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INTERPRETING ECHOES FROM THE SCREEN 
BY 

RAYMOND KULBECK 
ADULT FARM MANAGEMENT INSTRUCTOR, 

RETIRED, COLORADO 

There is much competition 
for attention in Cityopolis, 
USA, this morning. When the 
alarm sounds off next to his 
bed, Joe Urbanite swaps a 
snore for a grunt and 
prepares for another day on 
the job. Yesterday's news 
gets a quick rerun with the 
first cup of coffee, and new 
headlines are digested along 
with breakfast toast and 
eggs. 

"There was a big drug bust 
downtown last night. A 
drunk on the West Side. shot 
his wife. The Governor 
wants a gas tax increase, or 
we live with bigger and 
better pot·holes. Farmers 
across the co~ntry are going 
broke Congress votes 
today on a bill to bail them 
out ..• " 

Joe 
Garfield 

comes alive like 
the cat facing up 

to the neighbor's Doberman 
in the back yard. "Heyl·· 
wait just a minutel Who 
do those dudes on those big 
diesel tractors think they 
are anyway? If they want 
to enjoy all that free 
country living, 
their problem. But 
my tax dollar going 

that's 

that's 
to save 

their necks. Nobody 1 s 
going to give me a free 
ride if I get la i d off and 
the bank takes my car and 
house I A guy told me the 
other day and he knows 
because his cousin milks 
cows up in Minnesota·· 
there are too many farmers 
in the first place. Most 
are in trouble because they 
bought machinery they 
didn't need. To top that 
off, many have been buying 
land like crazy so they can 
retire as millionaires when 



the price goes up. Like the 
Economist said on television 
the other evening, people 
out in the "boonies" (he 
described them as "rural 
communities and institu· 
tions") 
what he 

are going 
called 

through 
"an in· ' 

evitable socio·economic 
evolution of progress". 
agree with that. He knows 
what he's talking about!" 

Joe really means what he's 
thinking, and says. Like it 
or not, he has plenty of 
friends who feel the same 
way. This is a free count· 
ry, and each has a right to 
beliefs shaped from a bl-ip· 
image awareness including 
both Joe and the economist. 

Are they right, or are 
they wrong? That probably 
depends on which part of the 
screen the 
from, and 
ing them. 

echoes are coming 
who is interpret· 

\leather forecas· 
ters watch radar everyday, 
and seldom agree on what 
they see. 

But in full circle, the 
scope has other blips w·h i ch 
perhaps neither Joe or · hfs 
economist mentor have 
recently noticed. Echoes 
have been bouncing back from 

and suburbia inner cities 
for years. 
Cityopolis has 
gling to stay 
people flock to 
as fast as they 
to move. The 
rung on ladders 

Downtown 
been strug· 
alive while 
the 
can 

next 
of 

suburbs 
afford 
uphill 

success 

fs usually a "place in the 
country" •• even farther on 
out. 
Metro-squeeze pressure 

oozes out more and more 
crime, prostitution, drugs, 
welfare, and homeless. 
B i g · t i m e real estate 
developers jockey for 
position while pouring 
concrete cosmetic surgery 
over almost everything, 
including old garbage 
dumps, landfills and mine 

fathers shafts. City 
scratch bald scalps as they 
wrestle with problems of 
water supply, sewage, 
traffic, parking, air 
pollution, noise and jail 
space. 

Urban and suburban schools 
explode into sprawling 
giants where too many, 
including teachers and kids 
al f k e, be come anonymous 
robots on educational 
treadmills. Some educators 
rediscover "open classroom" 
concepts, which first began 
long ago in rural one·room 
schools with a bell and 
rope hanging over the front 
door. 

Social and health profes· 
sions agitate 
and lack of 

over stress 
freedom in 

"clfff·dwellfng" living. 
Fac-tory workers , perhaps 
including Joe, dream of a 
business of their own as 
they fight endless miles of 
traffic, boredom and smog, 
to and from work. Old and 



sick 
inner 

are stashed away in 
city nursing homes and 

recovery 
Identity 
is only 

centers, where 
fades because each 

one among so many~ 

Terminal recognition fin· 
ally triumphs as just 
another name in the obituary 
column of a city newspaper. 

Even the Japanese start 
new blips on our screen as 
they shift auto industries 
to our turf not to our 
cities, but out in rural 
America. Sports car, beer 
and cigarette advertisers 
spew out soothing ads and 
commercials: "come with us 
to the country, enjoy the 
good life, and do your own 
thing!" 

The invitation is most 
tempting. It is likely, 
however, to impress most 
rural citizens with the same 
aroma as a stiff breeze 
blowing in from an old feed 
lot on a hot day. Family 
farmers have long been 
regarded as "mighty solid" 
people, particularly if 
dedication to hard work, 
long hours, and minding 
one's own affair merit such 
a label. A 24-hour, 7 days 
a week business often 
doesn't leave much time for 
diversions beyond family, 
church and community . 
Independence and home·town 
loyalty are ' usually deeply 

imbedded in minds which also 
appreciate the smell of a 
plow furrow at six in the 

morning, and vrgency to 
check up 
heifer at 

on a calving 
midnight. All 

are part of traditional 
responsibility and stabili· 
ty. 
It has been said that 

"echoes from the past are 
important for us to hear 
and understand what's going 
on in the present." Farm 
families and small-town 
people have been depending 
on each other since some· 
one's Great·Great·Grand·Dad 
first pulled tree stumps 
and opened the ground on 
the "back-forty" decades 
ago. Anyone interested in 
resurrecting 

find much to 

old blips can 

think about. 
\.lood·spoke w~gon wheels 

haven't turned in years, 
but many still decorate the 
s,ides of a farm driveway. 
Here and there an old cream 
separator, or walking plow, 
serves as a lone some mail 
box post. Humpback ridges 

from old fence rows are 
often visible in fields 
where small acres finally 
gave in to the efficiency 
of a bigger tractor. Some 
farm groves still shelter 
rusting hulks of worn-out 
6·foot disks, one · row cut· 
tivators, and spring·tooth 
quack harrows. In many 
small towns, layers of 
paint on ancient store 
fronts hide names and 
trademarks of businesses 
which served needs and 



purpose in their time. A 

few one-room schools survive 

as community halls or rural 
museums. Possibly the best 
chronicles of history are in 
thousands of church yards 
and cemeteries mute 
testimony in tombstone dates 

and names of those who were, 
and are no more. 

Perhaps those under the 

old sod might as the 
cliche goes literally 

"turn over in their graves" 
if not 

boggling 
in astonishment, 
dismay, to mind 

changes in what 
their semiprivate 
In evolution terms, 
span has been 

was once 
domain. 

the time 
short. 

Transition from horse manure 
on a gravel road to rubber 
skid-marks on concrete 
highways didn't take very 
long. Swapping a bucket of 
oats for a gas tank, and a 
pair of leather harness tugs 

for a tractor drawbar pin, 
perhaps did more to speed up 

"wheels of progress" than 

the wheel itself. Pioneers 
also chopped down the trees 

to open up the countryside. 
later on, power·auger crews 
bored holes along every road 
and driveway, and tamped in 
new tree trunk supporting 

and endless web of electric 

and telephone wires. More 
recent history only goes 

back about as far as the 
grey hairs of this genera· 

tion. Hybrid crops, 
commercial fertilizers, 

chemicals, a r t i f i c i a l 
insemination, "wonder 

drugs", and a.n eruption of 
bigger tractor equipment 
kept pace with an invasion 
of radio, television, Vo·Ag 
teachers, Extension agents, 
salesmen, and government 

programs. 
Changes have been abrupt, 

drastic, and costly. 

Fences between · small farms 
were erased by an expansion 
technology limited only by 
how many acres that king· 

cab tractors can cover in 
one day. School district 
consolidations have applied 
like measures in the number 
of bus miles which seats of 

rural kids can humanely 
endure. Small town busi· 
nesses 
way to 

increasingly 
super-markets 

give 

and 
shopping malls, where more 
profit dollars migrate to 
distant stockholders. 
Upward tax spirals·· 
poverty, income, socfal 
s e c u r i t y and sales·· 
compete for bigger bites 
from each bushel, ton, cow, 

or acre. Both investment 
and production costs have 
soared ever higher on the 
hot air of inflation. 
Country bankers 

while trying to 
winced 
justify 

dubious credit based on 
earnings projections, but 

consoled themselves and 
their borrowers with 
capital ratios rooted in 
super-charged land values. 



Such consolation has since 

disappeared. 

In spite 0 f obvious 
problems, over-production 
blips continue to swarm over 
the rural scope like bees 
welcoming a new queen. But 
the new royalty never seems 

able to restore order in the 
hive. Financial chaos again 

threatens to wipe out both 
drones and 
bee-keeper 

workers, 
Congress 

and a 
inter-

venes with another tran· 
quilizing burst of program 
money smoke. 

But what about J o e 
Urbanite's 
i s m o f 

subsidies 

vigorous critic
Congressional 

and bail·outs7 
Everyone, including farmers, 

ranchers and economists-
. has a favored cause and 

effect diagnoses. Competi-
tion from foreign 

over-valued dollar, 

trade, 

interest 
rates, inflated costs, and 

even low·fat diets are 
variously targeted, depend-
ing upon whose accusing 

finger is aiming the 
spotlight. 

Competition has never been 
a stranger to farm and ranch 
families. ~esther, weed, 
insect and disease blips are 
daily head-on contenders. 
Motivation is always high to 
grow a crop which yields 
better (and costs less) than 

the neighbor's field down 
the road. Driving a hard 

bargain on a tractor trade
in is almost as much fun as 

winning a blue ribbon at 
the County fair. 

Too often, however, 
competition doesn't extend 

beyond the farm driveway. 
Many producers regard 

participation in the market 
place with about the same 

enthusiasm as putting on a 
tuxedo 

rodeo. 

to ride a bull at a 

Daily newspaper and 
radio market reporters are 
still followed with anxious 
expectation similar to the 
muted hush at a high·stakes 
bingo game. "~ait and 
see", "we'll do without", 
and "make 
are silent 

stretching 

it up in volume" 
bands of hope 

down to market 
prices sinking below the 

cost of production. After 
half a century of govern· 

ment intervention, con
tinued faith in political 

expertise to solve competi
tive marketing problems is 

still unlikely to have 
lasting effect beyond the 
next election. 

Can farmers actually 
compete in the market 

place? Some already do. 
There are producers around 
the country, organized 
potato growers for example, 
who have annual contract 
agreements with multiple 
processors for specified 
acreage production at 

quality based prices. 
Documented years of 

reasonable profits support 
their wisdom and coopers· 



tive effort. Realistic 
credit, profitable ef-
ficiency, and controlled 
surplus have all been 
rewards of contract agree
ments. 

Understandably, organized 
contract production often 
faces more opposition than 
support. Some producers are 
offended by intrusion on 
their "independence" and 
"freedom of opportunity". 
Perhaps they might carefully 
consider Joe Urbanite's 

weigh his 
their choice 

reaction, and 
logic against 
to produce 
supported 

excesses to be 
at taxpayer 

expense. Substantial 
surpluses generate bankrup
tcy prices which immediately 
cover total product supply 
at that point in time, and 
all producers end up as 
losers. Cases in point: S2 
plus corn and S3 plus wheat, 
prices which currently hover 
below the cost of produc-
tion. A l l grain farmers 
thus provide involuntary 
con t ribution of cost 
balance, plus their labor, 
management, 
profit to 

and reasonable 
those who pur· 

transport, process, 
and finally consume 

chase, 
ret a i l 
their corn and wheat. An 
occasional sophisticated 
grower sometimes minimizes 
losses through "futures" 
trad i ng. 
cal l y 

Most have histori-
found temporary 

salvation in "idle acres", 

"support prices", "storage 
loans", or "payments in 
kind" of government 
programs. But none · of 
these alternatives he~ 

provided face·to·face 
negotiation in the market 
place. 
Quite obviously, the major 

purchasing sector in the 
agricultural market has 
also not been anxious to 
unilaterally support change 
from the status quo. 
Existing market structure 
and operation is generally 
a privileged domain which 
has served them well. Un
restricted price fluctua· 
tions, based on dally 
manipulations of supply and 
d e·m and, are the g r i s t from 
which profits are ground 
from raw products. From a 
buyer or trader's perspec
tive, it is simply "good 
business". 
price, volume 

Substantial 
negotiation 

would be opposed as 
sabotage equal to pouring 
gravel into the automotive 
transmission of a Cadillac. 
"The market is too complex I 
There are too many produce-
rs, who will get the 
contracts? We'll buy it 
from someone elsel" Ad 
infinitum. 
Realistically, of course, 

contract bargaining 
involves a certainty of 
short - run maternity pains 
for both producers and 
market place, and would 



necessarily involve step
by-step growth over time. 
Joint economic effort has 
always generated some 
suffering, including 
difficulties experienced 
between labor unions and 

.employers, ·and currently by 
corporate stock holders 
digging in their heels in 
tug-of-war battles with 
hostile take-overs. 

The time for intelligent 
action in our farm commodity 
market is long overdue. It 
is both possible and 
necessary that common sense 
and good-faith bilateral 
effort be vigorously applied 
to satisfy 
ers and 

not only produc
buyers, but con-

sumers and taxpayers as 
well. In this era of space
age technology and micro
chip sophistication, 
production a g r I c u l t u r e 
cannot continue to accept 
bankruptcy economics 
permanently locked between 
an unbalanced market and 
government intervention. 

As Joe Urbanite's econom
Ist pointed out, this is a 
"socioeconomic evolution of 
progress". Farm land is our 
last natural resource which 
is still largely controlled 
by private 
ests: our 
families. 

business inter
farm and ranch 

If such ownership 
and management efficiency is 
lost because Gf inability to 
permit competitive price
volume negotiation, all of 

rural America must accept 
further changes paralleling 
those self-imposed on 
Cityopolis and its suburbs. 

Today•s problems are an 
urgent challenge of oppor-
tunity to renovate and 
reconstruct our farm 
markets. Supply and demand 
must compete effectively 
and fairly at producer 
levels. 
qua led 

America's une-
rural capacity to 

produce cannot otherwise 
afford to continue to feed 
this country, and the rest 
of the world. Only then 
may family farmers and 
ranchers cease to stumble 
separately through the 
halls of Congress. For the 
first time, they must stand 
firmly together on their 
own solid ground. 

About the Author: 
The editorial staff of 

the Visitor is pleased to 
present an article by 
Raymond Kulbeck now of 
Fountain, Colorado. Ray 
was formerly a vocational 
agriculture instructor in 
Forest Lake where his last 
major 
farm 
From 

position was as a 
management instructor. 
Forest Lake Ray went 

into private business as a 

salesperson. From these 
Ray rejoined vocational 
agriculture as a farm 
management instructor in 
Ontario, Oregon. He had 



several foreign assignments 
as an agriculture advisor, 
the longest being in Saudi 
Arabia. During his long 
career he returned to Forest 
Lake for a year or two as 
vocational agriculture 
instructor just prior to his 
retirement. 

Ray and his wife Phyllis 
now reside in Fountain, 
Colorado. You may not agree 
with Ray's proposed action 
to improve agriculture, but 
you will agree that it is a 
provocative I de a, presented 
in an interesting and lively 
style. \ole need provoca~ive 

ideas to corridor. 
The Visitor welcomes 

articles from its readers. 

THE STAFF 
GEORGE COPA 
GORDON SWANSON 
CURTIS NORENBERG 
GARY W. LESKE 

ROLAND L. PETERSON 
W. FORREST BEAR 

GEORGE WARDLOW 

EDGAR PERSONS, Editor 

VOL. LXXV THE VISITOR No. 2 

Published quarterly li.Jring the 
calendar year in \linter, Spring, 
Summer and Fall by the Division of 
Agricultural Education, 
of Minnesota, St. Paul, MN 

University 
55108. 


