lle d  co rp o ra tio n s ,"  

and on ly  confirmed what the  document s a id  about ou tside  con tro l of 

Southern wealth

O ther business and In d u s tr ia l  spokesmen accepted th e  rep o rt as a 

r e a l i s t i c  sta tem ent o f  problem s. They recognized t h a t ,  although I t  p ro 

posed no rem edies. I t  Im plied a need f o r  general economic development 

o f  th e  reg io n , and sensed th a t  to  t h a t  e x te n t  I t  was squarely  w ith in  the  

New South tra d itio n .^ ®  They g e n era lly  acknowledged th e  s e c t io n 's  poverty , 

but s tre s se d  those  p a r ts  of the  re p o r t  which described  the  South as a 

new f i e ld  fo r  expansion o f Industry  and r e t a i l  m arkets.

One p u b l ic i s t ,  George C. B iggers, business manager o f  the A tlan ta  

Jo u rn a l, described  th e  South In a pamphlet and rad io  speech as the 

"N ation 's No. 1 Economic O p p o rtu n ity ,' a  phrase ra p id ly  becoming as 

widespread as R o o sev e lt's  own. "The . . . re p o rt on the  South," Biggers 

d e c la re d , "Is f o r  th e  most p a r t  c o r re c t  and we In the  South must admit I t . "  

He continued th a t  w hile c i t i e s  appeared reasonably  prosperous, "out In

^^Graham to  M e lle tt ,  Ju ly  18, 1938, Ib id .

^^Blnghara to  Graham, Ju ly  23, 1938, I b id .

^^Foreman to  George B iggers, January 6 ,  1939, SCHW.

^^George T in d a ll ,  "The 'C olonial Economy' and th e  Growth Psychology," 
South A tlan tic  Q u a rte rly . LXIV (autumn, 1965), 472-73.
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the  country th in g s a re  d i f f e r e n t ."  Rural poverty  underlay th e  South 's 

low wage s t r u c tu r e ,  he observed. But he noted th e  r e p o r t 's  emphasis on 

th e  re g io n 's  resources and, as an a d v e rtis in g  ex ecu tiv e , s t re s s e d  th a t 

the  sec tio n  was a g re a t untapped r e t a i l  m arket. He concluded th a t  only 

a few n a tio n a l p o lic ie s  blocked the  r e a l iz a t io n  o f  th is  p o te n t ia l .  " Ju s t 

take  o f f  the  d i f f e r e n t ia l  in  f r e ig h t  ra te s  . . . [and] lend us some money 

a t  lower in te r e s t  r a te s ,"  he a s s e r te d , "and w e 'l l  do the  r e s t . " ^

S im ila r ly , in  O ctober, 1938, A. L. M. W iggins, p re s id e n t o f the 

South C arolina Federation o f  Commerce, A gricu ltu re  and In d u stry , to ld  

rad io  l i s te n e r s  th a t  " th ere  can be no den ial . . . th a t  in  economic 

development, w ealth and income the  South i s  f a r  behind the  r e s t  o f  the  

N ation ," bu t hv. th e  same time i t  "o ffe rs  the  g re a te s t  opportun ity  fo r  

improvement and p rogress o f any se c tio n  o f th e  N ation ." With the decline  

o f  co tton  tenancy , he though t, the  South g re a t ly  needed a g ric u ltu ra l  

d iv e r s if ic a t io n .  Equally v i ta l  was expanded m anufacturing and "develop

ment o f  more h iÿ i ly  s k i l le d  in d u s tr ie s "  to  supplement t e x t i l e  m ills .

S t i l l  o th e r businessmen approved the  re p o r t  g e n e ra lly , bu t ob jected  

to  some o f i t s  emphasis on the  "c o lo n ia l" aspec ts  o f northern  ownership 

o f  in d u s tr ie s .  John C. Persons, p re s id e n t o f  the  F i r s t  N ational Bank 

o f  Birmingham and a member o f  th e  advisory comm ittee, to ld  the  New 

Orleans A ssociation o f  Commerce in  March, 1939, th a t  the  Sou th 's g rea t 

need f o r  in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n  requ ired  th a t  i t  a t t r a c t  as much outside

^G eorge C. B iggers, "The N atio n 's  No. 1 Economic O pportunity ," 
n .d . ;  "The A tlan ta  J o u rn a l 's  E d ito r ia l  Hour," ty p e s c r ip t rad io  d isc u s
s io n , Noventer 4, 1^30, sCHW.

4?A. L. M. W iggins, "Looking Ahead in  South C a ro lin a ,"  p rin ted  
rad io  speech, October 25 , 1938, SCHW.
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Investirent as p o ss ib le . The flow o f c a p i ta l  In to  the  region would u p l i f t  

both manufacturing and farm ing, he a s s e r te d , because “only by bu ild ing  

Industry  can we supply the  purchasing power to  buy the  th in g s  our v a s t 

a g r ic u ltu ra l  population  can produce.

Some n a tio n a l jo u rn a ls  agreed with the  r e p o r t 's  assessnen t but 

thought I t  overlooked some problems o r m isplaced I t s  em phasis. The Nation 

sa id  R ooseve lt's  remark th a t  th e  South was Economic Problem Nunber One 

was obvious. However, the  p l ig h t  o f  th e  sharecroppers remained the cen

t r a l  issu e  and nothing adequate had been done about I t .  I t  a lso  agreed 

with the  “co lo n ia l economy" Idea th a t  no rthern  c o rp o ra tio n 's  " fin an c ia l 

Im perialism " caused mudi o f  the  South 's backw ardness.*9 The New Republic 

thought the  rep o rt should have o ffered  more s o lu t io n s , and supplied  some 

of I t s  own. I f  the  causes o f reg ional poverty  were u n fa ir  t a r i f f s  and 

f r e l ÿ i t  r a t e s ,  unbalanced a g r ic u ltu re  and weakness o f la b o r un ions, the  

South needed reform o f those  cond itions, as w ell as fed e ra l a id  f o r  educa

tio n  and h ea lth  programs, and e f f o r t s  to  promote pub lic  acceptance o f  

c o lle c tiv e  ba rga in ing , a "square deal"  f o r  b la c k s , aid  fo r  sh arecroppers , 

and d iv e rs if ie d  farming.®®

There w ere, o f  c o u rse . Southerners who welcomed th e  re p o r t .  An 

In d ica tio n  o f  the I n te r e s t  I t  a roused , and perhaps some measure o f

^"A bsen tee  Ownership and the  South, An Answer to  I t s  C r i t ic s ,"  
speech by John C. Persons to  Members C ouncil, New Orleans A ssociation o f 
Commerce, March 30, 1939. For a veiy  s im ila r  view see New York Times, 
Ju ly  7 , 1938, 28.

49"No. 1 Economic Problem," The N ation . CXLVII (Ju ly  23, 1938), 81 , 
and "Southern Waste Land," Ib id . (A ugust^O , 1938), 169.

®0"The P lig h t o f th e  South," New R epublic. LXXXXVI (August 24, 
1938), 61.
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public  approval, was i t s  mass c ir c u la t io n ,  much o f which was w ith in  the

reg ion . Probably more than 500,000 copies were sold  or d is tr ib u te d  to

schoo ls, c iv ic  o rgan iza tions and in d iv id u a ls  before the end o f 1938.

Some o f the  most w holehearted endorsements came from e d ito rs  fr ie n d ly

to  the ad m in is tra tio n . Mark Ethridge declared  in  the  L o u isv ille  C ourier-

Journal th a t  the  re p o r t  showed th a t  "the na tion  must help untangle the

South" with app rop ria te  reg iona l program s.^2 Jonathan Daniels to ld

M elle tt he was "amazed a t  the  amount o f f a c t  and in te l lig e n c e "  packed

in to  a b r ie f  pamphlet. He saw i t  as a sign  o f the  P re s id e n t 's  good

in te n tio n s  fo r  the  South. At the  same tim e he thought th a t  Roosevelt

was not re s o lu te  enough in  c a llin g  fo r  fe d e ra l a id  to  education in  h is

U niversity  o f  Georgia speech , and he a lso  fea red  th a t  in  Southern m ill

towns re c e n tly  enacted  wage and hour standards would be as unenforceable

as p ro h ib itio n . S t i l l ,  he to ld  M e lle tt , th e  rep o rt had been a g rea t

se rv ic e . Furtherm ore, he w rote:

These P ro fessiona l Southern P a tr io ts  who . . . re se n t . . .  the
d e sc rip tio n  o f  the  South as Economic Problem No. 1 a re  the same
old Daughters o f  the  Confederacy—though some wear p an ts—who 
. . . have [alw ays] been a more d e s tru c tiv e  crop than co tto n .
They a re  not ta lk in g  fo r  thoughtful men and women. . . .  We know 
we are  in  a h e ll  o f  a f ix  . . . and a re  g ra te fu l fo r  . . .
[R o o se v e lt 's ]  h e lp . . . .53

There were numerous suggestions th a t  the  National Emergency Council 

conduct s tu d ie s  of In d iv id u a l Southern s t a t e s ,  o r even issu e  rep o rts  on

S lM elle tt to  W ill A lexander, October 28 , 1938, M e lle tt papers.

S Z lo u isv ille  C o u rie r-Jo u rn a l, September 25, 1938, advance copy in  
E thridge to  Steve Early, September 21, 1938, FDRL OF 396.

S^Daniels to  M e lle tt ,  August 26. 1938, Daniels papers; memo, 
M e lle tt to  FDR, FDRL PPF 1020.
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o ther reg ions. Congressman Lyndon Johnson, fo r  example, was In te re s te d  

in  a document fo r  Texas. M e lle tt re je c te d  such p ro p o sa ls , fea rin g  th a t  

a profusion o f pamphlets would lessen  the impact of the  o r ig in a l .  But 

the  U niversity  of South C arolina published  i t s  own s ta te  supplement to  

the main study.S*

There was a lso  sentim ent fo r  continuing  the work o f  the advisory  

committee. One o f  i t s  members, J .S .  Wannamaker of South C aro lina , 

p res id en t o f the American Cotton A sso c ia tio n , to ld  Graham he hoped the  

re p o rt would encourage the  p ress to  d i r e c t  " p i t i le s s  p u b lic ity "  a t  

Southern backwardness as a f i r s t  s tep  toward improving co n d itio n s . But 

another e s se n tia l  move, he suggested , was to  reconvene the  conm ittee to  

recommend to  Roosevelt remedies fo r  the  re g io n 's  needs. Merely to  droo 

the  m atter w ithout o ffe rin g  s o lu t io n s , he though t, would be a " fa ta l  

b lunder."  Wannamaker a lso  urged th is  idea  upon M e lle tt and asked Graham
C C

to  do the  same, bu t apparen tly  aroused no re a l i n te r e s t .

A ctually , the  NEC expected p r iv a te  Southern i n i t i a t i v e  to  meet the  

problems ra ised  by the  re p o r t .  M e lle tt ,  who probably re f le c te d  ad

m in is tra tio n  th in k in g , saw the study as a culm ination and summary o f  

severa l years o f reg ional se lf-ex am in a tio n . "We picked the  problem up 

. . . when i t  was r ip e  fo r  p ick in g ,"  he w ro te. He thought co rrec tio n  

o f Southern conditions would have to  come no t from W ashington, bu t as 

a r e s u l t  of reg iona l p re ssu re . "Our re p o r t  i s  lending

54john F ischer to  M e lle tt , August 21 , 1938, M e lle tt to  M cIntyre, 
October 21, 1938, M e lle tt papers; "D iscussion o f Economic C onditions of 
South Carolina . . . , "B u lle tin  of U n iversity  of South C arolina Exten
sion  D iv is io n ," n .d ., SCHW.

^^Wannamaker to  Graham, August 3 , 1938, Graham papers.
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i t s e l f  to  th is  p re s su re , as well as to  e f f o r t s  to  do those th in g s  w ithin 

the South th a t  need to  be done," M e lle tt advised.®®

The f i r s t  and la rg e s t  organized response t o  the re p o r t  was the 

Southern Conference fo r  Human W elfare, organized in  the f a l l  o f  1938.

This movement a c tu a lly  o rig in a te d  w ith th e  e f f o r t s  o f  Joe G elders, a 

Birmingham lab o r a c t i v i s t ,  one-tim e v ic tim  o f  an ti-u n io n  v io le n c e , and 

(not widely known) Communist co n v ert, to  organize a reg ional conference 

on c iv i l  r ig h ts .  In th e  sp ring  o f 1938 Gelders met Lucy Randolph Mason 

who put him in co n tac t w ith Mrs. R oosevelt. The F i r s t  Lady suggested 

th a t  he broaden h is  idea  to  Include a l l  reg iona l problem s, and a lso  

arranged fo r  him to  see the  P resid en t sometime in  June , 1938. I t  was 

probably Roosevelt who f i r s t  suggested l in k in g  the  conference and the  

forthcoming NEC re p o r t .

Gelders con tacted  H. C. Nixon o f  the  Southern Policy  Committee, who 

was recep tive  to  the  idea  o f a new reg ional o rg an iza tio n . They con

fe rre d  with Josephine W ilkins o f  th e  Georgia C itiz e n s ' Fact Finding Move

ment (a reform-minded study group) and l a t e r  w ith Foreman. These fou r 

envisioned a reg ional conference which would respond to  th e  NEC re p o r t ,  

about to  be o f f i c i a l l y  re le a se d . The p lanners re c ru ite d  two Alabama 

SPC members, U.S. Commissioner Louise 0 . Charlton and Postm aster Cooper 

Green, both o f Birmingham, who made arrangements fo r  » m eeting in  t h e i r

®M ellett to  M cIntyre, October 21 , 1938, M elle tt p ap e rs . M elle tt 
made these  observations in  response to  questions re fe rre d  to  him by Roose
v e lt  concerning whether a re p o rt should be issued  on New England.

®^Krueger, And Promises to  Keep, 3-18; H. C. Nixon to  Brooks Hays, 
Ju ly  27, 1938, enclosed  in  Nixon to  F rancis P. M ille r , same d a te , papers 
o f  the N ational Policy  Committee, L ib rary  o f  Congress. H e rea fte r c ite d  
as NPCP.
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c i ty .  They saw the conférence, as Nixon put i t ,  as "frank ly  intended 

to  f o s te r  th e  p rogressive  movement in  the  South, w ith no re a c tio n a r ie s  

needing to  app ly ,"  making a "mass appeal" f o r  a c tio n  on th e  s e c tio n 's  

problems

On September 8 , the  SCHW, by then form ally  o rgan ized , issued  a c a l l  

fo r  a l l  in te re s te d  Southerners to  meet in  Birmingham November 20-23 to  

consider a broad range o f is su e s  ra ise d  by th e  r e p o r t ,  as w ell as some 

o th e rs . These Included h e a l th ,  ed u ca tio n , c h ild  la b o r , race  r e la t io n s ,  

farm tenancy , su ffrag e  r e fo m , and c o n s titu tio n a l r i g h t s .^9 More than 

1,200 d e leg a tes  a ttended  the  conference. They rep resen ted  a g rea t 

v a rie ty  o f  in te r e s ts  and a high c a l ib e r  o f  c a p a b il i ty .  Among the prom

in en t p u b lic  fig u re s  p re sen t were Mrs. Roosevelt and J u s tic e  Hugo Black 

(both o f  whom addressed the  m ee tin g ). Senators Bankhead and L is te r  H ill 

o f Alabama, and Claude Pepper o f  F lo r id a , Aubrey W illiam s, R. W. Hudgens 

of the  FSA, Brooks Hays, and Governor Bibb Graves o f  Alabama. Numerous 

clergymen a tten d ed , as d id  lab o r lead ers  from th e  AFL, CIO, and STFU. 

In d u s t r i a l i s t s  such as Donald Comer and scho lars  l ik e  A rthur Raper came, 

along w ith Mary McLeod Bethune, F. 0 . P atterson  o f  Tuskeegee I n s t i tu t e ,  

Benjamin Mays of Morehouse C o llege , F o rre s te r  B. Washington, Charles S. 

Johnson, and o th e r black le a d e rs . J o u rn a lis ts  and p u b lish ers  were w ell 

rep resen ted  by Ralph M cGill, C larence Poe, W. T. Couch, V irg in ius Dabney 

and Mark E thridge. Frank Graham was chosen chairman o f th e  conference.

®®Krueger, And Promises to  Keep, 3-18; Nixon to  Hays, Ju ly  27, 1938, 
and Nixon to  M ille r , September 16, 1938, NPCP.

99"Southern Conference f o r  Human W elfare, Plans and Purposes," 
Septetdber 8 , 1938, FDRL OF 396.
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and Nixon became the fu l l- t im e  f i e ld  secretary.®®

Of a l l  the  SCHW's m ajor f ig u re s ,  Nixon emphasized ru ra l poverty 

most s tro n g ly . Chairing a conference panel on lan d less  farm ers, he 

s tre sse d  th a t  tenancy was the  Sou th 's  overrid ing  problem because the 

regional economy was so  la rg e ly  based on a g r ic u l tu re .  He r e i te r a te d  th a t  

sharecroppers and farm lab o re rs  had the  worst l iv in g  standards o f  any 

la rg e  group o f Americans, and argued th a t  t h e i r  low earning power depressed 

in d u s tr ia l  wages, r e t a i l e r s '  s a le s ,  and m anufactu rers ' p r o f i t s .  Pros

p e r ity  o r  poverty in  a g r ic u ltu re  meant th e  same fo r  the South, Nixon 

declared.®^

The SCHW adopted a s tro n g  re so lu tio n  on tenancy , which c a lle d  fo r  

expanding land purchase lo a n s , r e h a b il i ta t io n  c r e d i t ,  debt adjustm ent 

a s s is ta n c e , group medical p la n s , and cooperative  e n te rp r is e s  under th e  

FSA. The conference a lso  proposed a government ru ra l lega l a id  bureau 

and a program o f  subsid ized  low income farm housing. Likewise, i t  

favored s ta te  le g is la t io n  to  req u ire  w ritte n  le a s e s ,  compensation o f 

ten an ts  fo r  farm improvements, minimum housing s tan d ard s , and a r b i t r a 

tio n  o f  lan d lo rd -te n an t d isp u te s .6%

But t h i s  statem ent bearing  most d ir e c t ly  on ru ra l poverty  was only 

one o f  th o se  adopted; the  f u l l  l i s t  o f re so lu tio n s  was as v a ried  as the  

conference membership and agenda. The SCHW took p o s itio n s  on labor

®®Krueger, And Promises to  Keep, 21-25; Report of Proceedings o f 
the  SCHW, November &0-23, 193&, tiranam papers.

®^Typescript o f  speech fo r  SCHW, n .d . [November 20-23, 1938], Nixon 
papers.

^^Report of Proceedings o f  SCHW, November 20-23, 1938, Graham 
papers.
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(endorsed the F a ir  Labor Standards Act and th e  u n ity  o f the AFL and 

CIO, and opposed a l l  geographical wage d i f f e r e n t ia l s  and any weakening 

o f  the  Wagner A ct), race  r e la t io n s  (favored ex tension  o f the vo te  to  

a l l  who met educational requ irem ents, fed e ra l an ti-ly n ch in g  law s, 

a b o lit io n  o f th e  po ll ta x ,  and f a i r  d is t r ib u t io n  o f  school funds to  both 

r a c e s ) ,  and numerous o th e r  issu e s  (connended the  La F o lle tte  Committee 

on C iv il L ib e r t ie s ,  fed e ra l a id  to  ed u ca tio n , expansion o f so c ia l secu

r i t y  coverage, p u b lic  housing program s, p rison  reform  and b ir th  c o n tro l, 

condemned th e  Dies Committee on Un-American A c t iv i t ie s ,  f re ig h t  ra te  

d isc rim in a tio n , and s a le s  ta x e s ,  and urged clemency fo r  the "Scottsboro 

Boys" in  Alabama). I t  a lso  p ra ised  th e  NEC r e p o r t T h u s  w hile the  

conference m anifested concern fo r  poverty , th e  d iffu s io n  of i t s  in te r e s ts  

prevented i t  from focusing on t h a t ,  o r  any o th e r  s p e c if ic  is s u e .

Two o th e r  problems b lun ted  the  SCHW's e ffe c tiv e n e ss  in  responding 

to  the  NEC re p o r t .  The rac ia lly -m ix ed  meeting became embroiled in  con

tro v e rsy  when fo rced  to  observe Birmingham's ordinance req u irin g  seg re 

gated se a tin g  a t  pub lic  g a th e rin g s . T h is , o f  co u rse , opened i t  to  

a tta c k s  which p a r t i a l l y  overshadowed i t s  pronouncements on Southern 

economic conditions.® ^ And even more s e r io u s , many Southern l ib e r a l s  

l o s t  confidence in  th e  SCHW when they  suspected  t h a t  Communists were 

w ith in  i t s  ranks. Conference o f f i c i a l s  l a t e r  counted only s ix  known 

party  members (and in  f a c t  only 27 S o c ia l is ts )  among the Birmingham

GSlbid.
®^Krueger, And Promises to  Keep, 26-27; L ily  May Caldwell to  

M clntvre. November &2, lô S T  hPlF 5664; W. T. Couch, "Southerners 
Inspect the  South," New R epublic. LXXXXVII (December 14, 1938), 168-69.
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d e le g a te s , p lus a few more suspects l ik e  G elders. The most c a re fu l s tu 

den t o f  th e  SCHW has concluded th a t  I t  was a "popular f ro n t"  o f  d iv erse  

reform ers, never dominated by Communist p a r t ic ip a n ts .  N evertheless such 

accusations damaged the  movement as F rancis P. M ille r , Brooks Hays, and 

most Southern o f f ic e  ho lders d isa sso c ia ted  them selves from I t .^ S  Thus 

the  SCHW never voiced th e  un ited  rep ly  to  th e  NEC re p o rt th a t  I t  o r ig i 

n a lly  In tended.

Before the  end o f  November, 1938, M il le r ,  Barry Bingham and Mark 

E thridge conceived a second conference to  respond to  the  re p o rt In  a 

d if f e re n t  way. They proposed to  fo llow  an o ld  SPC technique o f  In v itin g  

a s e le c t  group o f  " rep re sen ta tiv e"  Southerners to  confer and draw up a 

s p e c if ic  program fo r  Congressional co n s id e ra tio n . They were convinced 

th a t  the  demand fo r  le g is la t io n  should o r ig in a te  In the  South; I t  would 

be u n fo rtu n a te , they  b e liev e d . I f  any such d riv e  came only from the  

a d m in is tra tio n .66

A ccordingly, M ille r , who saw th e  move as an a lte rn a tiv e  to  th e  SCHW, 

Issued a c a l l  to  approxim ately 40 Southern lead ers  to  meet In A tlan ta  

on January 14-15, 1939. He described  th e  gathering  as an outgrowth o f 

the  SPC's p a s t e f f o r t s ,  and linked  I t  to  the  NEC re p o r t .  He f e l t  the

66for th e  controversy  over Communist In fluence  see Krueger, And 
Promises to  Keep. 38, 180-81; H. C. Nixon to  Graham, January 17 ,
Novewber ZÔ, and December 7 , 1939; Claude Pepper to  Grahairi, February 6 , 
1939; Brooks Hays to  Graham, November 1 , 1939; Graham to  F rancis P.
M ille r , February 15, 1939; and M ille r  to  Graham, A pril 12, 1939, 
enclosing  Howard K ester to  M ille r , March 19, 1939, a l l  In Graham 
papers.

66M111er to  Nixon, September 13, 1938, Bingham to  M ille r , November 28, 
1938, M ille r  to  Nixon, December 30, 1938, NPCP; E thridge to  Graham, 
November 30 and December 2 7 , 1938, Graham papers.
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tim es were c r i t i c a l  f o r  the development o f na tiona l po licy  fo r  the  South, 

and th e re fo re  th e  purpose o f  the  m eeting would be to  d ra f t  and p u b lic ize  

a concise proposal f o r  le g is la t io n  to  deal with the  Issues ra is e d  by the 

re p o r t .  However, M ille r contemplated no o rgan ization  l ik e  the SCHW.^?

Some prom inent SCHW p a r t ic ip a n ts  were in v ite d  to  the  A tlan ta  con

ference . H. C. Nixon and several o th e rs  a tten d e d , but Graham regarded 

i t  as a d u p lic a te  e f f o r t  and d ec lined  to  come. The 32 d e leg a tes  Included 

lab o r le a d e rs , j o u r n a l i s t s ,  and s c h o la rs , along w ith M ille r , E th ridge , 

Bingham, Charles S. Johnson, and o th e r  SPC stalw arts.® ®

The conference statem ent c a l le d  the NEC re p o r t "an e s s e n t ia l ly  true  

diagnosis o f economic conditions in  th is  a re a ."  I t  a lso  agreed w ith the 

s tu d y 's  an a ly sis  o f  th e  "co lon ia l"  nature  o f th e  re g io n 's  economy, and 

went even fu r th e r  In a t t r ib u t in g  Southern poverty to  Inadequate o r  mis

guided na tiona l p o l ic ie s .  In a tte n tio n  to  a g r ic u ltu ra l  problem s, fo r  

In stan ce , had streng thened  the  one-crop , sharecropping , and fu rn ish in g  

systems w ith a l l  t h e i r  well-known e v i l s ,  w hile the t a r i f f  and n a tio n a lly -  

sanctioned f r e ig h t  ra te  d i f f e r e n t ia l s  had kep t th e  South a mere su p p lie r  

o f  raw m ate ria ls  to  in d u s tr ia l  s e c t io n s . "The h a rv est o f  these  p o l ic ie s ,  

and of our own shortcom ings," th e  conference a s se r te d ,

may be found In the  eroded lands o f  the  South; In the  d ispossessed  
te n a n try ; In a people who have too high a percentage o f  p e lla g ra , 
m a la ria , hookworm and o th e r  such d ise a se s ; In homes . . . below 
decent l iv in g  s tandards; In  Inadequate . . . schools and . . . 
I n s t i tu t io n s  o f  h igher le a rn in g ; In the low est percentage o f home

®^M111er to  Nixon, December 30 , 1938, and M ille r  t o  In v ite d  d e le 
g a te s , December 5 , 1938, NPCP.

®®Report o f  the  A tlan ta  Conference held  January 14-15, 1939, NPCP; 
Graham to  E th ridge , January 11 , 1939, Graham papers.
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and land ownership In the co u n try , and in  th e  low est per c a p ita  
incomes in  the  coun try .

In s h o r t ,  "the n a t io n 's  treatm ent o f  the  South had been th a t  g en era lly  

accorded a co lon ial possession."® ^

To remedy these  in e q u itie s  th e  conference proposed both fed era l and 

s ta te  a c tio n . Congress should expand FSA r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  work, includ ing  

farm purchase len d in g , as well as continue commodity p rice  suppo rts .

For in d u s tr ia l  w orkers, the  n a tio n a l government should  take  fu r th e r  s te p s  

to  assure  adequate wage standards and safeguard c o lle c t iv e  bargain ing . 

Other le g is la t io n  was necessary to  provide fed era l a id  to  education and 

pub lic  h e a l th ,  and reform  of f r e ig h t  ra te s  was "ab so lu te ly  e s s e n t ia l ."  

The s t a t e s ,  fo r  t h e i r  p a r t ,  should rev ise  laws on lan d lo rd -ten an t r e l a 

tio n sh ip s  and c re a te  land planning commissions. F in a lly , the  group 

vaguely recommended s t a te  e f f o r t s  to  strengthen  c iv i l  l i b e r t i e s ,  bu t 

was q u ite  s p e c if ic  in  c a llin g  f o r  a b o litio n  o f  the  p o ll t a x . ^

Like the  SCHW, th e  A tlan ta  conference thought in  broad terms about 

what was needed to  improve th e  re g io n , and although i t  recognized the  

p lig h t o f  d e s t i tu te  peop le , th a t  problem was only one o f  several con

cern s . At le a s t  one o f  the  members suggested th a t  th e  group narrow i t s  

co n cen tra tio n . James C. D erieux, e d i to r  o f The S ta te  o f Columbia, South 

C aro lin a , thought t h a t  the  prim ary aim should be to  upgrade the  working 

s k i l l s  o f  the poor as a p re re q u is i te  to  o th e r  advances. The key to  th e  

tenancy problem, f o r  in s ta n c e , was to  c o rre c t th e  " in cap ac ity  o f  so

G9"A Working Economic Plan f o r  the  South, Recommendations Adopted 
a t  A tla n ta , G eorgia, January 15, 1939," pam phlet, NPCP.

70 Ib id .
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many persons to  a cq u ire , own and opera te  land su ccessfu lly ."^ ^  This Idea 

was c lose  to  the  concept o f  r e h a b i l i ta t io n .  But D erieux 's views were In 

the  m inority  in  a conference concerned mainly w ith general reg ional 

development.

A th ird  organized response to  th e  NEC re p o rt was by the  Southern 

Governors' Conference, l a te  in  1939. The s ta te  ex ec u tiv e s ' o rg an iza tio n  

was an expansion o f  th e  Southeastern  Governors' Conference, o r ig in a lly  

formed to  press the  case fo r  f r e ig h t  ra te  reform  before  th e  In te r s ta te  

Commerce C om ission , A fter some i n i t i a l  success in  b ringing  th e i r  is su e  

before  the  ICC, they  broadened t h e i r  in te r e s ts  s l ig h t ly .  On December 14, 

1939, in  an A tlan ta  m eeting, the  governors appointed a committee, headed 

by Clarence Poe, e d i to r  o f the  Progressive Farmer o f  R aleigh, North 

C aro lin a , to  devise a ten -y e a r  campaign fo r  general economic development 

o f  th e  South.72

By December 30 Poe 's committee had o u tlin e d  i t s  m ajor goals and 

th e  governors announced t h e i r  program in  the p re s s . Frank Graham, 

involved in  y e t ano ther campaign as chairman o f  i t s  North C arolina sub

committee, wrote to  th e  P resid en t and suggested th a t  th is  l a t e s t  e f f o r t  

concerned the same cond itions which had led  to  the  designation  o f  the  

South as "Economic Problem No. 1 ."  At Graham's re q u e s t, Roosevelt se n t

7 lM ille r to  SPC members. May 29, 1939, NPCP.

T ^ iin d a ll, Emergence o f  the New South. 601-03; memo, "Report o f 
Committee on O rganization and Planning fo r  Ten Year Campaign fo r  
'Balanced P ro sp erity  in  the South, 1940-50 ," ' n .d .  [December, 1939], 
Graham papers. Poe 's committee included the  s ta te  Extension d ire c to rs  
o f  South C arolina and L ou isiana, th e  Tennessee Commissioner o f A gri
c u l tu r e ,  chairman o f  th e  Georgia Public Service Commission, general 
manager o f  the F lo rida  S ta te  Chamber o f Commerce, chairman H. A. Morgan 
o f  the  TVA and news c o lu m is t  John Temple Graves.
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a message o f  co n g ra tu la tio n s to  the  governors.

Poe Id e n tif ie d  two major th re a ts  to  continued Southern economic 

advancement. He apprehended a “c r i s i s  in  money c ro p s ,"  p a rtly  as a 

r e s u l t  o f  the c lo s in g  o f  fo reign  markets fo r  s ta p le s  due to  the o u t

break o f  war in  Europe. The general answer to  th i s  was what Poe had 

preached fo r  years in  the  columns o f  the P rogressive Fanner: d iv e r s if ie d  

farm ing, more production f o r  home u s e , and increased  livestock  r a i s in g .  

Secondly, he accepted the  th e s is  th a t  f r e ig h t  r a te  d i f f e r e n t ia ls  re ta rd ed  

reg ional in d u s t r ia l iz a t io n ,  but thought th e  recen t "epochal triimq)h" o f 

th e  governors in  g e tt in g  th e  ICC to  consider the  m a tte r  in d ica ted  prog

re s s  toward c o rre c tio n  o f  the  d i f f i c u l ty .  Poe and the  committee con

cluded t h a t ,  w ith th e  beginning o f  a new decade, th e  times were p ro p i

tio u s  fo r  concerted a c tio n  ag a in s t th ese  and re la te d  problems

Poe 's committee o u tlin e d  ten  goals f o r  the  1 9 4 0 's , a l l  o f  which 

cen tered  around th e  need to  "balance" the  re g io n 's  economy. Among 

th ese  aims were a deemphasis on s ta p le s  and increased  production o f  

food , fee d , s o il-e n r ic h in g  crops and liv e s to c k . Fam s should be "b a l

anced" with f a c to r ie s ,  in  which "worker p ro sp e rity "  accompanied "owner 

p ro sp e r ity ."  O ther e s s e n t ia ls  were encouragement o f  home ownership, 

and improved m arketing o f  Southern p roducts , includ ing  e lim ina tion  o f  

" trad e  b a r r ie r s ,"  a c le a r  re fe ren ce  to  high f r e ig h t  r a te s .  In g e n e ra l.

73prin ted  b ro ad sid e , "A Campaign 'F o r Balanced P rosperity  in  the  
S o u th .'"  n .d . [Jan u ary , 1940], Graham papers; p ress  re le a se , December 31, 
1939, Graham to  FDR, December 30, 1939, and January 4 , 1940, and FDR 
to  eleven Southern governors, January 6 , 1940, FDRL PPF 6410.

74printed b ro ad s id e , "A Campaign T o r  Balanced P rosperity  in  the  
S o u th ,'"  n .d . [Jan u ary , 1940], Graham papers.
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th e  committee th o u g h t, the  S ou th 's  resources should be made to  provide 

more o f  the  needs o f  th e  s e c t io n 's  consumers.^®

These s ta te d  goa ls  were l i t t l e  more than p la ti tu d e s  acceptable to  

a d iverse  group o f  governors. As y e t  they  amounted to  no sp e c if ic  

program and, even I f  implemented, would no t s t r ik e  a t  the  re a l d e s t i tu 

t io n  o f  thousands o f  Southerners. But they  were s ig n if ic a n t as a s o r t  

o f recogn ition  by th e  governors o f  the  needs enumerated In the NEC study . 

All o f  the  Poe com m ittee 's o b je c tiv e s—d iv e rs if ie d  a g r ic u ltu re , removal 

of f r e ig h t  d i f f e r e n t i a l s .  I n d u s t r ia l iz a t io n ,  b e t te r  conservation  and 

management o f  re so u rc e s , improved housing and more home ownership. 

Increased loca l Investm ent, and even a vague reference  to  the  d e s ira 

b i l i t y  o f h igher wages—matched the d é fic ien ces  mentioned In the  re p o r t .  

The governors' goa ls  r e a l ly  c o n s titu te d  a New South sta tem ent on regional 

development, updated fo r  1940, and re in fo rce d  w ith Poe 's emphasis on 

progressive a g r ic u l tu re .

There were sev era l reasons why these  goals were never e f fe c t iv e ly  

Implemented. The most Im portant was th a t  the  governors never saw the  

te n -y e a r  "balanced p ro sp e rity "  campaign as anything more than In c id en ta l 

to  th e i r  f r e ig h t  r a te  d r iv e . O utlin ing  t h e i r  plans fo r  reg ional advance

ment In January , 1940, they reso lved  th a t  "concerted e f f o r t  f o r  economic 

development along a l l  l in e s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  Increased  In d u s tr ia l  a c t iv 

i t y  [and] balanced a g r ic u ltu ra l  program s," were necessary  to  secure 

the  "major b e n e f its  o f  the lower f r e ig h t  ra te s "  they sought. While

"Minutes of Conference, North C arolina S ta te  Committee on 
O rganization and P lanning , Southern Governors' Conference Campaign 
. . . , " February 10, 1940, Graham p ap ers .
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they considered th e  tra n sp o rta tio n  problem , they de legated  a l l  o th e r  

planning to  Poe 's committee.

A second reason was th a t  Poe env isioned  a very d e cen tra lized  cam

paign . He suggested th a t  in  each s t a te  a governor's committee, u t i l i z in g  

the  se rv ice s  o f s t a t e  ag en c ies , c o lle g e s , the  p re s s , and a g ric u ltu ra l  

and business o rg a n iz a tio n s , survey economic needs, and define  adequate 

standards of improvement in  such m a tte rs  as farming m ethods, crop d iv e r 

s i f i c a t io n ,  community s e rv ic e s , h e a l th ,  educa tion , housing , a t t r a c t io n  

o f  In d u s try , and the  l i k e .  Using standard  sco reca rd s , the  s ta te  com

m ittees  could then grade th e  advancement of any in d iv id u a ls , communities, 

school d i s t r i c t s ,  o r  counties th a t  chose to  p a r t i c ip a te ,  and award annual 

" c e r t i f ic a te s  o f  p rog ress" as a p u b lic  reco g n itio n . Meanwhile, b u s in e ss

men and Chambers o f  Comnerce would promote new In d u s tr ie s ,  and farm 

agencies would encourage d iv e r s i f ic a t io n .  All these  e f f o r t s  depended 

h eav ily  upon the  s tim u la tio n  o f  lo c a l enthusiasm , and a n tic ip a te d  what 

Howard Odisn described  as a " fo lk  movement.

In t h e i r  conference o f  A pril 15-16, 1940, the  governors approved 

P oe 's p lan , even though some doubted I t s  " ta n g ib i l i ty "  as a means o f  

in c reas in g  p ro s p e r ity , and tu rned  th e  campaign over to  whatever s t a te

76press re le a se  by Southern Governors' Conference, January 22 , 
1940; "Minutes o f  Conference, North C arolina S ta te  Coomlttee on Organi 
za tlo n  and P lanning , Southern G overnors' Conference Campaign . . . ,"  
February 10, 1940; Minutes o f  Southern Governors' Conferences o f 
February 26-27, 1940, April 15-16, 1940, and Ju ly  29-30 , 1940, a l l  In  
Graham papers.

^^Printed  b ro ad s id e , "A Campaign 'F o r Balanced P ro sp erity  In  th e  
South . . . , ' "  n .d .  [Janau ry , 1940], Minutes o f  Southern Governors' 
Conferences o f February 26-27, 1940, and April 15-16, 1940, Odum to  
Graham, February 13 , 1940, a l l  In Graham papers.
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coRmlttees the execu tives happened to  appo in t. The p ra c tic a l  r e s u l ts  

were few. Only f iv e  committees (G eorgia, North C a ro lin a , South C a ro lin a , 

Alabama and Tennessee) ever fu n c tio n ed , and th o se , ap p a ren tly , only f o r  

1940. None o f  them mounted more than a campaign f o r  d iv e r s if ie d  farming 

with some e f f o r t s  to  encourage lo ca l surveys and p u b lica tio n  o f Indus

t r i a l  p o te n t ia l .  Perhaps the  most concrete  achievement was In Tennessee, 

where 60,000 fam ilie s  were e n ro lled  in  a home food production program.^®

For t h e i r  p a r t ,  th e  governors qu ick ly  l o s t  I n te r e s t  In th e i r  te n -  

year campaign. Not only d id  they  remain preoccupied w ith the  f r e ig h t  

ra te  I s s u e , but by th e  middle o f  1940 they  developed ano ther economic 

o b je c tiv e , th a t  o f assu ring  th a t  th e  South obtained  I t s  share o f  the  

new expansion In war In d u s tr ie s .  D espite Poe 's judgment th a t  "the war 

s i tu a t io n  only Increases th e  n e c e ss ity  fo r  going forw ard w ith our w ork," 

p a r t ic u la r ly  o f crop d iv e r s i f ic a t io n .  I t  was c le a r  th a t  th e  s ta te  exec

u tiv e s  were more In te n t  on o th e r  m a tte r  s .

F in a lly , a t  an e a r ly  stage  In  the  governor's  campaign, an o f f ic ia l

^®M1nutes o f  Southern Governors' Conference, A pril 15-16, 1940; 
"Minutes o f Conference, North C arolina  S ta te  Committee on Organiza
tio n  and Planning, Southern G overnors' Conference Campaign . . .
February 10, 1940; "Minutes Executive Committee—G eorgia 's Ten-Year 
Development Campaign," Ju ly  27 , 1940; Paul W. Chapman to  Poe, April 2 0 , 
1940; W. R. McDonald to  Poe, Mqy 9 , 1940; Poe to  f iv e  s ta te  campaign 
chairm en. May 24 , 1940; Poe to  s t a te  campaign com m ittees, June 26,
1940; Graham to  Leon R. Meadows, Ju ly  8 ,  1940; Blake Van Leer to  Graham, 
October 23 , 1940; C. C, Flanery to  Poe, December 2 1 , 1940; a l l  In 
Graham papers.

7*Poe to  f iv e  s t a te  campaign chairm en. May 24 , 1940, quoting Poe 
to  Burnet Maybank, May 22 , 1940; E. D. Rivers to  Graham, June 4 , 1940; 
Minutes o f  ân jth em  Governors' Conference, September 15-17, 1940;
Clyde Hoey to  North C arolina comm ittee, n .d . [O ctober, 1940], a l l  In 
Graham papers.
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o f th e  FSA suggested th a t  th e  program re a l ly  overlooked the  ru ra l poor.

At a N ashville  meeting o f the  Southern Conference on In te r s ta te  Problems, 

where Poe o u tlin ed  h is  plan and s tre s se d  the need fo r  d iv e r s if ie d  f a m 

in g , George S. M itc h e ll, an A ss is ta n t A dm inistrator o f  the  FSA, read a 

speech f o r  Will A lexander, who could no t a tte n d . M itchell c a lle d  fo r  

more a tte n tio n  to  the  " g re a t. Ig n o ran t, I n e r t ,  hopeless m ass," o f  " I t i n 

e ra n t  farm ers ."  He reminded th a t  In  some areas 56 per cen t o f  the  popu

la t io n  moved each y e a r ,  "roam[1ng] from one worn ou t patch to  a n o th e r."  

Furtherm ore, due to  m echanization and the  re s u ltin g  "pressure o f popu

la t io n  on the  lan d ,"  they  were becoming even le s s  s e c u re . M itchell 

noted th a t  "often the  annual Income fo r  a fam ily  o f  f iv e  I s  about $126" 

and "you could buy every th ing  the  fam ily  owns fo r  $25." Warning th a t  

un less these  d e s t i tu te  people received  a b e t t e r  chance the  region as 

a whole could no t p ro sp e r , he Im plied th a t  proposals fo r  general economic 

development could do l i t t l e  fo r  Impoverished In d iv id u a ls .^

Commenting on t h i s  speech to  Will A lexander, Clarence R oberts, 

e d i to r  o f  the  Oklahoma Farmer-Stockman. summarized the  condition o f  the  

ru ra l poor as 1940 began, and c o n trad ic ted  the  c u rre n t New South emphasis 

He saw the  density  o f  th e  Sou th 's country  population  In  re la tio n  to  I t s  

a g r ic u ltu ra l  resources as "In every sense the  n a t io n 's  number one 

problem ." M igration o f  the  Impoverished from th e  farms continued, 

speeded by m echanization o r .  In some a re a s , unchecked e ro s io n . He con

cluded th a t  "the n a tio n  as a whole must prepare to  tak e  care  o f th e

80"The Council o f  S ta te  Governments, Southern Conference on I n t e r 
s t a te  P r^ le m s , Resume and R eso lu tions,"  N ash v ille , January 25-27,
1940, Graham papers; "South Plans Own R econstruc tion ,"  Business Week, 
February 3 , 1940, 24-28.
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su rp lus population  o f th e  South," because the re g io n 's  "resources . . . 

simply w ill not m aintain the  p resen t p o p u la tion , . . Moreover, he 

w rote:

The rea l s i tu a t io n  is  understood by only a few . . .  in  the f i e ld  
o f a g r ic u ltu re  who have the fa c ts  and are  w illin g  to  look a t  them. 
The general p u b lic  does not su sp ec t th e  fa c ts  nor th e i r  s ig n if ic a n c e , 
I t  does no t su sp ec t th a t  i t  has assumed the  burden o f support o f  a 
p a r t  o f  the  S ou th 's  ru ra l popu la tion . . . . They must g e t ready to  
support an even la rg e r  number in  the  immediate years ahead.

Roberts commended Alexander f o r  s tre s s in g  these  unpleasant conditions

to  the  p u b lic , no t because he foresaw an "easy, happy so lu tio n ,"  but

because he hoped th a t  " a t  l e a s t  we can so fte n  the  blow by an understanding

o f the  f a c t s . "81

The w rite rs  o f the  NEC rep o rt had attem pted to  promote an under

standing  o f Southern co n d itio n s and needs. In the  process they pub

l ic iz e d  the  re g io n 's  p o v e rty . The ad m in is tra tio n  made only lim ited  

d i r e c t  use o f  the  s tu d y , and; coming a t  the  end o f  the  New Deal, i t  d id  

no t become the  b as is  f o r  any government program. There was hope th a t  

the  document would evoke a Southern response . As an assessment o f  the 

impoverishment o f  the  re g io n , i t  generated both controversy and wide- 

ranging d iscussion  o f means to  achieve general economic advancement.

But i t  produced no concerted  a ttack  by Southerners on the sp e c if ic  

problem o f ru ra l poverty .

®^Clarence Roberts to  Will A lexander, January 30, 1940, M elle tt
papers.



CHAPTER X 

THE NEW DEAL AND SOUTHERN POVERTY

Poverty was deeply roo ted  In the  South, and the  New D eal's  e f fo r ts  

d id  not e lim in a te  I t .  P resid en t Roosevelt recognized th i s  c le a r ly . On 

March 3 , 1939, in  a p ress conference on board a naval vessel o f f  C harleston , 

South C aro lina , a r e p o r te r  asked I f  th e re  had "been any change In the 

South 's p o s itio n  as Economic Problem No. 1 ."  The P re s id en t r e p l ie d , "I 

cannot say th a t  th e re  I s  y e t .  I hope th e re  I s  going to  b e ."  R eferring  

to  the  c u rre n t emphasis on reg ional economic development, he continued 

th a t  "of course . . . th e re  I s  no c u r e - a l l ,  l ik e  reform ing th e  f r e ig h t  ra te  

problem." He then r e i te r a te d  h is  view t h a t  "rem uneration f o r  work In the 

South has go t to  be In c reased ,"  by which he meant th e  re tu rn s  f o r  " a ll 

kinds of work," because fam ilie s  w ith annual Incomes o f  only a few hun

dred d o lla rs  lacked buying power. He went on to  say t h a t  th i s  Im poverish

ment o f  g re a t masses o f  th e  Southern population  held  back o th e r  progress ; 

fo r  In s ta n ce , I t  gave "very l i t t l e  In cen tiv e  f o r  the  m anufacturer to  s e t  

up fa c to r ie s  In the S ou th ."  Furtherm ore, "anything th a t  I s  done to  Improve 

th is  economic problem No. 1 u ltim a te ly  comes back to  a g re a te r  purchas

ing power on the  p a r t  o f  th e  average Southern fam ily ."  Raising the  Incomes 

o f the  poor was a key to  most of the  re g io n 's  o th e r problem s. In the 

P re s id e n t's  op in ion . This would help  p rim arily  the  South , bu t a lso  the

332
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n a tio n , he concludedJ

By th e  l a t e  1 9 6 0 's , a f t e r  th e  unfolding o f changes begun In the  

years o f th e  New Deal and th e  Second World War, and a f t e r  nearly  th ree  

decades o f  economic grow th, the  South had achieved a general p ro sp e rity  

which made the  National Emergency C ouncil's  re p o rt o f  1938 an outdated  

dociment. But even a f t e r  a  heavy m igration  o f  the poor from th e  reg io n , 

and a lso  to  i t s  c i t i e s ,  a re s id u a l ru ra l poverty  p e rs is te d . For ex

ample, on February 18, 1969, Senator E rnest F. Hoilings o f  South C arolina 

t e s t i f i e d  before the  S e n a te 's  S e lec t Committee on N u tr itio n  and Human 

Needs about h is  re c e n t In spection  o f h is  s t a t e 's  Sea Is lan d  d i s t r i c t .

"Let me c a te g o r ic a lly  s t a te  th e re  Is  hunger In  South C a ro lin a ,"  he 

declared . "There I s  su b s ta n tia l  hunger. I have seen I t  w ith my own 

eyes. 'S ta rv in g '—th a t  I s  too  dreadful a term . But th e  r e s u l t  I s  th e  

sam e."2

H oilings continued t h a t  he had observed d e s t i tu t io n  among both 

races In th e  co asta l a rea  as well as In c i ty  s lu n s . He confirmed the  

ex is tence  o f  severe m a ln u tritio n  which re ta rd ed  ch ild ren  p h y sica lly  

and m en tally . He a lso  described  sq u a lid  housing, p rim itiv e  sa n ita tio n  

which re s u lte d  In a high incidence o f I n te s t in a l  p a r a s i te s ,  and such 

d ie ta ry  d iso rd e rs  as p e lla g ra  which were supposedly unknown In America 

In the  1960's .  H olllngs found s t i l l  o th e r  consequences o f  poverty— 

i l l i t e r a c y ,  lack  o f  s k i l l s .  I l ln e s s —which rendered most o f  the  d e s t i tu te

V dr Press Conferences, X III , 167-68. (Press conference 527, 
aboard U .S.S. Houston o f f  C harleston , South C aro lina , March 3 , 1939).

2 u .S .,  Senate , S e le c t Committee on N u tritio n  and Human Needs, 
N u tritio n  and Human Needs, P a rt 4—South C aro lina . H earings, before 
the  S e le c t Committee on N u tr itio n  and Human Needs, S enate , 90th Cong., 
2d s e s s . ,  and 9 1 st Cong., 1 s t  s e s s . ,  1969, p . 1166.
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people he saw unable to  w ork.3

Moreover, many o f  the  poor were Ignored by s t a te  and fed era l 

governments a l ik e ,  and consequently received  no p u b lic  a ss is ta n c e . 

Hollings adm itted  th a t  as governor he had minimized d iscussions of 

poverty l e s t  p u b lic ity  about i t  h inder e f f o r t s  to  a t t r a c t  in d u s try .

At the  fed e ra l le v e l , he charged th a t  because o f  b u reau c ra tic  f a i lu re s  

la rg e  nunbers o f  those in  g re a te s t  need knew nothing o f the  A gricu ltu re  

Departm ent's food s t a #  program, and even had they known could not have 

made even th e  minimal payments requ ired  fo r  p a r t ic ip a t io n . F u rther

more, he estim ated  ^ a t  in  " r e a l , extreme poverty a re a s ,"  perhaps two- 

th ird s  o f  th e  poor received  no w elfare  a id ,  o ften  because o f  techn ical 

e l i g i b i l i t y  requirem ents. Hearing t h i s ,  an incredulous colleague asked , 

"How do they  liv e ? "  and H ollings r e p l ie d , "They d o n 't .  They bare ly  

e x i s t ."  The obvious needs, according to  H o llings , were food, h ea lth  

c a re , housing , s a n i ta t io n , and educa tion . But he warned th a t  loca l 

people would re sen t o u ts id e rs  drawing a tte n tio n  to  these  co n d itio n s .*  

H o llin g s ' remarks were s t r ik in g ly  l ik e  those o f  many observers in  

the  1 9 3 0 's . One would no t f in d  them ou t o f  p la c e , fo r  example, in  an 

FERA f i e ld  re p o rt o f n ea rly  fo r ty  years ago. They i l l u s t r a t e  th a t  fo r  

some Americans, a t  l e a s t ,  l i t t l e  has changed s in ce  the  New Deal e r a .

During th e  e a rly  New Deal period  the a d m in is tra tio n 's  recogni

tio n  o f  th e  depth of ch ron ic  need in  the  South grew slow ly. There 

were about fou r im portant reasons fo r  i t s  increased  awareness before

3 l b i d . ,  1162-69.

* I b i d . ,  1165-66, 1170.
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mld-1935. The decade 's outpouring o f  sc h o la r ly  and jo u r n a l is t ic  w r i t 

ing on Southern so c ia l and economic cond itions had begun. By e a r ly  

1934 the  FERA discovered th a t  ru ra l poverty com plicated I t s  r e l i e f  

e f f o r t s  and p ragm atically  developed a r e h a b i l i ta t io n  program to  deal 

with I t .  The AAA cotton  program» on th e  o th e r hand, aroused a storm 

o f unfavorable p u b lic ity  ag a in s t I t s  tenancy p o l ic ie s ,  prompted th e  

r i s e  o f  the  Southern Tenant Fanners' Union and o th e r  ra d ic a l c r i t i c s ,  

and led  to  d issension  and c r i s i s  In the  agency by February, 1935.

F in a lly , the  I n i t i a t iv e  and p a tie n t  prodding o f  Will Alexander and 

o th e r  Southern l ib e r a ls  In beha lf o f th e  Bankhead b i l l  helped make the  

New Deal cognizant of Southern poverty .

What exp la ins the  New D eal's apparent slowness to  recognize poverty  

as a p e rs is te n t  cond ition  req u irin g  ex trao rd in a ry  government e f f o r t s  to  

overcome? Despite the  f a c t  th a t  d e s t i tu t io n  was widespread and c h ro n ic , 

and In re tro sp e c t obvious. I t  was no t perceived  In q u ite  th e  same man

n er as In contemporary tim es.

Americans In the  1960's  and 1970's  view poverty from th e  perspec

t iv e  o f general p ro sp e r ity . P a r tly  because th e  New Deal enacted l a s t 

ing  b e n e fits  fo r  landowning farm ers, unionized w orkers, businessm en, 

and o th e r groups, economic su ff ic ie n c y  has become normal fo r  m ost. 

Poverty, w hile p rev a len t in  Iso la te d  o r  econom ically stag n an t areas 

such as A ppalachia, in  the  ro t t in g  cores o f  g re a t  c i t i e s ,  and among 

ra c ia l m in o r it ie s , no longer seems p e rv asiv e . A ccordingly, I t  has 

received  a revealing  designa tion—"hard core poverty"—which suggests 

th a t  i t  a f fe c ts  a residuum o f  the  population  which does no t respond 

to  o v e ra ll p ro sp e rity . Such people . I t  fo llo w s, need sp ec ia l a ss is ta n c e  

to  a t ta in  an acceptable standard  o f  l iv in g .
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In c o n tra s t ,  f o r  m illio n s  in  the  1930's economic su ff ic ie n c y  was 

no t a usual co n d itio n . This was p a r t ic u la r ly  tru e  in  the  South, where 

the per c a p ita  income in  1937 was only $314. Much o f  the  re g io n 's  

poverty was overlooked p re c ise ly  because i t  was a long-stand ing  s i tu a 

t io n . Tenant fa rm ers , sharecroppers , and lab o re rs  never had enjoyed 

adequate liv in g  standards and ccmsequently were not expected to .  

Moreover, Southern a g r ic u ltu re  as a whole had known re c u rre n t hard 

tim es w ell before th e  d is t r e s s  o f  th e  1930's .  Under th ese  genera lly  

unprosperous cond itions many simply fa i le d  to  see th e  ch ro n ica lly  

impoverished as a sp e c ia l c ase . Thus in  th e  e a r ly  New Deal only the 

most percep tive  government observers—freq u e n tly  w ith in  the  FERA— 

understood th a t  widespread d e s t i tu t io n  was a problem d i s t in c t  from 

the  dep ress ion .

In th e  New Deal e ra  th ink ing  about p ra c t ic a l  ways to  improve 

economic conditions in  the  South tended to  run in  th ree  p a tte rn s .

Some saw p a r i ty  p ric e s  as the  re g io n 's  p r in c ip a l need. O thers , more 

cognizant o f  chron ic  poverty , advanced p lans fo r  th e  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  

o f th e  poor. S t i l l  o th e rs  envisioned a general economic development 

o f the  South, which, when achieved, would c re a te  an o v e ra ll p ro sp e rity . 

But none o f  these  approaches proved f u l ly  adequate.

P rice  p a r i ty  programs did not s ig n i f ic a n t ly  b e n e f it  th e  poor.

The concept o f  p a r i ty ,  a f t e r  more than a decade of development, became 

th e  b asic  commitment o f New Deal farm p o lic y , w ith which nothing e ls e  

was allowed to  in te r f e r e .  The ad m in istra tio n  created  th e  AAA to  ra is e  

the p r ic e s  o f s ta p le  crops by c o n tro llin g  p roduction . But merely 

in c reas in g  p rices  would do l i t t l e  to  improve the  a b i l i t i e s  and s e l f -
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d ire c tio n  o f  th e  poor, lessen  t h e i r  dependence on la n d lo rd s , f re e  them 

from an e x p lo itiv e  c re d i t  system . Improve th e  cond itions o f  tenancy , 

o r  help them escape I t .  These fundamental problems o f  d e s t i tu te  people 

were beyond th e  scope o f  the  p a r i ty  Idea . Therefore the  view o f many 

p lan te rs  and AAA o f f i c i a l s  th a t  p a r i ty  was the  re g io n 's  p r in c ip a l 

economic need—th a t  p ro sp e rity  was la rg e ly  a m a tte r  o f  12 cen t c o t t o n -  

actual ly  Ignored the  poverty  o f  m illio n s  o f  Southerners.

Not only was the  concept o f  p a r i ty  Inadequate to  answer the  

problem o f po v erty , bu t the  p ra c tic e s  o f  th e  AAA cotton  program favored 

land lords a t  th e  expense o f  te n a n ts . The co tto n  c o n tra c t assigned  the  

l io n 's  share o f  the  b e n e f its  to  th e  landowner and allowed him to  d i s 

tr ib u te  h is  dependents ' shares to  them. L a te r  in te rp re ta t io n s  a lso  

perm itted  him to  take t h e i r  p a r i ty  money f o r  back d eb ts . Moreover, 

the  very f a c t  th a t  p la n te rs  were supposed to  d iv ide  government payments 

w ith sh arecro p p ers , bu t had no such o b lig a tio n  to  wage w orkers, p ro

vided a s trong  in ce n tiv e  to  d ischarge ten an ts  and h ire  day la b o re rs .

Thus, one o f  th e  AAA's most se rio u s  e f f e c ts  was the Impetus i t  gave 

to  the  d ec lin e  o f  co tton  tenancy , a lready  underway In many p a rts  o f  the 

South. C ontract terms supposedly designed to  prevent th i s  d isp la c e 

ment o f  poor people w ere, o f  c o u rse , so vague as to  be unenforceab le.

In th e  d ec is iv e  AAA "purge" o f February. 1935, Jerome Frank and 

o thers t r i e d  to  broaden th e  agency 's e f f o r t s  under th e  c o n tra c t to  

p ro te c t te n a n ts  from d isp lacem ent, bu t th e  co tton  s e c t io n 's  l im ite d  

views on the  su b je c t p re v a ile d . The re s o lu tio n  o f  th is  c r i s i s  i l l u s 

tra te d  the  AAA's p ro -land lo rd ism . But even more im p o rtan tly , i t  showed 

the  agency 's re s is ta n c e  to  even the  im p lica tio n  by leg a l se c tio n  l ib e r a l s
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th a t  I t s  concerns should extend beyond I t s  o r ig in a l o b jec tiv e  o f  p rice  

p a r i ty . Then, In the  f a l l  o f  1935, th e  AAA's Memphis hearings on a 

revised  program reaffirm ed  I t s  p a r i ty  alm s. Although I t  subsequently 

accepted some procedural reforms In the  c o n tra c t , n e ith e r  the  f i r s t  

AAA nor I t s  successors ev er took fo rc e fu l s tep s  to  h a l t  ten an t d i s 

placement.

A second New Deal approach to  poverty was ru ra l r e h a b i l i ta t io n ,  

which meant arrang ing  f o r  poor farm fam ilie s  to  occupy land and a s s i s t 

ing them w ith a combination o f  c r e d i t  and In ten s iv e  su p erv isio n . The 

Idea had sev era l so u rces , bu t I t  f i r s t  emerged as a government po licy  

In 1934 when th e  FERA adopted I t  In  an attem pt to  g e t la rg e  numbers 

o f  d e s t i tu te  country fo lk  o f f  r e l i e f  r o l l s  In th e  South. Thus the  

FERA became th e  f i r s t  New Deal agency to  s t a r t  a program aimed sp e c if 

ic a l ly  a t  ru ra l need. The r e l i e f  a d m in is tra tio n 's  e f f o r t s  were h a s t i ly  

devised and no t sy s te m a tica lly  Implemented, b u t l a t e r  became an Im

p o rtan t component o f  th e  R esettlem ent A dm in istra tion .

In some Im portant re sp ec ts  th e  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  process had the 

p o ten tia l to  meet the  needs o f  the  ru ra l poor. Since they had always 

received c r e d i t  and superv ision  from one source—t h e i r  lan d lo rd s— 

the same combination under government auspices f i t  t h e i r  experience. 

S u b s titu tin g  f o r  the  land lo rd  In two v i ta l  m a tte rs , th e  government 

could e x e rc ise  superv ision  to  upgrade c l i e n t s ' farm ing methods and 

liv in g  standards and encourage t h e i r  s e l f -d i r e c t io n .  L ikew ise, I t  

could extend c re d i t  to  help  p ro p e rty le ss  croppers and lab o re rs  acquire 

the w orkstock, implements, and equipment necessary  to  ra is e  t h e i r  

s ta tu s  to  th a t  o f  share  te n a n ts .
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Moreover, even as e a r ly  as 1934, FERA o f f ic ia l s  perceived th a t  th e  

loan-guidance combination could a lso  be used to  a s s i s t  r e h a b i l i ta n ts  

to  purchase sm all farm s. By l a t e  1934 th is  id ea  was cu rren t in  o th e r  

c i r c le s ;  Will Alexander, Edwin Embree, Charles S. Johnson and Frank 

Tannenbaum developed i t  in to  th e  Bankhead tenancy b i l l ,  which became 

the  main l e g is la t iv e  expression  o f  the  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  concept.

The form ation o f  the  RA in  th e  spring  o f 1935 made r e h a b i l i ta t io n  

the  New D eal's  m ajor poverty p o lic y . Although Tugwell conceived the  

agency, the  key fig u re  in  determ ining i t s  scope (and th a t  o f  i t s  suc

c e sso r, the Farm S ecurity  A dm inistra tion) was Alexander. By agreeing 

to  become Tugw ell's a s s i s ta n t  he persuaded Tugwell to  include the 

FERA's r e h a b i l i ta t io n  program, which then became th e  new agency 's la r g 

e s t  s in g le  a c t iv i ty .

Alexander, as an a rc h i te c t  o f  the  Bankhead p roposa l, was a lso  

im portant as a bridge between i t  and the RA. By the  middle o f  1935 

Tugwell and Alexander contem plated a comprehensive re h a b il i ta t iv e  

p lan , reaching a l l  le v e ls  o f  th e  poor, and capped by the  Bankhead 

b i l l ' s  long term  farm purchase loans fo r  the  most capable te n a n ts .

For th is  reason i t  was un fo rtunate  th a t  Congress did not enact the  

le g is la t io n  in  1935. At l e a s t  as passed by th e  Senate, the  measure 

was broad, f l e x ib le ,  and even lo o se ly  drawn. I t  au thorized  a very 

la rg e  bond issu e  to  finance  loans to  the  la n d le s s , and most im portan t

ly ,  would have allowed government i n i t i a t i v e  in  buying and re s e l l in g  

farms to  c l i e n t s ,  r a th e r  than  m erely extending c r e d i t  as did th e  1937 

v e rs io n . Moreover, th e re  i s  evidence th a t  by the  summer o f 1935 Tugwell 

had R oosevelt's  te n ta t iv e  approval fo r  a d d itio n  o f  the  proposed pro-
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gram to  th a t  o f th e  RA, completing h is  and A lexander's grand design  and 

e s ta b lis h in g  In 1935 an agency e s s e n t ia l ly  l ik e  th e  Farm S ecurity  

A dm inistration o f 1937,

The opportun ity  was l o s t  In  1935 and 1936, however, because o f  

Marvin Jones' re lu c tan ce  to  push th e  b i l l  In th e  House, the  urgency o f  

o th e r  m atters In Congress ( f i r s t  during the  New D eal's  Second Hundred 

Days o f 1935 and then when the  AAA had to  be rep laced  In e a r ly  1936), 

lack  o f  pub lic  endorsement by R oosevelt, and the  P re s id e n t 's  In s is te n c e  

on d ra s t ic  reductions In the  m easure 's funding. F a ilu re  to  e s ta b l is h  

th e  Bankhead program and lin k  I t  to  the  RA before  1937 (when Congress 

passed much more r e s t r i c te d  le g is la t io n )  delayed and probably weakened the 

New D eal's comprehensive a p p lic a tio n  o f  the  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  approadi to  

poverty .

The Bankhead b i l l  was passed only a f t e r  th e  p e rs is te n t  e f f o r t s  o f  

I t s  advocates and over considerab le  o p p o sitio n . Many o f  the opponents 

were In f lu e n tia l  Southern Congressmen, inc lud ing  many o f  those on the  

House A gricu ltu re  Committee, who were supposedly w ell Informed on ru ra l 

m a tte rs , bu t who a c tu a lly  had l i t t l e  comprehension o f  the  p l ig h t  o f 

t h e i r  poorest c o n s titu e n ts . On the  o th e r hand, Henry Wallace and 

o th e r  Department o f A gricu ltu re  o f f i c i a l s  supported the  m easure, c h ie f ly  

f o r  two reasons: they  approved I t s  promotion o f  small farm ow nership, 

and they  saw I t  as a way to  a l le v ia te  ru ra l poverty  w ithout c a l l in g  

In to  question  the  p r ic e  p a r i ty  p o lic ie s  to  which th e  New Deal was com

m itted .

E specially  In 1936 and 1937, rad ica l c r i t i c s ,  many o f whom were 

asso c ia ted  with the  S o c ia l is t  Party  o r th e  Southern Tenant Farm ers'



341

Union, a ttacked  the  b i l l .  They c o rre c tly  poin ted  out th a t  I t s  s e le c tiv e  

a id  would b e n e f it  only a few o f  the  poor. However, the m easure's sup

p o rte rs  had never claim ed th a t  c re d i t  fo r  purchase o f  farms was a panacea 

fo r  ru ra l poverty . Tugwell and Alexander saw the  b i l l  as only one 

p a r t  o f  a comprehensive program o f superv ision  and c re d i t  which could 

a lso  reach poor people no t q u a lif ie d  fo r  small ownership.

But rad ica l c r i t i c s  a lso  questioned the  concept o f  small owner

sh ip . They argued th a t  small farms would be uneconomical in  an in c re a s 

ing ly  mechanized cotton b e l t  and charged th a t  th e  Bankhead b i l l  would 

merely e s ta b lis h  "peasant p ro p r ie to rs ."  Therefore they proposed as 

an a lte rn a t iv e  c o lle c t iv e  farming o f  la rg e  acreag es, which they ex 

pected to  allow th e  poor to  escape tenancy w hile s t i l l  p reserv ing  

the  e f f ic ie n c ie s  o f  la rg e  sc a le  production .

Supporters o f  the  le g is la t io n  countered th a t  ind iv idual owner

sh ip  o f  land need not preclude o th e r coopera tion . Indeed, they con

tem plated j o in t  possession  by c l ie n ts  o f  machinery and breeding s to c k , 

as well as cooperative  m arketing and purchasing , as means o f overcoming 

th e  economic d isadvantages o f  fam ily -sized  farm s. The 1935 b i l l  perm itted  

such procedures and Wallace advocated them in  1937. Moreover, Alexander 

and o ther supporte rs  o f the  b i l l  were p ra c tic a l men who recognized the  

profound pub lic  and Congressional attachm ent to  the ideal o f  home own

e rs h ip , and the  eq u ally  deep aversion to  suggestions of c o lle c tiv ism .

They were convinced th a t  the  Bankhead measure was th e  maximum proposal 

Congress would e n a c t. T heir long s tru g g le  to  secure i t s  passage con

firm s th e i r  judgment.

The r e h a b i l i ta t io n  idea was the  b asis  fo r  both the RA and th e  FSA.
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The program o f th ese  agencies was th e  most e f fe c t iv e  New Deal e f f o r t  

In beha lf o f  Impoverished Southerners. Reaching more than a h a l f  

m illio n  cases In the  reg io n , i t s  func tions ranged from extending sub

s is te n c e  g ran ts  to  th e  most d e s t i tu te  and dependent to  a s s is t in g  the  

a b le s t  ten an ts  ( a f t e r  1937) to  buy farm s. Yet even these  broad e f f o r t s  

were Inadequate to  reach the  bulk o f  the  S ou th 's  poverty . Undoubted

l y ,  an FSA w ith more funds and Congress1 (mal backing could have bene

f i t e d  more o f  the  d e s t i tu te .  But as m echanization transform ed Southern 

a g ric u ltu re  a f t e r  th e  la te  1930' s ,  and as the  PSA's p o l i t i c a l  enemies 

succeeded In phasing I t  ou t In th e  1 9 4 0 's , I t  became c le a r  th a t  most 

o f the  ru ra l poor could no t become permanently e s ta b lish e d  as small 

farm ers. Thus th e  r e h a b i l i ta t iv e  approach to  poverty f a i le d  In I t s  

c h ie f  o b je c tiv e , although I t  may have l e f t  In tan g ib le  b e n e f its  w ith 

many c l ie n ts  In th e  form o f upgraded a b i l i t i e s  and new h a b its  o f  s e l f -  

d ire c tio n .

With th e  re tu rn  o f  r e la t iv e  p ro sp e rity  a f t e r  1936, a th i r d  view 

o f  the  S ou th 's  needs became c u rre n t . Many Southerners tu rned  th e i r  

a t te n t io n .  In accordance w ith th e  New South s p i r i t ,  to  th e  general 

economic development o f  the  reg io n . In the  summer o f 1938 th e  New 

Deal became an Im portant c o n tr ib u to r  to  th is  theme with I t s  N ational 

Emergency Council re p o r t .  This document was not only a cogent review 

o f the  Sou th 's  general underdevelopment. I t  a lso  po in ted  o u t th e  low 

liv in g  cond itions o f m illio n s  o f th e  s e c t io n 's  ru ra l peop le . But 

the  very breadth  o f  I t s  a n a ly s is , summarizing 15 m ajor economic to p ic s ,  

encouraged Southerners to  consider the  w ider question  o f  why th e  region 

was Im poverished, compared to  the  r e s t  o f the  n a tio n , and to  th a t
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e x te n t d iv erted  a tte n tio n  from th e  p lig h t  o f  th e  most d e s t i tu te  In 

d iv id u a ls .

The document prompted a v a r ie ty  o f rea c tio n s  from Southerners, 

ranging from Indignant denunciation o f I t s  fin d in g s  to  recommendations 

by d iverse  groups and In d iv id u a ls  as to  how th e  reg ion  and th e  nation  

should solve the  problems I t  d e lin e a te d . But none o f  these  responses 

focused s p e c if ic a lly  on the needs o f the  ru ra l poor. In s tead , most 

o f  them proposed th e  remedies o f  general economic development, e s p e c ia l

ly  in d u s tr ia l iz a t io n  and d iv e r s if ic a t io n  o f  a g r ic u l tu re .  I t  would be 

d i f f i c u l t  to  deny th a t  these  o b jec tiv e s  were e s s e n t ia l  fo r  the  economic 

advancement of th e  South. But a t  the  same tim e , they  were not c a l 

c u la ted  to  u p l i f t  the  most d e s t i t u t e .  Ig n o ran t, u n sk ille d , and dependent 

country fo lk . Increas ing ly  superfluous as lab o re rs  In a changing 

a g r ic u ltu re ,  many o f them were likew ise  unsu ited  f o r  new In d u s tr ia l  

employment.

The New D eal, absorbed w ith th e  problems o f  general dep ress ion , 

never found a com pletely e f fe c t iv e  po licy  fo r  th e  Sou th 's ru ra l poor.

I t s  r e h a b i l i ta t io n  e f f o r t s  d id  th e  most good, b u t even these  were not 

s u f f ic ie n t ly  comprehensive. O ther cu rren t Id e a s , p a r i ty  and broad 

reg iona l development, overlooked the  needy f o r  th e  most p a r t .  During 

and a f t e r  the Second World War th e  South experienced g rea t economic 

advances which Improved the l iv e s  o f many o f I t s  people bu t s t i l l  

bypassed the p o t r e s t .

The consequences of th ese  f a i lu re s  o f  the  New Deal e ra  s t i l l  

tro u b le  the  United S ta te s  and r e s i s t  so lu tio n . P o v erty -strick en  people 

s t i l l  eke out an ex istence  In backwater ru ra l a re a s ,  where t h e i r  p l ig h t
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Is  o ccasio n a lly  c a lle d  to  p ub lic  a t te n t io n  by such observers as Senator 

H o ilings. They s u b s is t  In  c h ro n ic a lly  depressed se c tio n s  such as 

A ppalachia, and continue to  m igrate  In to  the b lig h te d  cen tra l d i s t r i c t s  

o f th e  g re a t  c i t i e s .  These contemporary problems underscore R oosevelt's  

assessm ent th a t  the  Impoverishment o f  m illio n s o f Southerners was "the 

N ation 's  problem, n o t merely the  S o u th 's ."  Often fo rg o tte n  by an 

a f f lu e n t  coun try , the  poor a re .  In a rea l sen se , the  unfin ished  b u s i

ness o f  the  New D eal.
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