Errol Anderson and wife interview
June 30, 1976
Interviewed by Charles Brunnette

Q.

I'm Charles Brunnette and I'm doing an interview with Mr. Errol
Anderson of Big Stone County. The date is June 30. When were you
born, Mr. Anderson?
August 6, 1905.

Q.

Along with Mr. Anderson today is his wife Alberta. I'd like a
little background on your genealogy, you seem to have done a lot of
work on that. I'll just let you explain it.
My dad was born in Sweden, his folks, dad, and two sisters came over
here in 1869. They came in through Port Huron, and then came over to
Sherburne County over by Elk River and they lived there for a number of
years, and in 1873 they had a little tragedy, their house burned down,
and Mrs. Anderson, my grandmother went back in to get something, and got
bu~ned enough so that she died as a result. Then dad and the rest of the
family made their home there until 1878, when dad came out here, in Big Stone
County and took a homestead. He and two other Swedes came out here together,
and lived together for a few years, each one putting up the necessary
buildings and doing some plowing and working up the ground to be ready
for the next year. As I understand it, the homestead law required them
to be on the land six momths out of the year for the first several years.
Then in the wintertime they' used to go back to Sherburne County and dad
used to work in a sawmill in Elk River. At that time the Rum River was
flo~ting down logs for them. Dad used to tell one story. When he
decided to come out here, the boss at the sawmill said, "Well, when
you're ready to put up some buildings, let me know and I'll sell you
the lumber for cost." Wel 1, in 1890, dad _had accumulated enough money
to put up a barn, I guess, forty by eighty - feet and twelve or forteen
feet corner posts, and he had a carpenter draw up the required lumber
for it, went down to the sawmill and got three carloads of lumber and
shipped it out here for nine-hundred dollars. That's surprising,
because now it would cost you nine-hundred dollars for the freight
on a carload of lumber. Then on the other side of the family,
~other and her folks came over from Norway in 1866 and she was
(101--5 minutes)
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about seven years old andthey went to St. Paul. Her dad, or my
grandfather, was a cabinet maker and he got employed in St. Paul,'
until, on account of the dust of something he was advised by a
doctor to get out of the cabinet making business, and to go out
into the country. So they moved up to Big Lake and bought a farm
up there. Mother continued to go to school in St. Paul, I suppose
to finish high school, and then she started teaching school up at
Big Lake. And I imagine dad met her up there. They were married
June 4, 1884 and came out here to Big Stone County, Otrey Township,
and raised eight children out here, I was the youngest one. Mabel,
the oldest one was twenty years older than I, so there was quite a
spread in age. At the present time, two sisters and myself are
the only ones remaining alive•.of the family. That's about all I
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can say on family history .

Q.

O.K. On the original homestead out here, how much land did your
father have?

It was odd, most generally they got 160 acres , but dad only got eighty
acres. Why I don't know. I don't remember him saying anything about
it. Maybe the homestead adjoining it should have been eighty acres
farther west or something, but being an aggressive old soul he went
across the road and took out a tree claim and took another -quarter .
So he wasn't left out of too much .

Q.

Has the farm expanded since then?

Well, he kept on .•• this eighty across the road here was railroad
land ; he bought that, and I remember, we still have some of the old
papers, I think he had to pay only four dollars per acre for that .
Then this quarter over east , he bought that eighty at a time, wh i ch
shows how frugal they were, they didn ' t extend their credit at all.
When he could buy eighty acres he'd buy it, when he could afford
a nother eighty, he'd buy it . So he bought •• • that gave him tmree
quarters together right here . Then later he bought another eighty
acres ' a mili_--n.6:ftlr,>J;_he~n he -bought another quarter across the road
from -that a fe~--year; later . I n 1900 he bought a quarter section
two miles west , I guess he ( the first owner ) was a little too liberal
with his credit; he put up a barn , hog house, granery, chicken house,
house , only on a quarter section of land that he had there . I still
have the old contract around here that he had with this man when he
bought it, dad had to pay off a twelve-hundred dollar mortgage, I
suppose that was mostly for the l umber , and then he had three yearly
payments of six-hundred dollars apiece . So he got that paid for , a nd
the barn I have here now is the one that he moved home from over there .
Then he didn't buy anymore u n t i l 1908 . I guess he said that I had to
have more land to keep me busy , I was three years old then . He bought
a half section down south, he kept increasing the size of his purchase
until he got too old to buy any more . He had twelve-hundred acres
when he died .

(2 17- -1 0 minutes)

Q.

What did he raise, was it pretty much what you raise now?

Well, at that time it was pretty much all wheat . Some flax but mostly
wheat and some corn and livestock . That was one advantage he had, he put
up this large barn . The farmers of that day had one advantage; they had
plenty of labor . There was always plenty of immigrants coming over to
this country, single men, who would want a place to work with their own
nationality group. So there used to be a number of men who would come
around here, some would work here or for another neighbor , and I guess
they didn't pay them very much , but I guess the going wage was only
$1.50 a day . In the wintertime they'd get a place to work for their board
and room, and I suppose five dollars a month or something like tha.s ; to
buy snuff with and that kept them happy . So there they had a perpetual
supply of labor, a nd that's something we don't have now.

Q. Why • •• I imagine you don't need quite as much labor now with more
mechanized • • • ?
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Well, there's one difference, before, working with horses, when
they got tired, you quit. Now with tractors you sit up there for
twelve to fourteen hours a day, sure its airconditioned, power
steering and everything, but believe me it's harder on your nerves
and more tiring than it used to be with horses. Because you've
got that tension; with the horses you'd go around the field a
few times and the horses would turn by themselves at the end of
the field, and all you'd have to do is push the plow out with your
foot; but now in the tractor, going five to six miles an hour, you
want to be wide awake, you want to get that hydraulic lever and
pull it and get that machine going the other direction. So you're
under stress and strain, more than you used to be. Course you do
a lot more too.

Q.

You say your father raised mostly wheat, and I know that's
common around here. Did he go into more corn at any time?

Well, the last few years, yes. With corn pickers being developed
and more livestock, but see, there was a big demand for wheat at
that time. That was the main article of food the world round.
And it was easy to use, you'd go out and seed it in the spring and
thresh it, in the wintertime. You'd freeze your fingers bringing
it into town.

Q.

I was wondering if he was ever encouraged to raise corn?

I think as things just naturally developed, there was more livestock
that needed the feed and they came along with silos where you could
store it, and it was just that livestock became more profitable.
To start with, I don't know if they had transportation for livestock,
I suppose they had railroad cars for them, but it was a problem.
I think ••• a neighbor down south here from Iowa introduced him to
~hipping them out himself, because some of the local buyers were
anything but scrupulous businessmen, and they'd take advantage of
a fellow if you didn't know
(321--15 minutes)
what your livestock was. Dad got to where he had enough cattle
for a carload and he'& take some of the neighbors'-, and ship them
down to St. Paul. That just kept developing over several years.
One last question here. Do you happen to km;rw why your grandfather picked Big Stone County to settle in?

Q.

No, that's something I ne ver found out. I don't know how he could
find this particular place here: it's equal distance from the Milwaukee
Road on the south, and the Great Northern on the north, we're twelve
miles to Odessa, twelve : miles to Johnson, twelve miles to Clinton,
about sixteen miles to Ortonville and about the same distance to
Chokio. So here we are right out here in the middle of nowhere.

Q.

You mentioned in our first discussion that you were republican,
and that your father and grandfather were conservative in their
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approach to lifestyle.

How did that come about?

Well, I don't know why. I imagine why they chose that, I suppose
there was something in the principle of the party, now today I
kind of shake my head, I don't know which is worse than the other
one.

Q.

You mentioned though that you were careful how you extended your
credit or how you run your financial matters. Why, does it seem
more logical to be more conservative on a farm?
The inherent habit from the folks. At that time if you had something
you didn't speculate too much, you had it and you kept it growing.
A lot of people made millions, they had the nerve to go out and
speculate, but that just wasn't the nature of my folks, we slept
better at night, not worrying about who was going to own your farm
tomorrow.
Q. As you can remember, what kinds of things foreshadowed the
depression in the 1920's? Things like declining land values or
crop prices?

As I remember, they talked about the depression of the ·1 20' s, alll)d
I remember there was a lot of farms that were sold, mostly by
speculators. I know an attorney in Ortonville, well he bought
too much land in the'20's and lost it, and was making some money
with his attorney's fees and was satisfied with that. Dad had
everything pretty well paid for in the '20's - Iimagine, and had
enough to roll along on it. Farming in those days was pretty much
self-sufficient; you had your horses for your plow and you could
go out and mow some hay and have oats for them, and of course,
they had cars in the '20's, but you only had ten cent gas, so that
didn't cost very much, and we had a tractor for plowing. It wasn't
like now, where you've got an electric bill, and telephone, and you
can't turn around unless you're using gasoline, diesel fuel, or
electricity or something like that. So they got along all right,
It didn't affect the family too much. There were some banks starting
(426--20 minutes)
to else then, but not too many.

Q.

Some of the county banks?

Yes, I think I remember a couple of them, thing was they were recently
started up at the time and they didn't have the capital they should
have and I suppose some of their loans went sour on them, and so they
closed up.

Q.

Do you remember anything about the weather conditions in the '20's?

Well, the '20's - it was dry. I remember distinctly my job in the
summertime was raking hay, and I don't remember a single slough
that we didn't mow for slough grass, it was not very nutritious
hay, but it was good enough for horses. It was dray, but evidently,
we had enough rain during the growing season, because we had pretty
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good crops, I think '24 was a fabulous crop, the rest of the three years
were normal crops. No drought like we are having this year, or in the
'30's, just normal average rainfall.

Q.

Do you remember much about when Hoover was running, the concerns
your father may have had for the farmers?
No, I don't. I remember after World War I, he was putting on the
economy programs, but I don't know too much about them so I better not
give any false impressions about them.

Q.

Are you familiar with the Non-Partisan League?

Yes, I heard about it, that started up in North Dakota, there were
never too many of them around here, just never got too deeply involved
with them, dad just wasn't a rabble rouser. I remember at the
beginning of the controlled market I guess, and they were going to
sweep out the granaries, and dad was in town and they said to him,
"Well, we're going to go down and sweep out your granary and sell
that grain," and dad said, "Well, I don't think you " d better you
know there's quite a few of us down there and we just don't like to
have people meddling with our business." Well, they never came, and .•.

Q.

Why did they want to sweep out his .••

I don't know, they had some cockeyed idea that if they got everything
on the market, then the prices were going to go up. They didn't
get very far, they were kind of a strong-arm group.

Q.

Was there much involvement in Big Stone County?

No. Not around this area here. This was pretty much an area where
most of them were owners and Scandinavians, pretty conservative and
stayed to their own business. There were some rabble rousers came
from up northern part of the county and they were known for what
they were and nobody took too much stock in them. Let me see, do
you want to go back to that area about World War I?
(514--25 minutes)
What I remember mostly about that was tern coming around selling
their Liberty Bonds, and War Savings Stamps, and they had the Food
Program, food was rationed, you couldn't get much sugar, and they
were making flour out of barley, and every time you got fifty pounds
of white flour you had to take fifteen to twenty pounds of barley
flour. It didn't get eaten very much, I guess mother just didn't
know how to use it, and we got along all right - we had enough of our
own meat and anything, so we got along. We didrrt have too much
cake or anything. I remember when mother made a cake and the neighbor
came over and she asked him how they were getting along with flour
and cakes and stuff, and he said, "Well, not too good, that's why
I took two pieces." Mother said, "That's all right."

Q.

How do you remember the depression, what kinds of hardships did
you have?

You mean the beginning of the '30's?
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Q.

Yes.

We •• .

Well, it seemed like everything • •. the business activities just lagged .
Nobody trying to promote anything, farm prices kept going down , I
guess farmers were producing pretty good , no matter what it was ,
livestock or grain , there wasn't any market for it . I suppose the
interest rate never stepped up production any or wages any , and the
customers just didn't have any money to buy it with . Then it went
on to effect the farm situation with the drought . " 30 and '31
wasn't a bad crop , '33 and '34 were very bad, '34 was the dust bowl
of the nation then , we didn't have any crops then . Then of
course, Roosevelt was elected in '33 and he evidently had enough
vision and _fore - thought that he knew something had to be done to
stimulate ous i ness and the money . So he started with his WPA ,
PWA , CCC, AND a lot of other things to get that money circulating.
Then of course, the drought disappeared, '35 was still pretty dry,
wheat was hit by the red rust , but the economy was a little better ,
'36 still better, but still not that much money circulating , and
prices weren't too good . 1 started teaching school (agriculture in
a high school) in '35, for $150 a month, and that was a darn good wage ,
bought a car , even got the nerve to get married in 1936 . But the
prices were level all over . The salaries weren't big, the prices
weren't high either . I think we used to get eggs delivered tin town fort
twenty cents a dozen . My wife has got an account book that she kept the
first years we were married , and it's surprising some of the things that
you'd buy . Do you have your account book there?
-..

- ¥.-:;;-.,-

•

(615--30 minutes)
A. 1936 , we paid fifteen dollars a month rent for living quarters , I
bought cherries and raspberries to can for 1 . 92 , and I spent $2 . 15
just on raspberries . Our milk bill for the month was $8 . 76 and that
included eggs as well . New glasses were $6 . 32 .
You don 't get that now .

A. No, you don't . We had a vacation fp r a week up north , cost
us $31 .S.4. - The gasoline for the week was $12 . 79 , we spent 75 ¢ on
tire repair and $2 on sundries, which covers everything else , and
the room at the resort was $16 . 50 for the two of us for a week.
Peaches were 75¢ a crate , Cucumbers were $1 . 25 a bushel , pears were
$1 .49 a crate , more peaches for 95¢ . Our meat bill was not extensivewe had to buy all the meat , for one month i t was six do l lars , the next
it was eight dollars , and the next was only $2 . 87, I don't know
the reason for it , but it was there , then it ran five dollars for
two of us . Automobile insurance was $27 , and that was for the
year . Car license was $7 . 75, this was for the year '37 now .
The car only cost $780 , four door Plymouth , with radio , too .
Then we moved to more extensive housing , we paid $25 a month there .
Cost us $2.50 to move. And we had to buy coal for $2 4. That was
in April of ' 37, so we would have coal if it was cool during the summer .
Oh, here's when we got snowbound in Ortonville . In April of 1937
we were snowbound in Ortonville , we had to stay over i n a hotel,
that cost us $4 . 50 and we had three dollars of meals before we got
out of there, that was on Sunday, and then we stayed in Odessa
Sunday night, and got out of Odessa Monday noon . But that's quite
typical of the costs at that time . And I was putting on weight a l l
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the time too .

Q.

Were you farming actively through those years?

No, two of my brothers and sister were living here on the farm .
I came out here in '30 , and graduated from the University in March ,
and dad had died in January of 1930 , and Mom wanted me to come down
here and take care of her stuff around here, and I thought we l l ,
if that's what she wanted, why then I would . I had an opportunity
to go down to Lakefield to teach school , but I though t well , if
she wanted me home, why she's the one who sacrificed to see that
I went to college, I spent five kind of f ough years out here , but
it was a good experience .

Q.

During those years did you ever fear of losing your farm?
You never had any financial problem?

No , there was no mortgage on it , dad died and it was all paid for .
His bank was the grain bin , the wheat bin, and he had quite a quantity on
hand , and he did get taken for some . He got talked into buying
stock in a bank that opened i n Odessa , and that c l osed in 1930 .
But it closed after he died so he didn't have to see it go down the
drain . The worst problem they had with that was when they still
had double liability, and when the bank closed you had , if you had
stock in the bank, to pay for every dollar for dollar for what you
had invested in it . Now of course , if you have stock why that's
all you lose . But there was enough grain arou nd to pay for it,
we came out all r i ght .

Q.

Were there very many farmers around this area that lost their
farms?
( 725 - -35 minutes)

Yes , there was a number of them . The y weren't too ambitious or too
thrifty . There weren't any for e ed sales or anything like that
around here , they used to have farmer resistanc e and things like

that , but these fellows around here that had mortgages , why they
just let them go . They weren't too enthused about farming, I
dont think , anyway .

Q. You mentioned resistance , was there much , like the Farm Holiday
Movement?
Not too much around here , north farther probabl y.

Q.

You can't remember any examples?

No , nothing violent .

Q.

You mentioned you were threatened by someone in the Farmer's
Ho1i.day Movement?

Well , they blockaded the road and you weren't supposed to sell any
grain . We didn't have to sell any at that time . I think the one
I told you about was the old insurance agent in Ortonville, Charlie
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Scofield. He was quite a character •• • he didn't like to be told what to do.
Well , this guy came in from out east of town and said, "Well, we're
picketing out here at such a nd such a corner and boy there isn't
any farmer or anybody getting through that corner." Well, old
Charlie, that just kind of got under his skin, because he didn't
like anybody telling him what to do. He said, "I drummed up a reason
in a hurry . I said to this guy, 'I got to go out and sell an insurance
policy this afternoon.' This guy said, 'No, you can't go through,' and
Charlie said, "You know, you've been on the rifle team here with
me for quite a while and you know what a good shot I am . Well ,
I'm going to have this 45 revolver with me . " And he picked out
his 45 from the desk and set it out, and he was quite a gun collector
and he picked up another one and said, "I'm going to have this one
along with me , and I'm going out there so you better keep those
boys off the road." I asked him what happened and he said, "Well,
I went out there and there was nobody around there." So he called
their bluff and they just • •• some of the people were kind of radical
like that, they figured nobody could go anywhere , for no particular
reason . Some people kind of get brainwashed and they think that they
can do a lot of rabid activities just like that and it's going to help ,
but it really doesn't . It j ust develops enemies all around.

Q.

Who was trying to prevent him?

I think it was the Farm Holiday group . I don't know. I think that's
who it was. One of these groups who are trying to save the world.

Q.

Trying to prevent some grain sales?

Yes.
Are you familiar with the Agricultural Adjustment Administration,
they tried to control the production?

Q.

Yes.

Q.

Do you recall ever having to plow under any crops in an attempt to keep
prices high?

No, not especially. You had to leave a certain acreage idle or
diverted as they called it. Sometimes they got pretty ~hoosy about
if you were a tenth of an acre over, you'd have to go plo~ it , but
they finally got down to practical purposes and if you we-re only a
tenth over why , they wouldn't bother you anymore . But any gross
amount being over, why then you were penalized either you had to
destroy it , or • •• I don't know if you had to pay a fine or what .
Up north, they were pretty rough on some of them , but down here everybody
complied with it because you were getting paid for the , land being
left id l e and it really turned out pretty fair, because then you'd
work it in the summer and in the fall you'd seed your winter wheat
and then you'd have your rye , and you'd have a pretty good clean
field that way.

Q.

So it worked out to be a pretty good thing?

Yes, it was abused to a certain extent. Now the Ever Normal Grain
Rule, the storage proposition they came out with was good to start
with , to have a normal amount of grain on hand . But then it
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backlashed an? worked against the farmers, because the gal-darned
miller knew tµat there was that much grain on hand and if they
didn't want to pay the farmer anymore, why they would get it after
a while. It didn't really serve the pgrpose that it was intenqed
to.
(824--40 minutes)

Q. Do you remember when it really started producing results around
here, when it became quite the policy? I know it came in 1934.
Well, that continued clear on through till about four or five years
ago. Although there was various types, they'd change it every
once in a while. It wasn't too rigid, you could be with it if
you wanted price support on your grain. See ••• the Ever Normal
Granary turned into just a plain government grain marketing
situation. You'd store it and collect interest on storage, and then
if the price wasn't higher than the loan value, then you'd just
turn it over to the government. So they got a lot of grain on
their hands, and of course, that kind of backfired on the people
too, in 1973, when they started to sell all the grain bins and
liquidated all their loans, and we had a problem then too, what to
do with our present harvest, because the railroads were dragging
their feet, they hadn't kept up their rolling stock, and the elevators
were loaded, and you just couldn't get rid of grain. So we had to
buy a truck of our own and we hauled it down to the Minneapolis
terminal that winter just to get rid bf it. That was the only way
you could move your grain. That was poor management on the part of
Commodity Credit Corporation, they should have liquidated over a
longer period of time, and not started to liquidate at the beginning
of harvest. But that•s·· the way it was and we came out of it all
right.

Q.

How did true f~rmers like the idea in the 1930's of the government
getting involved in their business for once? Starting to control
what they raised?
Well, you didn't have too much choice, with the prices as low as
they were. They were guaranteeing you a better price through storage,
not great, why, it just something whether you liked being told
what to do or not, why you just had to do it that way. And it was
what the country, I guess, needed. People change a lot. I remember
back along the 1920's every farmer would summer fallow an acreage
of land, just to keep it bl. ack, well the AAA came along and they'd
pay you for that, so matter of fact, you weren't doing too much
different than what you did before. Course it kept a lot of land
out of produ'c.tion. I still think probably the basic problem was that
they hadn't developed foreign markets at that time much. Now by
golly, of course the population is a lot more now, but we produce a
lot more gri'Jin and we sell it to the Russians, sometimes they don't
want to but ••• of eourse, that's politics in there. These labor
unions didn't want to see the price of grain go up because they
thought it would increase the cost of living, and so they called
off the longshoremen loading the Russian grain boats, and of course
kept the price down for a time. That's what we have to contend
with in this country, pressure groups that don't think about anyone
else. I suppose people say that about the farmers too.
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Q.

Were you county agent?

Yes.

Q. What kind of things were you doing in the 1930's? You said you
had graduated from the University, and you taught agriculture for a
while?
No, I was home here from '30 to '35.
and county agent after that.

Q.

Then I went out as Ag teacher

What were the duties of a county agent?

Well, the county agent takes the findings of the Uniersities'
extension stations and takes them out to the farmers, see trat they
get the info r mation, and then of course they have the 4-H program,
and you head up that, young adults, at that time they had also
home agents who would help promote new findings in food and clothing
and that type of thing. So what it really is, is the voluntary
branch of the department of agriculture.

Q.

So about from '35 on you went around to farmers?

Well, see from '35 to '39 I was ag teacher. That was just classroom work 9 .After that I was in Otter Tail County for f-ive years,
I thin~. You'd have meetings, and 4-H, and you'd have local leaders
come in and give them instructions on how to run the various programs.
Q.

Did you kind of work with the ,farmers personally then?

Yes.

Q.

How did the farmers react to it, you seem to have been in a
unique position to talk to the farmers?

Well, they were a little depressed, but not too bad. On thing
I ran into up in Otter Tail County was one of the most strangest
regulations at that time that the AAA had, if you over planted
your wheat· acreage you couldn't sell it , you couldn't even take
it to the mill and have it ground in~o flour. I remember one day
I was out with the SCS man, and I pulled into one of the places
there to talk to him about the Soil Conservation Program and he
said, "Oh, you're just the fellow I want to talk to. The blanketyblank government men around here." I said, "Well, what's wrong?"
"Well," he said, "I wanted to take some flour down to the mill ,
get it ground into flour and I couldn't get it ground because I
didn't have a permit. All because of this government program."
0

(965--50 minutes)
Side #2
See he couldn't get it ground because he had over-planted his acreage.
I think~o•I don't temember exactly how it came out, but I think
I adjusted it so the fellow could get his flour out anyway.
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That was a little too stringent, he wasn't a big wheat producer,
he had about fifteen to twenty acres and wasn't going to flood
the market. But, that was when they had some real officious boys
up there and they had those regulations like that. But they lived
through it.

Q. What other kinds of problems did they have, besides the fact that
sometimes they couldn't get rid of their grain?
Well, that was their fault, they over-planted and weren't following
the program the way they should. One other problem they had was the
labor problem, that of course was after 1942 after Pearl Harbor,
they had a wonderful program up there, you couldn't find a better
program than what they had in Otter Tail County, a good group of
people. Cooperative. They'd been through 4-H programs, and had some
wonderful agents up there before, old Charlie Calahan was there for
about twenty years, and Bob Jacobs, who went into the livestock
specialty, they all had good programs, so 1 just had a real nice
time with real cooperative people and there was about some over
six-hundred 4-H club members, I think we had 28 or 29 clubs. I might
say this, that Otter Tail County is about the biggest county in the
state, sixty-four townships, but they had two county agents in it,
one in the northeast, Jack Grathwal, and I had the southwest corner.
So we had the 4~H groups and then we had in the youth group about
75 or 80 boys and girls, over the age of 4-H, we used to call it the
Matrimonial group. But they were a darn nice bunch to work with.
And then there was about fifteen or twenty Farm Bureau units going,
and then we had a bunch of women organized in groupso We had a
leader come out from the state office and give them their lessons,
and I chauffered her around, and then we got a Soil Conservation
Deistrict going, that's with the SC$ program, and in connection with
that we got a CC camp moved in there from down in Huston County.
I think we had about ninety boys in there and they set up out" north
of Wall Lake. They had buildings put up out there, they were portable
buildings, and they just bolted them together and the thing I enjoyed
about it, there were about three or four of their instructors out
there that I had gone to school with, and I was telling them about
the Farm Bureau units, and 4-H, and those people all wanted the
county agents at their meeting, but you see, you couldn't get around
to that many. Along about Friday night, I'd be getting pretty tired,
and I'd call the boys at the SCS camps and say, "Would you like to
go out to such and such a meeting," because I was too tired. And they
said sure, they'd love to. Because they wanted to meet the
people, and they had the program all set up and they'd been 4-Her's
before, and so I got some help that way. It was going along fine.
Then along came Pearl Harbor, and all the boys from the CC camp were
drafted, and by spring that CC camp was dismantled, and all moved
to the Alcan highway, and some of the rural youth boys were
drafted, and some of the 4-H, the older, were drafted, and then came
the gasoline rationing program, and tire rationing. That was the
biggest hoax the American people ever had pulled on them. They
took the tires in and never did a darn thing with them. Bi:t_t cyou
couldn't have more than that five tires. And I know, I turned in two
good snow tires, and a week later I snagged one, and went down to the
rationing board and haggled with them, and I guess I knew them
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too well, but I finally got a tire out of thetn ., But the problem
was, when you'd call a meeting, you might get maybe fifteen to
twenty people from right around the area. It was kind of discouraging,
used to have representatives from practically every club, and
100 of them there - all of a sudden it's cut down to fifteen, twenty
like that. You drive out through the country and I got kind of
guilty, h~re's seventy year old fellows out trying to pitch hay,
(1175--55 minutes)
and doing farm work. It just looked like the thing was dead.
There was nothing I could do about it. You try to get in help, they
had the employment service going then, fellows used to come over
to B:teckenridge and say, "I'd like to get someone to help with
shocking or threshing," or something like this, what would they do
but send over about twenty-five , sixteen to seventeen year old kids
from Duluth who'd never been on a farm. I never got so much
heat. They get them placed out I guess by before noon, by afternoon,
there was one telepjone call after another, "Come get these kids."
There's nothing we could do about it. They just had to send them
back to Duluth. It was kind of discouraging, when you were used to
having a nice fol 1, rounded program where everybody takes part -i,n it .
I think that's probably why I guess I figured I had had enough
of that. I had a farm here with not too good of a farmer on it.
Bert here hadn't been doing much of anything, but Red Cross nutrition
classes without any pay, but it all was getting kind of discouraging.
I went to the draft board, I knew they wouldn't draft me, 38 years
old, one kid and wife, so we came out here and farmed in the fall o f
'43.
I guess we've touched on t:hitJ · subjec t, .: .w ere there any attempts
by fsrmers out here to cooperative.ly get together, what I had in
mind was like the Farm Bureau and Fa rm Union?

Q.

Oh, yes, both those organizations were going out here, not so much
in this county as Farm Bureau, I helped get the Farm Bureau going
in this county, Otter Tail County was strong Farm Bureau. They still
have Farm organi.Z:ations in the county, I don't belong to any farm
organization now. They both mean well, and they both are trying
to help the farm situation , but it's the way they go. One's got
to go around one side and the other around the other . Farm Bureau
had always been for pretty much open market, no government restrictions,
and Farm Union is just the opposite, they want regulations and
subsidies and all this and that. I think if the two of them would
just get together, and now with the NFO which is trying to regulate
marketing, they could do something, but of course, each group would
µave to lose a little bit of face, and you know perfectly well that
no national officer or state of any organization is going to back
down for the other one. So here they go on squabbling among themselves and they get to Washington and they want certain legislation
passed.
(1300--60 minutes)
If they would get together at the top they could get things done,
but I don't suppose that will ever come.
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Q.

Did you ever belong to the Farm Bureau?

Yes.

Q.

Could you explain a little about what the Farm Bureau does?

Well, the Farm Bureau to start with was the ••• no, the Grange was
the earliest farm organization, they were to a certain extent a
social organization, they had a farm program too, but not as active as
the Farm Bureau was. The Farm Bureau was the one that got the
Farm Extension going. They always paid part of the expense of the
county agent, mileage or an assista_pt in the office. Well, that
went along for, until the 'S0's, long after I got out of it.
Well, then the congressment got a lot of heat because the Farm Union
used to feel that they didn't get an even brea~ with the county
agents . I know up there some of them said, "I don't suppose you'll
come to our meeting." I said, "It doesn't matter what organization
you are, if you want a county agent out there at your meeting, just
say so," and they said, ''Well, how come you can do that , won't the
Farm Bureau object to that? Won't they object to paying your mileage
to come to us?" I said, "No, they're paying us to be here, we got
to go where anybody wants us." They finally got things changed so
that the extension service was changed to the state and federal ,
I guess the county's pressure ••• they aren't a part of it anymore,
the Farm Bureau doesn't contribute anymore. So it's all public
supported.

Q. During the '30's, which would you say was more supported and
more active, in this county, Big Stone County , the Farm Bureau or
the Farm Union?
Oh, the Farm Union was.

Q.

The Farm Union had mmre support?

Yes, they were more active, had more push • •. I don't know why. I
guess there was nobody here to push on it, I didn't feel like doing
anything on it 'til I got back here and got a little more background
on the whole thing .

Q.

But the Farm Union was pretty well supported?

Oh, yes. They seemed to have a little diffe ~ent philosophy, but
something that the people liked and I think they probably have
bigger, probably staff who gets out to give it a shot in the arm
one? in a while and keep things g-0ing. I don't find any fau 1 t with
Farm Union, it's just that I think they .•• the way it used to be,
they wanted their rigid farm program and I couldn't quite see that,
because I think there was room for ••• see, if you take both programs ,
all three, Farm Bureau, Farm Union, and the NFO, and melt them all
down into one program, they could come up with a pretty darn good
farm program, and they'd have enough unified political force then
they could put through things that they wanted in the legislative
sense.
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As far as you know, the farmers always supported the idea of organizing
together and trying to collectively ••. ?

Q.

Oh, yes they've always been open for organization. I mean, it'll
vary, some people don't get too excited about any of it, and don't
participate, but they've always been able to get organized all right.
(1410--65 minutes)
Bec~use when it comes down to the township government why the farmers
have always run that by themselves, town clerk and town board members,
so they're used to getting together and doing things for themselves.
But of course, there's more and more of that being taken away from
us right aicr~g~ Used to have a township assessor, and that's been
taken away, now we have a county assessor, and an assistant county
assessor and a few more things because they found out theres a lot
of capitalization out in the farmers and we'd better start taxing
them a little bit more. Our taxes are sure high enough, tliat's
for sure.

Q.

O.K. New topic. How does the Co-op system work around here,
like the grain co-ops or the oil co-ops? Do you remember when that
came in?

Well, the elevators were before my day, I remember they had the elevators, there were Co-op creameries around the country and oil companies
and shipping associations used to be smaller individual cooperatives,
now they're all consolidated, either Midland, or Farmer's Union or Cenex,
I don't know, Farm Bureau had gone entirely out of farm products. There's
Land O'Lakes in the feed and seed, and farm chemical business, there's
one of them down at Dawson, I think it is. Creameries ••• there was never
one in Ortonville , there's one in Clinton, one in Chokio, and they both
closed, there's one down in Appleton now, thing that happened there was the
country went out of dairy, see, they used to come around and collect
cream, every farm had about six or eight cows and the cream sold was
grocery money .

Q.

When was this now, before the depression or .• • ?

All the time up until along about in the 'SO's , when they went
to whole milk, powdered ~milk, they started drying plants , so instead
of just wanting the cream, it used to be that the farmers would
separate the milk, feed the skim milk to the pigs, and sell
the cream. Well then that marketing situation changed, because
there was a demand for skim milk for drying and so they started to
pick up whole milk, Well, that went on through with cans for quite
a number of years, but then they ran into sanitary problems, because
these milk cans were pretty hard things to get cleaned out, they
had mechanical washers for them, but they didn't do a thoroughly
good enough job. So then they started the bulk tanks and they
ran into several thousand dollars, and I don't think they were
efficient, unless you had twenty or so cows. So these creameries,
some of them tried, they put in these bulk plants, but people just
went out of milk cows. Now right here in this area, there's only
four and it used to be that every farmer used to have a few cows.
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So these creameries folded up because, well I guess they really
didn't fold up, they just disbanded, because -there wasn't enough
milk being produced in their area and the investment for each farmer
and for holding tank was just too much for them to go on. Now, the
trucks roll up and down here from Appleton and one from Big Stone
Cheese Factory, and Milbank, these big ten wheel trucks and probably
1500 or 2000 gallon tanks, but they only go by and pick up every
second or third day or something like that.
(1510- 870 minutes)

Q.

But the Co-ops were pretty well established in the '30's?

Oh, yes. The grain elevators were going for a long time, I don't
know when they weren't. In fact I've got a stock certificate for
the one in Ortonville that dad had, when was it, 1896 or something
like that. That's the first one, I guess around here . They still
have a farmer's elevator in Ortonville, but I doubt if it's any
connection with that one. Now, most of them have been taken over
by the GTA, Grain Terminal Association. They talked up the fact
that they had big volume and they could do a little more efficient
marketing , supervise the elevators better, so that they are all
practically beong to that now, exf€pt the one in Chokio, that's
independent. I think the one down in Appleton is. A lot of the
old line elevators have quit , sold out their elevators out in the
small town, because competition got pretty rough from the Cooperatives
and the grain marketing is much more complex now, than it used to
be, when it was just wheat, now they've got to handle feed and
seed and fertilizer, and it's getting to be a big complicated process .

Q.

Last topic.
through here?

Do you remember when rural elect~ification came

Yup.

Q.

When was that, approximately?

Well it started about '35 or '36, it came through here in '39 or
'40, when we moved back here in 1 43 they were through here , but
they were developing all the time, to start with this Agralite
got their power from Otter Tail, and ten they put in a diesel
plant out in Benson, and now that's idle, and they're buying off
I guess Missouri Valley supply. Well, that was the best thing that
old Franklin ·_Roosevelt ever did was to get electricity out to the
farmers .
Nobody ever thought that the farmer was going to be such
a big consumer of elect f_;fcity like he was. The private owned power
companies, all they could envision wa s, what was being used in a
household in town, and for that they couldn't afford to put up
their line where there isn't but probably one or one and a half
farms per mile . So they didn't get interested in going out at all,
they didn't think about going out and putting up a line and then
develop it, because I guess they didn't think the farmers would
use refrigerators or electric ranges, or any of the stuff we have
now, electric pumps and milkers - that stuff. Because now the
average farmer is a whole lot bigger consumer than most city residents
are.
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Q.

What were some of the kinds of things you first got as soon
as you got electf~city?

Well, we had a Delco lighting plant here since 1918 and so we had
lights, well Mother could use and iron off of it, but they had to
run the generator all the time and it had a little pQrt able motor
w_:iJ:h it you could use for churning, running the separator and fanning
g:,ffeJ_:~ ~•-_JJ:. -was just for light, there wasn't any volume to it. I think
we got the electricity in here, well I put in a water system and put
a motor on that, we'd always had an electric refrigerator, then we
got an electric range, and vacuum cleaner, then start getting out
into the shop and you've got an electric grinder and drill,
polishers and welders, quite a ••. how much is our light bill now,
Mother?

A.

Twenty-five to thirty dollars a month. That pumps water and
cooks, runs two freezers, television, which isn't on very much,
electric water heater.

It brought modern living to the farm, which hadn't been there before.
Somebody was talking to me a while ago about the depresssion and the
drought, and now will be a depression like the '30's. I said I
think it could be worse, in the '30's we were all quite self-sufficient,
we didn't have the living standard we have now, that's the main
thing. We had no telephone line around here or a ground line with
eight on a party or more, sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn't,
you pay a dollar a month when you felt like it, you didn't have an
light bill, our Delco plant took about a gallon of gasoline a night,
but that only cost about ten to fifteen cents a gallon, and for heat,
we'd get a couple ton of coal to put in the heater in the
(1627--75 minutes)
living rrom to keep the house warm at night, for the kitchen and
that cooking was wood, you just went out into the trees and saw down
some trees for that. We didn't have the amount of tractors we have
now, most of the work was done with horses, and besides, everybody
had their own milk cows and chickens, so you were pretty self-sufficient,
you didn't have a very exciting life, but you got along.

Q.

That's interesting, I just thought of
through another drought here, it would be
have you look back on this . Can you give
on the drought this year?
about
Well, it's just~as bad as it was in 1934,

this, we are kind of living
kind of interesting to
kind of a little synopsis

I think.

Not quite.

A. Except you had water to water the garden and you could raise
produce this year. Electricity changed everybody's standard of
living.
But the small grain, I think we'll only get about a thirg of a
crop, wheat, flax, oats, it's very poor, very short, and in the
'30's we'd go out with a mower and mow it and rake it, and feed
it to the cattle, but now we've probably got about fifty dollars an
acre worth of fertilizer and seed and stuff into it, and you got to
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try and salvage what you can. My corn looks like it's going to
be the crop, if we keep getting rain enough, oh, say an inch every
wee~ or so, it'll probably continue grewing, and be a pretty fair
~rope The ones that going to hurt are the ones with livestock
because pastures are nil right now, and the rain we had last week,
it'll bring pastures back and make some corn, but you've got to
keep getting moisture even to get silage out of it. Now soybeans,
alot of them held off planting soybeans until the rain, and are
getting soybeans planted now, and the one that planted are prett~
good, and they could get a crop out of them, I think that most of
them planted short season beans, but still, it's anybody's guess
what it's going to be. That's what makes me very, very disgusted
with the grain trade, they talk about what a good crop we're going
·to have and one fellow talk~ to me and said, "Well, now, which
crop is it going to be next year?" and I said, "Well, I don't
know, it isn't even seeded." And he said, "Well, what are the prospects?"
I said, ''Well, the prospects are whatever the weather's going to be
from now on." .All winter we heard about the drought in the winter
wheat belt, and through South Dakota they're still crying about it,
and Minnesota isn't very happy about it, in some areas they 1 ve got
enough to make part of a crop, but the price of grain hasn't gone
up very much, it's gone up a little, but the grain merchants just
don't want to let that grain price get too high. I don't know why,
I think they should realize, the labor unions should realize that
the farmers have to buy the product of the high priced skilled
labor. Now, when I started farming here, I bought a John Deere
model tractor, a stripped down model, no starter, lights, hydraulic
control or anything on it for $1200. 1954, I got another John Deere
then, that was new, and it had a starter and lights and power lif t ,
no power steering, and that was $2200, and in 1968 I got another
John Deere about the same size that had everything on it and that
was somewhere over $4000. Well now our son bought one last year,
it's a bigger tractor and it was some over $20,000, and they're
going higher still. Well, as long as the farmers pay for it, the
manufacturers just keep going up with the price and they put some
fancy ads in the paper showing how mice it is to ride around on
the tractor, with air conditioned cabs why, a lot of people go for
it, and they can get themselves on the line for a lot of debts to
pay off in the next ten to fifteen years. So I think there's going
to have to be a day of reckoning somewhere's and the labor unions
and manufacturers are going to realize that we've hit the ceiling
and farmers won't buy stuff.
On the other hand, these young farmers
around the area go out and pay $50 an acre cash rent for land that,
like the rest of it, you could have bought if off for $30 an acre
fifteen years egg-. But it's paying too much for land, more than
(1743--80 m.inutes)
they should. It's just going out on the end of the rope to do that.
And of course, that's what the manufacturers keep hoping for, somebody
will keep b'!,iying it. But there's going to have to be a leveling
off somewhere. That's what it was along in the '20's, prices were
low, wages were low, but everything you bought was low too. The
first car I bought was a second-hand chevrolet, but I bought a
new Plymouth in J37, which was only $750. So you could do that on
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$150 a month, but, I don 't know, I think if we'd gone along qa that
level all the time , it probably would have been just as well .

Q.

One ' thing I was kind of curious about , did
get involved much in the rain seeding?

Big Stone County

Well , I don't know •••

A.

It's the home of it , don ' t you know that?

One of the promoters is from Ortonville . There hasn't been that
much noise about it around here . One fellow was around to talk
about it . They had it here a number of years ago, I don't know
if it did much good . South Dakota had had it statewide pretty
much the last couple of years , and this year I think they turned
it down; the state was paying for it .

A.

The Big Stone County commissioners came up with $ 3500 for the
rai n-seeding committee . So people felt that was money that could
have been spent by the county commissioners other places .
And so why put i n your own money if your county commissioners did?
The whole thing is , I think cloud seeding is a way of getting rain,
but you got to have the clouds first . Now , I remember places out
in the Rocky Mountains they can go in there in the wintertime and
get all the snow they wan t,~, but we_Sre a long ways from there and
we don't have the clouds out here that will carry the moisture and
if you don't have the moisture in the clouds, there's nothing you
can do about it . We're just out here and a long ways from water in any
direction you want to go .

Q.

I know in Stevens County and Kandiyohi and Pope , and some of
those counties , it seems like on the radio that they were really
pushing the farmers to get out there and really come out with some
large amounts of money if they wanted rain-seeding and they did .
It seemed like a matter o f desperation , and I was wondering if
there was a lot of pressure on farmers to •••

Maybe they knew how I feel and didn ' t come around . The thing was
at the time they were going here it was too late . Our crop should
have had rain back in the first of June would have helped, but it
should have been back in May. That's why it's so thin , it was so dry
that the stuff never germi nated . It's gone past the critical period
of being able to develop into a good crop .

Q.

Are you optimistic about farming i n the future?

Oh , it'll have its ups and downs , you just ride along with it and
take the bumps with the good . We're always going to need f e od ,
the population is increasing, o f course a lot of our Un iversity
specialists will go off summers to Argentina or somewhere to show
them how to produce soybeans to compete with us , but then I guess
that's the way of the world . You can't be too selfish and greedy .

Q.

Thank you , Mr . Anderson .

(1885--85 minutes)

