Overcrowded Farms
by W. W.

ALEXANDER

'

"CONSERVATIVE estimates show that, all told, 3,000,000 farm
families are existing today on abnormally low incomes and at unwholesomely low standards of living," says the author of this article.
"Many of these famihes who are so often marked down as misfits are
just as able and anxious to earn their own way as any other group in
this country. Given a chance—given the tools and the guidance
they need—these people can become self-respecting citizens again.
There is nothing fundamentally wrong with them. The problem is
to devise a system that will enable them to become assets instead of
liabilities." Here is the plain tale of efforts to make these people
assets to the United States. The head of the Farm Security Administration tells how a family in dire need can seciu'e not only a loan but
personal advice and assistance until they can again get a toehold on
self-respect and independence. Those helped so far have paid out
remarkably well. But the need continues to outstrip the efforts to
meet it, and the author frankly sets down what he regards as the
shortcomings of the present program. The article ends with a brief
account of the historical evolution of the rural relief program now in
effect.
IN THE old days most people felt no rural relief was needed. Farmers
were supposed to be self-sufficient. A farm was considered a place
' W. W. Alexander was formerly Administrator, Farm Security Administration.
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to go when all other means of support failed. "You can always make
a hving on the farm/' was the saying. The fallacy of this idea,
however, began to appear after the World War.
When the rest of the Nation first felt the depression in 1929 the
rural areas had been struggling through hard times for several years.
One of the first effects on ibhe farmers had been to send them to the
cities in increasingly large numbers. Literally milKons of rural
workers went to the cities in the 1920's. Some of them were soon to
suffer from this ambitious move, for when the depression did reach
the cities this group again was the first to feel its force. They had
been the last to be hired, and they w^ere the first to be fired. Remembering the distress they had felt on the farms, however, they stayed
in the cities as long as they possibly could.
The fact that many of these rural people were still in the cities
when the first accounting of the relief needs was made in 1933 gave
an inaccurate perspective to the picture. That many unemployed
farm workers lived on their meager savings or were supported by
their families also served to make the need for rural relief seem less
than it really was. As time went by, however, these people exhausted
their resources and went on relief. As a result the rural relief rolls
continued to mount for almost 2 years after the first Federal emergency rehef was granted in May 1933.
Tn January 1935 the rural relief rolls reached a peak. Estimates
indicate that at this time 2,500,000 rural families wore receiving some
form of rehef. In the following spring there was a steady decline
until the ravages of the 1936 drought again caused rural distress to
mount in the Plains States sufficiently to offset the declines elsewhere.
Again in the later months of 1937, the interruption in the upswing of
industry, low prices for farm commodities, normal seasonal unemployment, and localized drought piled up rural distress in some sections.
This trend continued through 1938, and it was not until 1939 that
there was again a slackening in the rural relief load.
This recent decrease, however, like some of the past fluctuations,
is not an entirely accurate index of the need. A large part of this
cut was forced by a decrease in the funds available for aid from the
Work Projects Administration^ and was made without full reckoning
of the existing distress. Jobs were not available for all those who
were dropped from the Work Projects Administration rolls.
On July 1, 1939, it was estimated that about 1,000,000 rural
famihes were obtaining public assistance through W\ P. A. and the
Faxm Security Administration, excluding the direct relief grants of
various Federal, State, and local agencies.
Large as this number is, it does not give a full idea of all those
needing help. Conservative estimates show that, all told, 3,000,000
farm families are existing today on abnormally low incomes and at
unwholesomely low standards of living.
Many of these families, who so often have been marked down as
misfits, are just as able and anxious to earn their own way as any
other group in this country. Given a chance—given the tools, the
guidance, and the sympathy they need -these people can become
self-respecting citizens again. There is nothing fundamentally wrong
2 Formerly the Works Progress Admiaistration.
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with them. The problem is to devise a system that will enable them
to become assets instead of liabilities,
HOW RURAL FAMILIES ARE HELPED BY THE F. S. A.

Several agencies have worked to relieve rural distress, among them
the Farm Security Administration. The F. S. A. rehabilitation-loan
program, wl)ich at the present time is one of the strongest arms of
the Government in the so-called rural relief field, is not actually
relief, any more than are loans to home builders, banks, or railroads.
The loan program does, however, deal almost entirely with families
who are near the border line, who without its help would have to
depend on grants of one kind or another for their existence. Its
field is hmited to the needy. In terms of dollars and of numbers of
people directly affected it is far larger than any existing grant program.
Briefly, the loan program works in this manner:
In the spring a farmer wlio needs fertilizer, seed, a plow or other
equipment to carry on his work and who is not able to obtain the
money to purchase these necessities from any other source calls at
a county office of the Farm Security Administration and asks for
help. If the farmer owns or can rent enough land to support his
family and repay the loan under normal conditions, the county
supervisor sits down with him and draws up a plan for working the
farm under which it can be done. Included in the plan are provisions
for raising the family's food supply and feed for its livestock, and
for the development of two or more cash-crop enterprises. The
plan also contains all the soil conservation measures necessary for
rebuilding or retaining the fertility of the soil.
While the supervisor is helping the farmer plan his work, a home
economist gives tht^ farmer's wife similar help. A household budget is
drawn up and a year-round balanced diet planned for the whole family.
Emphasis is placed on the canning of the surplus garden products and
the working out of time-saving and money-saving measures in the
everyday household job of feeding, clothing, and sheltering the family.
The completed farm and home plan clearly indicates what equipment is needed to carry on the w^ork. These items may range from a
mule, a milk cow, and 100 baby chickens to a pressure cooker and 6
dozen glass jars. Whatevc^r they are, if the estimated income of the
family appears large enough to pay for them, the money for their purchase is loaned to the farmer. These loans carry a 5-pcrcent interest
rate and are made out usually for a term of 5 years.
After the loan is made and the year's work started on the farm, the
supervisor and the home economist continue to work with the family.
They help with the farm problems that arise—such difficulties as fighting tobacco blight and doctoring sick chickens—and they bring the
latest information on the work of the State experiment stations to the
families.
Throughout the year the rehabilitation clients are encouraged to
keep record books of all expenses and income, putting down each week
the money they spend and earn. In the fall, when the crops are harvested, they find themselves, under normal conditions, with enough
food to last through the winter and a considerable gain in farming
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e fall they find themselves with enough food to lost through the winter.

equipment and experience (fig. 1). When the next spring rolls around
the same sort of planning is repeated. After several years of continual
f)rogress, during which the farmer gains experience and pays off his
oan, the family often is able to finance itself and proceed on its own.
By May 1, 1940, nearly 115,000 of these families had reached
this stage of development and graduated from the program with
their loans fully repaid (fig. 2).
A typical story of the rehabilitation of a one-time relief family into
an independent, self-supporting family unit can be told by Lee Barnes,
of Jackson County, Okla.
Back in 1936, Barnes, who supports a wife and two children, had

Figure 2,—Through form and home plonnins with adequate guidance families become
independent and self-supporting.

874

Yearbook of Agriculture, 1940

very little to farm with, and what he had was threatened with foreclosure. He applied to the county rehabilitation supervisor for help.
Together, Barnes and the supervisor worked out a farm plan that
called for him to raise all his livestock feed, most of his family's food,
and several cash crops. Mrs. Barnes worked out a home-management
plan with the help of the F. S. A. home-management supervisor.
One of Barnes' troubles had been one-crop cotton farming. The F.
S. A. loan enabled him to diversify by developing a milk herd for supplemental income. Now he milks five cows, which provide a weekly cream
check averaging between $3.50 and $4. This takes care of the few
groceries he has to buy. He raises his own livestock feed and most of
the family's food.
From a 1 K-acre carden Mrs. Barnes keeps the family supplied with
vegetables and fruit throughout the year. One year she canned 600
quarts, enough to carry her through the next year when grasshoppers
got their garden.
By last year, Barnes was well enough fixed so that he said he would
not sell out for $1,000. He was looking forward to 1940, when he hoped
to be able to pay off his final installment on the loan and be debt-free.
The basic feature of the rehabilitation program today is the guidance
the family receives. Although the extent of this guidance has increased markedly since earlier days, it is still far short of what it should
be, owing to the large number of families each supervisor is expected
to look out for.
Coimty supervisors now have an average of nearly 150 families each.
For proper supervision, the number of families should not exceed 75.
The grant program plays a smaller part than it once did. Drought
years developed the heaviest demand for grants, and with the slackening of need in this direction fewer grants have been given. Many are
stUl being made, however, in the areas of greatest need, and in emer-

Figure 3.—Participation in cooperatives helps to retnedy one of the basic troubles that
plague low-income families.
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Figure 4.—By the beginning of 1940, 30 States had inaugurated cooperative
medical programs

gency cases they are still used to supply food, clothing, or medical
care to rehabilitation families.
Several other activities supplement the rehabilitation work. One of
these, debt adjustment, was started as early as 1933. The other two—
programs of medical care and participation in cooperatives—are of
more recent development. In these au.xiliary programs the Farm
Security Administration attempts to remedy some of the basic troubles
that plague low-income farm families (fig. 3).
If the farm family's debts are a hang-over from other days and are
too big to be repaid, the F. S. A. helps to get them reduced to a size
where they can be handled. If the family is unable to obtain adequate
medical care, the Administration aids in the formation of a county
health association through which the family can obtain the services of
a physician at a price it can afford to pay. Also when the families
need breeding stock, expensive machinery, or other equipment that
they cannot afford individually, the Administration assists them to
cooperate with neighbors in the joint purchase and use of such facilities.
The fastest growing of these auxiliary programs is the one providing
for medical care. By January 1940,67,542 families—357,973 persons—
were covered by medical plans worked out by the Administration
in cooperation with local physicians in 30 States (fig. 4).
The Administration has proceeded on the theory that, aside from
humanitarian motives, it is good business for a lending and rehabilitation agency to do what it can to improve the health of its borrowers.
Accumulated evidence shows that in a large percentage of failures
poor health is one of the primary causes.
A health survey among 100 farm families in a Southeastern State
last year disclosed the widespread need for medical aid for low-income
rural families. The survey, conducted by the Administration and the
local medical school, showed more than 1,300 health handicaps among
the 575 people in these families.
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In addition to 175 cases of rickets, suspected tuberculosis, and pellagra—afflictions due to malnutrition—the survey disclosed many cases
of hookworm, 288 cases of diseased tonsils, 360 people with defective
teeth, and 124 with defective eyesight. The 109 women among these
families included 79 suffering from torn internal organs resulting from
neglect at childbirth and 21 with suspected cancer.
Usually the F. S. A. health program is worked out on a county-wide
basis in cooperation with the county medical society. Member famPROGRESS MADE BY REHABILITATION
BORROWERS AFTER LOAN WAS MADE

BEFORE LOAN

END OF 1939

AVERAGE ANNUAL NET INCOME PER FAMILY

$ 375

$538

VALUE OF HOME PRODUCED GOODS
$150

P

$247

MILK PRODUCED FOR FAMILY CONSUMPTION

99 GALS.

448 GALS.

FRUITS AND VEGETABLES CANNED FOR HOME CONSUMPTION

51 QTS.

MEAT

PRODUCED FOR FAMILY CONSUMPTION

85 LBS.

107 A.

242 QTS.

447 LBS.

142A.

Figure 5.—Rehabilitation borrowers hove progressed along many lines.
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ilios form associations into which they pay in advance from $15 to $30
n y CUT. Tliis money is pooh^d and used to pay pliysicians on a pro
7'ata basis. In most parts of the country both physicians and patients
like the plan.
That the rehabilitation program has been a success so far is shown
in a survey of progress made by borrowers taken at the end of the
1939 crop year. This report showed that 360,000 famihes had increa,.sed their aggregate net worth—over and above all debts—882,954,656 since obtaining loans. This was an average increase of 26 percent. At the same time the average net income increased 43
pereejit.
Figures from the Nation-wide survey further showed that the borrowers had increased their production of food for liome consumption
from a total value of $54,J 60,657 before coming on the program to
$89,038,910 in 1939. The average rehabilitation family in 1939
canned 242 quarts of fruits a-nd vegetables, produced and used 448
gallons of milk (fig, 5), arid produced 20 tons of forage for livestock
feed.
Striking advances in tenure coTiditions also have been brought
about among the rehabilitation borrow^ers. The survey showed that
206,384 tenants who formerly had onh^^ verbal agreements with their
landlords were operating imder written leases at the end of 1939.
in addition, 67,458 borrowers had advanced from the status of sharecropper to that of tenant.
Nothing will do more to improve conditions among the Nation/s
distressed tenants or will contribute more to conservation of our soil
than an improved system of tenure.
The Farm Security Achninistration has made rehabilitation loans
totaling more than $370,000,000 since 1935. Although these loans
are usually made for a period of 5 years, and much of the money is
not yet due, these farmers who could not get adequate credit from
any other source already have repaid more than $130,000,000 into
the United States Treasury. Ultimately it is expected that at least
80 percent of these loans will be collected. In addition, grants have
been made to nearly 550,000 farm families to pT'eveiit suffering in
areas visited by drought, flood, or some othei' catastrophe.
Supplementing the rehabilitation-loan program and offi^ring another
step upward toward security for thousands of farmers is the program
of loans to tenants for the purchase of farms, which the Administration
admin istcvrs under the Bankhead-Jones Act, This program is discussed in detail in the article Farm Tenancy, beginning on page 887 of
this Yearbook.
More than 6,000 tenants, including many who were once on relief
or on the rehabilitation-loan program, are now buying their own farms
with money loaned by the Government and repayable over a 40-year
period at reasonable interest rates.
This is the most direct attack on the growiiig tenancy problem,
which has contributed to tlu^ other ills of agriculture. Tenants helped
to ownership in this way are given the same guiihincu^ in modern farming methods that the rehabilitation borrowers receive. Ownership
gives them an incentive for building up, rather than wasting,
the soil.
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OTHER AGENCIES ENGAGED IN RURAL RELIEF

Working today in the rural-relief field, in addition to the Farra
Security Administration, are the Work Projects Administration, with
its work program, and the vSocial Security Board and State and local
agencies, with direct relief. Both of these programs serve a definite
need. The first is designed to take care of the rural population capable
of working emd not eligible for F. S. A. aid, and the second is to provide
for thosc^ needy persons who cannot work.
Smce its inauguration in 1935, the Work Projects Administration
has performed a h€>rculean labor. For instance, a survey of its work
program from the fall of 1935 to October 1937 showed that íTI rural
areas, using rural labor, it had built or improv(^d over 180,000 miles
of roads. These roads vary in type as widcily as the countrysides
through which they j-un, but they have the common objective of
linking farms, mim^s, resorts, and othei* sparsely settled or remote
areas with important highways, with, rail or water shipping points,
and with schools, post offices, and marketing centers. In addition this
survey showc^d that the W. P. A., using mainly rui'al labor, had built
more than 19,000 new bridges, laid 200,000 new culverts, reconditioned
42,000 culverts, dug, cleaned out, or deepened 250,000,000 feet of drainage ditches, landscaped 14,700 miles of roadside, and extended or
improved 24,000 miles of roadbed shoulders.
The conservation of soil, water, forests, fish, game, and other
natural resources also has been the objective of many W. P. A.
operations. For instance, 4,200 miles of stream beds and river banks
have beeil improved, 17,000 check dams, diversion dams, and other
small dams have been built, and 1,225 miles of firebreaks and 2,125
miles of fire and forest trails have been constructed.
The list of W. P. A. accomplishments is in fact almost endless ami
runs on into the fields of education, health, and many similar activities.
The program has provided employment for as many as 550,000 rural
workers at one time.
A great many rural families are also being aided by the directrelief programs, which passed into the hands of the State and local
agencies with the end of the Federal E]mergency Relief Administration
in the winter of 1935-36.
INADEQUACY OF THE EXISTING PROGRAMS

Al] of these efforts are helping to meet the widespread distress. But
altogether tbey are falling faj- short of the need. The direct-relief
programs are failing to care adequately for the unemployable, and the
Farm Security Administration and the Work Projects Administration
are falling down on the task of helping those who are able to work.
The resources of the local agencies providing direct relief have been
inadequate to cover the field. Despite the fact that since February
1936 the Social Security Board has b(ien helping immensely with the
care of the aged and the handicapped, reports are constantly coming
in that show a still large uncared-for need.
For instance in October 1938, 13 predominantly rural States were
making relief grants that averaged kiss than $10 a month per family.

Overcrowded Farms

879

In some States fimds were so limited that large numbers of those in
distress were granted no relief except surplus commodities. Even as
late as December 1939 cities were announcing their inability to provide the needed direct relief. In the light of this, the fact that cities
have in general always been ahead of the rural areas in the provision
of direct relief paints no bright picture for those in need on the farms.
Similar inadequacy is evident in the relief available for those able to
work.
The field workers of the Farm Security Administration report that
they personally know of nearly 509,000 families who would be eligible
for the Administration's aid if funds and personnel were available to
do the job. Worse still, since the winter of 1938-39 the Work Projects
Administration has removed more than 200,000 rural families from
its rolls mainly because it lacked funds to carr^' them.
As good an indication as any of the failure of the Federal program
and all the programs in geiieral to provide for the existing need are the
letters that pour daily into the Washington office of the Farm Security
Administration. This mail brings a steady stream of requests for
help, winch for the most part are from families the Administration is
unable to aid.
A typical letter was from a man who was born and raised on a farm,
went to New York, got a job, lost it, and went on relief. Relief had
been taken away from him, and he wanted to get back on the farm.
The Administration, howev^er, has more than it can do to help those
who are already on farms and does not want to encourage folks to go
into farming, knowing the thousands that are in line ahead of them
and the vslim chances that farming, in general, offers. Another man,
in a typical letter, said that he and his family had been grubbing a
small living out of a 3-acre patch of land and obtaining the rest of their
income from the Work Projects Administration. They had recently
been dropped from the W. P. A. rolls. Could the Farm Security
Administration help them, he asked. Unfortunately the Administration could not.
SOME ESSENTIALS OF A BROADER PROGRAM

Little long-range planning has been done to date. Rchef programs,
with the possible exception of the F. S. A. loan program, have been
planned on a year-to-year basis. This is possibly only an exception,
because, although F. S. A. makes loans for periods of several years,
it has never known from one year to the next what money or authority
it would have. There is, however, a growing consciousness of the need
for a definite program. What can that program be? To form one,
a dozen and one factors must be considered. A few of the most important will high light the backgroimd against which such a plan will
have to be laid.
Mechanization, for one thing, is going to be an increasing factor
in the rural-relief picture. Already, with the aid of machinery and
modern production methods, less than half of the Nation's farmers
supply 90 percent of the demands of the farm market. There were
1,527^^989 tractors on American farms in April 1938, more than a
third of which had been purchased since 1935. More tractors
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were sold in 1937 alone than were in use on all American farms in 1929.
As a result^ many tlvousands of tenants and sharecroppers have booi
pushed off the land and forced down to the status of day laborers, with
little chance for more than a few months' work a year. On a typical
Delta plantation, for example, the introduction of tractors and foia*row cultivators reduces the necessary number of tenant families from
40 to 24. Other technological improvements, together with mechanization, have gi'eatly deci'cased the demand for farm labor. Today it
is possible for this country to meet the normal peacetime requirements for farm production, both domestic and foreign, with 1.600,000
fewer workers than in .1929.
In the face of this declining demand for farm labor, the farm population is still growing faster than any other group. The annual
increase in the working farm population is now about 445,000 persons.
In the past, most of these people would have sought work in the cities
or opened up new lands on the frontier. Today the majority of them
must join the army of migratory farm laborers, already swollen far
beyond normal needs by the families forced off the land by drought
and mechanization, or get onto the relief rolls.
Already the condition of migratory farm workers has become one
of the most desperate in the field of rural relief. Hundreds of thousaTids of thiise families are following the crops in search of seasonal
work, with no homes but roadside camps.
With incomes ranging usually from $250 to $400 a year, they live
in almost imbelievabk* poverty, without sanitary facilities or any of
the decencies of life. A small fraction of these families are now finding
temporary shelter in camps established by the Farm Security Administration in the areas of greatest need. But even for this small number,
these camps provide no permanent solution.
Many of these migratory families once operated farms and would
still be farming except for conditions beyond their own control. They
need good land, but there is none available for them except at prices
far beyond their reach.
How much can industry help in providing for the surplus farm
population? In the past the factories in the cities provided the
answer. They no longer are able to do so. In 1937, and again
i'ecently, industrial production reached the level of 1929; yet there
were millions unemployed.
True, industry can expand and should expand beyond the 1929
mark. Even then, however, it is doubtful whether it can take up
the slack in the urban-labor field, let alone do anything for the countryman.
What is the solution? No one thing, of course. Probably a combination of a great many things. Ultimately, many of those people
now seeking a living from farming must find some other occupation.
But agriculture can be made to provide a better living for thousands
of them who are now failing.
One way to do this is through an expansion of the kind of thing
being done in the rehabihtation program. The Farm Security
Administration is reaching little more than half of the famihes who are
eligible for its loans. Many of them still unreached can be made
self-supporting with guidance and credit.
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Many more can be made self-supporting through intensive guidance and credit, supplemeïUed by cash grants for capital equipment.
The field covered b^^ the rehabihtation program can be vastly expanded
by frank recognition that grants can be used not only for urgent and
immediate needs such as food and clothing, but also for the capital
equipment necessary to make a farmer self-supporting.
Cooperative farming may be another answer. Some of the experiments now being carried on by the Farm Security Administration
indicate that groups of low-income, marginal farrn(irs can make a
better living in compi^tition with the modern industrial farms through
farming in groups^ cooperatively. This requires less land for a given
number of families and less overhead for the modern machinery which
the small farmer, as well as the big farmer, needs to do his work
economically.
But th.(^ supply of good farm land is limited. Even with more emphasis on subsistence farming, not all rural families can make a decent
living in agriculture. What is there for them?
They can be used ultimately, if we plan wisely, to provide the many
things that our rural sections need today —better honaes, better roads,
additional schools, more doctors and nurses, reforestation, and many
other forms of conservation.
The sanitation and health facilities of the rural areas offer an endless
possibility for improviiment. Such projects as drainage of swamps and
lowdands that are breeding grounds for mosquitoes and installation, of
sanitary water sup[)lies and sewage-disposal plants are examples.
It has ham estimatí^l that the Nation could give employment for
an ind (^finite period to 3 million men in the national forests, saving
and restoring one of our most valuable resources. Then the field of
rural recreation has been almost ignored in our planning. In a hundred other fields th(^re is ample need for the manpower that is now wasting on the farms. Many of these activities are by nature adapted to
the purpose. TIK^}^ could be expanded or checked, depending on the
volume of surplus labor.
Thes(> changes must come. A long-range program must be worked
out to provide a sound economy for as many families as possible on the
farms and new fields of activity for those no longer needed on the soil.
The only alternative is a system of outright grants for subsistence on
a far broader scale than anything we have witnessed to date.
BACKGROUND OF THE PRESENT RURAL RELIEF PROGRAM

It is worth while to tal<e a. brief backward glance to see the ruralrelief picture in its proper perspective and trace the experience that
led to th(^ development of the present programs.
The coiuitry has always had the thin shadow of a rural-relief program. County poorhouses have existed for y(^ars in many rural areas,
aTid nearly every winter some of the most destitute farm families have
been ''on the towMv.'' In a fcAv instances, moreover, relief agencies,
developed in the cities by local governmental or private agencies, have
extended their aid to nearby farm areas. These instances of rural relief
in the past, however, were few and far between. In no sense did they
constitute a real program.
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During the last half of the nineteenth century the homestead laws
provided a backhanded but more or less direct form of relief. The
Homestead Act passed in 1862 permitted the head of a family to obtain
160 acres of land practically free of cost by taking up residence on it
for 5 years. Under this simple and liberal land policy^ the public
domain of the United States, which totaled some 1,400,000,000 acres
of land, was settled in a remarkably short time. In this way, thousands of farmers who found themselves hard pressed in the East, moved
west, took, up new land, and got a fresh start. Long before 1935,
however, when the homestead policy was ended, nearty all of the arable
land of the country had been taken up. Indirect relief of this type
was no longer possible.
After the World War, as homesteading came to an end, many of the
forces that had speeded the country's growth began to weaken. The
farmer, already in trouble, was almost submerged by the depression
in 1929. For the farmer, as for the rest of the Nation, ther(ï were many
adjustments to make. Flaws in. the agricultural system that had escaped notice in the past then came to the front in rapid and often
startling succession.
The bad side of our farm-tenancy structure appeared so quickly that
it almost blacked out whatever good features the system possessed.
All at once we became aware that one-third of our farm-tenant population moved every year and that our tenant farmers constituted 40
percent of our farm operators and were increasing at the rate of 40,000
a year.
The heavy farm debt, the dangers of one-crop farming, and the vast
amount of eroded, wasted soil became apparent. Suddenly we realized
that a million of our rural families were living in homes that were not
fit for human beings, that 70 percent of our farmhouses lacked a
kitchen sink with a drain, that only 1 in 10 had an indoor toilet. We
discoviired that one-third of the rural population of the average State
did not have full-time health facilities, that hookworm, pellagra, and
malaria contributed to what was called laziness in many parts of the
rural South.
And we found out why these conditions had developed. We found
that the farm population was trying to rear and educate nearly onethird of the Nation's children on a little more than one-tenth of the
national iîicome. We saw that in the so-called prosperous year of 1929
the value of the products from one-fourth of our farms, including the
home-grown food that was placed on the table, averaged less than
$600 per farm. We realized that tractors and trucks were taking the
place of thousands of our farm workers.
Here suddenly was all of the ugly side of the picture. Here was an
emergency which local government was unable to handle. The Federal Government had to step in—not only to provide the emergency
help needed on all sides to prevent actual starvation but to eliminate
some of the economic mistakes which showed up as our machinery
came to a stop.
The first real rural-relief program got under way with the establishment of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration in May 1933.
It was a program of cash grants to the States for direct or work relief
under Federal supervision.
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As soon as the Administration began to function, it found mass rural
distress on a far wider scale than had ever been seen. It took different forms in diiïcrent parts of the country. In the Plains, droughtstricken farmers were losing their crops and livestock; in the South,
laborers and tenants were destitute because of the disorganization of
tlie cotton economy; in the cut-over regions, New England, and the
Appalachians, farmers who had been partly dependent on nonfarm
wages had lost this supplementary employment. All ov3r the country
farmers who, through natural disaster or personal misfortune, were
unable to keep up financially or to obtain credit from the existing
agencies began to besiege relief offices.
From this situation there emerged the conviction that rural need
was urgcjit and general and that the remedies required Avere of a different nature from those in urban areas. All during the early life of the
Federal relief agency, therefore, experiments were made in adapting
rehef techniques to rural need.
A rural-rehabilitation program was tried on an experimental basis
in several Southern States in 1933, but it was not until April 1934
that it took definite form. At that time a special division called the
Rural Rehabilitation Division of the F. E. R. A. was established.
The purpose of the Division was stated in very broad terms. Its
goal was ^'to assist destitute farm families and other famihes residing
in rural areas to become self-supporting and independent of emergency
relief aid.'^
The program that was drawn up recognized a wide variety of the
problems that such a goal presented. It did this of necessity. A
glance at the situation showed clearly that no simple solution existed.
If the purpose was to make farm families self-supporting, nothing as
smiple as a grant ])rogram would do the trick. Many farmers
lacked good land, 'others needed tools and equipment, others needed
education in new ways of farmmg, and those who used to work in
lumber mills, mines, and quarries needed a whole new way of life.
Tentatively the prograiti of thi^ Rural Rehabilitation Division
suggested the following: For those living on fertile land, it proposed
to provide such resources as seed, liv(?stock, equipment, buildings,
building repairs, and more land if needed; to arrange debt adjustments
if necessary; and to give training aiul advice in home economics and
farm management. Displaced farmers would be relocated on the
land. Farmers living on poor land would be located on better land
purchased under a land program in wliich the Agricultural Adjustment
Administration shared. Rural-relief families living in towns having
less than 5,000 inhabitants would be provided with subsistence gardens. S(4ected families would be transferred from the towns to
subsistence farms. Families stranded by the decline of local industries would be encouraged to develop subsistence gardens and
community farmsteads.
This was a far-sighted rural-rehabilitation program. As it turned
out, however, very little of the relocating of farmers or the rebuilding
or reestablishing of stranded communities was carried on. In all
only 29 communities were started, and on more than half of them
development had proceeded no farther than the purchase of the land
when their control passed out of the Relict Administration's hands.
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Most of the work that was carried on was of the '^rehabihtation m
place" type, where aid was given to a fanner who was still located
on the land but lacked the means for carrying on his fann work.
Though the general objectives of this program wcTe determined by
the Relief Administration, the details were worked out under State
cojitrol. The State emergency relief administrations organized their
own rural-rehabilitation divisions to outline local policies and conduct
th<i work. Later most States organized rural rehabilitation corporations, which acted as legal and financial agents of the rehabilitation
divisions.
Most of the Relief Administration grants to the States for rehabilitation went to the States in the southeastern part of the country.
There were several reasons for this, the majorit}^ of which could be
traced to the Haws in the sharecropping system.
Throughout the country the aid given to rehabilitation chents
varied from area to area according to the type of farming. In the
cotton areas, either mules or oxen and fertilizt^r were usually advanced
to the families. In Tennessee some livestock were usually added to
these items, and in a Wisconsin county the record shows that horses,
pigs, cows, and chickens were supplied.
In only a few cases were the families advance(] money with which
to buy livestock and farm equipment, and in thosc^ cases they were
required to make an accounting of their expenditures. Usually the
rehabilitation agency assisted the farmer in selectiTig the requii'ed
goods and made payment for him in the name of the rehabilitation
corporation. When durable goods and livestock were bought in this
way and sold to the client under a conditional-sales contract, the
corporation retained the title.
The terms for repayment of these rehabilitation loans varied from
State to State and even from county to county.' Usually the cost
of capital goods was to be repaid over a fairly long period, whih^
advances for subsistence were to be repaid within a year. Crop
Tuortgages and notes were given as security. Interest on these
advances were fixed with regard to local rates; in some States no inter(>st was charged until the notes reached maturity; in others the loans
were free of interest for 1 year. In order to make repayment easier,
some localities acc(^])ted payment in marketable produce. In a
number of instances, especially in regions where there were no money
crops because of the drought, the farmers were given work on Federal
projects to aid them in making their repayments.
After continuing for a little more than a year, in June 1935 the
rehabilitation program of the Federal Emergency Reli(>f Administration was taken over by the newly formed Resettlement Administration, which at first planned to retain the established State
administrative set-up. A ruling by the Comptroller General of the
United States made this impossible, however, and starting in the
summer of 1935, the administration of the program rapidly became
centralized in 12 regional offic(>s.
The policies of the Resettlement Administration were more sharply
defined than those of its predecessor. The rehabilitation-loan program was changed. The F. E. R. A. had made rehabilitation loans
to all farmers in need. The difference between those wlio received
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loans, those who received loans and grants, and the gToup that
received only grants was often small indeed..
The Resettlement Administration began to sharpen these lines of
distinction. This did not mean that only a few families were eligible
for help. But the Resettlement Administration, started stressing the
difference between what it called a standard loan and an emergency
loan. The standard loans--usually of about $300 or $400—were
based on a farm- and home-man a gemeint plan that the farm famity
drew up with the aid of the Administration's field staff. These plans
incorporated a number of efficient farming methods. By following
them the family could raise most of its own food, feed for its livestock,
and two or more cash crops for market. In time it could become
self-supporting. An important part was played in the development
of these plans by the field workers of the Ri^settlement Administrastion-—trained farm-maTiagement specialists and home economists.
They brought to the farm family knowledge of the Tunv farming and
home-making practices that the State agricultural colleges and
extension services were dev(^loping. The direction and guidance that
these field workers gave was the keynote of the Resettlement Administration program. For various reasons -lack of trainc^d personnel,
lack of time, and lack of money—this supervision, though a part of
the program, had not been extensively practiced by the Federal
Emergi^ncy Relief Administration.
A sound farm- and home-management plan, however, could not be
developed unless the farmer had enough good land and some experience in the newer ways of farming. Hundreds of farmers, it was
found, lacked even these bare essentials. They had so little in the
way either of experience or of fertile^ land that it was impossible to
work out a plan that would give them enough to (^at, clothe and house
them, and permit them to pay back th(^ loan. So to this group the
Resettlement Administration made emergency loans. These loans
wer(^ in general smaller in ainount than the standard loans. They
wer(^ made with the expectation that thc^ family would slowly progress
to th(^ point where they would be eligible for a standard loan. All
possible help was to be giv(^n to carry them in this direction.
Th(^ grant program was used to augment the emergency loans.
Families like those in the hardest-hit drought areas, who had no chance
whatever of repaying a loan, also continued to receive outright grants.
Thus, the Resettlement Administration was covermg the ground that
the Federal Emergency Relief Administration had taken in, though
in a diff(^r(^nt way.
During the winter of 1935-36, the rural-rehabilitation program
expanded as a considerable shift took place in the whole field of rural
rcilief because of the birth of the Works Progress Administration.
In July 1935, the F. E. R. A. started to pass out of the picture, and
the W. P. A. took its place. The program of this new organization
operated on an entirely different basis. The F. E. R. A. had made
grants to families based on the amount of money they needed to keep
alive. Often these grants supplemented the wages from private
industry that were too small to give the family adequate support.
The W. P. A. paid wages instead, and hired only the totally unemployed. Furthermore, while the F. E. R. A. had often made grants
223701° —40
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to those who wore unable to work, the W. P. A. made no grants. The
Federal Government, so far as the W. P. Á. was concerned, was out
of the direct-r(4i(>i ii(Od. Direct relief, of the type that the F. E. R. A.
had been giving-, was turned over to Statc^ and local agc^ncies.
Tlui shift from red(^ral work and direct relief to Federal jobs and
local relief began slowly during the summer and fall and was finally
accomplish(MI in November and December of 1935. At that tmi(^
farmers in need of aid who were not employed on the W. P. A. project
or cared for by Resettlement Administration grants and loans became
the responsibility of State and local r(>lief agencies. This adiïunistrative divisioTi of the relief task has continiu^d in general from that
time imtil today.

