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WHAT FARM WOMEN ARE THINKING 
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INTRODUCTION 

In January, 1921, the edi t r f the ''Farm r's \Vife" a keel its 
readers th following qu tion, "Do y u want your clmwhter to marry 
a farm r ?" "If you had a daughter of marriagable ag , would you, 
in the light of your experience on th farm, want her to marry a farmer 
and spend her life on the farm ?" "If o, why? If not, why 
not?" The e que tions were an wered by 892 women ubscribers in 
Minne ota. The judge rendered a cleci i n on 68 f the best I tt r , 
out of 7000 from th whole country. The philosophy of country life 
ha probably never been o generally and so SJiendi ll y revealed by so 
large a group of volunteers in this commonwealth. 

Repre entatives of the "Fanner's Wife" and exten ion workers, 
who thought that a great deal of valuable information had been gath
ered and that it should be utili zed, met and appointed a committee of 
five to formulate a plan by which it would be possible to tabulate the 
opinions. One member was delegated to read, tabulate, and outline the 
contents of the 892 letters. 
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The material in this survey is presented to show what farm women 
think (I) of the production unit on the farm; and ( 2) of the human 
and social unit. It should be studied and interpreted in the light of 
these purposes. 

It is desirable that vve should, from the outset, think of these letters 
from the point of view of the farm women and their conception of 
the farm as a unit of production. In a few hours' study we can not 
acquire a full understanding of all that these statements involve, but 
as comparison is always an aiel to understanding, we should get con
siderable knowledge ·from these letters. 

The human and social unit in the farm home is as important as the 
unit of production. Some one has aptly said that our "wants are many, 
insistent, and apparently capable of indefinite expansion." These 
'women show conclusively that farm life offers opportunity to gratify 
these wants, and as 8oo of them have answered the questions affirma
tively and only 92 negatively, these answers are of great significance. 

THE FARM 

Number and Size 

About two-thirds of the authors of these leiters mentioned the 
size of their farms, and it is interesting to note that the average size 
approaches very closely the size of the average farm in the state. Ac
cording to the census of the United States, the average size of farms 
in Minnesota for 1910 was I77 acres, ancl for 1920, I69 acres; whereas 
the farms representing this group average I 61.8 acres. This fact should 
be given clue consideration at the very outset, because it immediately 
dissipates the idea that the women who were interested enough and 
sufficiently alert to write a five-hundred-word letter represent a type 
above the average. Vve do not question that idea, but we hold that 
the facts brought out in these answers are typical of the average farm 
womi!n's process of thinking as she goes about her daily tasks in the 
average farm home. 

Type of Farming 

One would naturally expect this group of women to represent ~he 
type of farming prevalent in the state. There were so dairy farmers, 
IO exclusively small grain, 8 fruit, soo mixed or diversified, 26 livestock, 
I I poultry, and 5 truck, a total of 604 farms. 1 Again we should bear 
in mind that the women are generally representing all types of farming, 
evincing an interest from all groups, and not, therefore, opinions from 
a selected section of the state. It can, consequently, be successfully 

1 It should be borne in mind that 188 ]etters were written by farmers' wives living in 
smaH towns. 
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maintained that the philo 1 hy of li( xpressed by th writers o f these 
letter r v als the hopes and a -pi rations of women in dilT ' r nt sections 
of the late. I ersons acquaint d with c nclitions in rural 1innesota 
confirm thi s statement. Th r was a striking n t of ncour~wement 

in the letter · of tho e who have "slowly chang d fr m a one-fa rm 
enterpri ·e" t diver e enterpri ses, a · many xpre sed th •mscl ves. This 
fact was evidenced noticeably in both th e "yes" and th ··no'' 1 tters . 
. The experience f the Ia t few y ·ar · bear ut the c stat ·ments con
clu ively, be au~e practically the on ly steady cash income the farmer 
had wa the monthly cream checks. Th letters bringing out th e 
ideas wer asily d tected by th n.am of th town and secti n of the 
state wh nee they came. Minne ota 's dairy industry peak for its If. 

Fig. z. One of the Numero us Holstein Herds 

GEOGRAPHIC DIVISIONS 
In order to obtain a geographic division which can be interpreted 

with a certain d g r e of unanimity, it wa agr ed to divide the state 
into unit as in the organ ized xtension work. The 19 ounties in the 
northea t rn ection ent r 50 I tt rs; th northw st rn group, al o 19 
counti , rsr. Th e 23 counties constit uting th outhea tern . ction 
are more thickly populated an I 2r9 letters came from thi clivi ion. 
The southwe tern group of counti s, 25 in numb r, had th large t 
quota of lett rs-225. 2 If pe ific data had been cl ired a mor accurate 
respon e could scare ly have been secured. 

OWNERSHIP AND TENANCY 

It was cl irable to know also if the moth r who wrote th e letter 
repres nt cl th own r of farms or the tenant group. Ther were 688, 
repr enting both "yes" and "no" letters, who m ntioned the fact that 

2 In reporting on th e number act uall y engaged in farming we find 7·15' out of 892. 
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they were owners. I1 is reasonable to believe that m.)st of the "no" 
letters might represent the tenants, but 6 out of 92 of the farmers' 
wives who did not want their daughters to marry fanners were owners. 
This figure compares favorably, as only 5 out of 30 of the tenant 
group were opposed to having a farmer as a son-in-law. Ownership 
and tenancy hardly entered into the question at all. Only 30 women 
mentioned the fact that their husbands were renters. One of the out
standing lcUers was written by the wife of a tenant, who had been an 
owner. She wanted her daughter to marry a farmer in spite of the 
fact that they lost their farm through foreclosure. 

EXPERIENCE ON THE FARM 

A total of 797 spoke of their experience on the farm as though it 
were the greatest joy and the happiest 1i fe. "The creator intended 
that we should all live in the open country, because God made the 
country, and man made the city." It may be argued that only women 
who live in the best circumstances took enough interest in this contest 
to give sufficient time to answer this question. The letters indicate, 
however, that the facts arc just the opposite. The difference in experi
ence is as wide as one could wish, because it ranges from 6 months on 
the farm to 59 years, and the median is I I years. A large number of 
writers expressed themselves as follows: "After having spent twenty
five years on the farm, if I had an opportunity to begin again, I would 
choose the same man and the same life." This tribute is lofty and 
inspiring, when it is known that 86 of these splendid mothers speak 
so understandingly of "frontier life," of their "log cabins," of "I re
member our first horse," and of "my oldest child is now--- years." 
I1 is the steadfastness and belle£ in country life that leaves the grandest 
heritage, and fosters the fondest hopes for future farmers. The nation 
need not look forward with dismay or hesitancy when the mothers of 
rural America have a philosophy as safe, as sound, and as reassuring 
as that of the wisest sages of whom the ages can boast. 

HIRED HELP 

Several items of interest center about the hired man. The last 
ten or fifteen years' experiences have changed the attitude of farm 
women toward hired help. Formerly the hired man was looked upon 
as one of the family. Now, however, since farm labor is becoming 
more transient, the democratic relationships are more difficult to main
tain. Fifty women make statements similar to this: "When the boys of 
some neighboring farmer can be hired, I have no objection, but when 
a stranger comes into the house of whom we know nothing, I never 
feel at case, and often he is not a desirable companion for my boys." 
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Fifty-seven express themselves somewhat like this: ''The hired help 
of contractors in the cities is hot· brought to the contractor's wife to 
be boarded, and she does not have to plan and worry about meals for 
the men who work for her husband." Another 36 make this comment: 
"Washing is the heaviest work I have, and, when it comes to washing 
the hired man's clothes, I protest most emphatically." Finally, 65 men
tion the fact that ''a separate room for hired men, especially when they 
are strangers, would relieve us farm women of a great deal of anxiety." 

CAUSES FOR CITYWARD MOVEMENT 
Conveniences 

' 
In I 20 letters an opinion is expressed that might be phrase'cl in 

identical terms-"Conveniences in the country home are needed." An 
illmtration may clarify the meaning of this statement. A woman in 
Ohio, according to a survey made by the extension division of that 
University, walked 7500 miles and carried 2000 tons of water in fifty 
years, and il cost $18 to dig the trench and lay the pipes to the house. 
One letter offers this interesting information: "My boy came home 
this spring from the School of Agriculture and the first thing he did 
was to install a drain in the kitchen. I ·never knew how much extra 
work it required to carry the dish-water, until this convenience was 
placed in my kitchen." This same statement may be repeated in prac
tically all of the I 78,ooo farm homes in Minnesota. 

Marketing of Farm Products 
That the farm women are interested in one of the most perplexing 

problems of the day is evident by the number who elaborated upon 
the problem of marketing. Directly and pointedly they feel that "only 
when we can market our own products through agencie'3 managed by 
ourselves can we hope for relief." Others contend that the fanner 
has never received his share of the profits earned by the goods produced 
by himself, his wife, and his children. Vvhen "we can riel ourselves 
of the unnecessary middleman the future will have greater promise." 1 

"The railroads are eating up all profits." "The government set a price 
on wheat but nothing else." They n1ay not be informed wisely on these 
questions, but they are thinking about them, and some agency should 
be instituted by which the truth might be clisseminateci'. 

Co-operation 

The need 'o{ co-operation in marketing is mentioned in 90 letters. 
One letter may be typical of most of them in which this statement 
occurs: "Thirty-three years ago we ~rganized a co-operative creamery 
in my community, and since then we have added the co-operative 
elevator, the co-operative ·bank, the co-operative shipping association, 
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and the co-operative store." "It would be. interesting," the letter con
tinues, "to know how much we have saved by marketing our own 
products." So it would. Her conception of co-operative buying and 
selling may be far from correct, because this would involve so much 
more. Co-operation will undoubtedly come when the need is suffi
ciently great. Information on the subject must be diffused among 
agricultural groups, and willingness to co-operate should be manifested. 

FARM EQUIPMENT 
Up-to-Date Machines 

The machines mentioned in this connection are farm equipu1ent, 
because later we will discuss modern conveniences in the home. The 
up-to-date machinery operated by their husbands is mentioned by 599 
women. Sulky plows, gang plows, tractors, corn binders, grain bind
ers, drills, disks, gas engines, and other machinery are named. Yet, 
even where the gas engines are used by the farmer for pumping water 
and other purposes, only' 27 of them have been operated to lighten the 
work of the women. 

Communication 

Roads, the automobile, the telephone, and rural delivery, constitute 
the principal means of conmmnication. These agencies were mentioned 
by 8r r in connection with their social activities, wherea:, it should be 
borne in mind that they are abo important economic factors. "Life 
on the farm is very different with an automobile," several say. "Since 
we purchased our Ford, it is very convenient to go and come almost 
as we please," others observe. Twenty see "a danger in the automo
bile'' as a disintegrating factor in country life. "When the state road 
was completed we were brought an hour's time closer to the Cities." 
"Our gravelled road is just line. Before it was completed, no one 
from our community could get across Johnson's clump, but this summer 
not one machine had to be pulled out." "vVith the completion of the 
state and county roads," one remarks, ''my neighbors and our family 
take turns and drive to the Cities at least once a month during the year. 
Often several families go and take a picnic dinner." Here is a bit of 
historic evidence: "Fifty years ago I used to carry butter and egg~ 
to our little town seven and one-half miles away. goin15 barefooted to 
save my shoes until I came near the village. and yesterday my son 
drove in and came back in three quarters of an hour. Then there 
was an Indian path; today we have a hard surfaced road across the 
whole county." 

Independence 

A great deal of loose thinking is going on, and not enough definition 
of terms is adhered to in many articles and by some speakers. The 
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798 w~Hnen who maintain that the farmer and they are independent 
have reference only, we assume, to the fact that no human being orders 
them about to do their work. But they can never be oblivious to the 
forces of nature-weather, heat, cold, flood, drouth, storms, hail, 
rain, insects, pests, plant and animal diseases. The seasonal character 
of his labor also makes it necessary for him to be very punctilious 
about the time and management of his various enterprises. Steady 
employment is considered an advantage by 643. 

"Certain of their Job" 
"A farmer is always sure ·of ·his job," is a constantly recurring 

statement. "He never needs to be idle, because there is always more 
to do than he finds time for." The fact is that farmers average more 
than eleven hours a clay, according to surveys made by the best 
authorities. 

Income Not Affected by Sickness 

This fact is mentioned by 497 women, and only 86 observe that 
unless they have grown-up boys, the responsibility and management 
and often the hardship of performing the work becomes theirs. "The 
grain grows and the calves grow just the same." This is only partially 
true, because gram must be seeded and calves certainly do not grow 
without care. 

FORMER TEACHERS IN CONTEST 

Seventy former teachers have spoken. Sixty looked favorably upon 
farm life and ro did not. Sixty out of 8oo is a smaller percentage 
than ro out of 92. It will be remembered that 8oo represents the 
"yes" letters and 92 the "no" letters. It was noticeable that the "no" 
letters were' written by younger women than the "yes" letters, indicat
ing that the school teacher of today looks less favorably than her older 
sisters upon country life. This may be because in most instances the 
teacher of today has a better education than the teacher of yesterday 
had. The strongest plea for better rural education came from this 
group of mothers. They know better than any other group of an 
equal number, and they have not forgotten the days when the duties 
of janitor, carpenter, and janitress had to be performed as extras. 
It was said again and again that "Teaching in the country is not a job 
for a woman." Difficulties in securing desirable room and board stand 
out most conspicuously in their dislike for the work. Bad roads, hav
ing to build the fire every morning and sweep the schoolhouse at noon 
and after school also became distasteful. There can be no question 
about the need of improving these conditions, so that better teachers 
will remain in rural communities. 
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"DON'T PUBLISH MY NAME" 
The motive for this statement may be due to the inherent modesty 

of farm women. No one gave any' reason for making the request. 
Most of the letters bear evidence of utmost sincerity. A large number 
of them indicate that poor writing paper, frozen ink, and scratchy pens 
are still common. The r6o making this request had no reason to do so 
because of inaccurate spelling, bad grammar, and inelegant composi
tion. There was no attempt at elegance of expression, an,cl with only 
a few exceptions the style and directness of statement appeared to be 
above the average. Th.ey said what they wanted to say in a simple 
and convincing manner. 

POLITICS 
The women in rural communities apparently do not worry much 

about politics, because only 35 mentioned the subject. Seven said that 
"only through political action will the farmer ever be. able to obtain 
relief." Fourteen showed rather a profound political philosophy, when 
they offered the information that "The farmer has trusted the leader
ship of other classes too long, and must rise up in his own might and 
demand his share in law-making so that legislative acts pertaining to 
his own happiness and economic welfare will be passed." This sounds 
well, but is there not generally a wrong conception? Human beings 
can not be legalized into good behavior. 

"NOT A SCRUB FARMER" 

Environment has a great influence upon people. The phrase "not 
a scrub farmer" speaks for itself. The term was used by 485 mothers. 
More than half of those who say that they want their daughters to 
marry farmers, say that he must not be a "scrub." One of the best 
letters was written, supposedly, by a mother to her daughter in the 
form of an answer to a letter from "Dave," who had asked for the 
daughter's hand. "Dave is well bred, works reasonable hours, has 
good common sense, associates with the best people of the community, 
has a fair education, and promises to become a pillar of strength to 
the people of his neighborhood." Evidently he is not a "scrub." Worth 
counts for more in the country than elsewhere, and the family name 
is still held in high esteem. · 

COUNTRY AND CITY HEALTH PROBLEMS 
Pure Air and Health 

The necessity of pure air for good health was discussed vaguely 
by 630 mothers. They do not realize that any community tan buy 
health, and determine up to a certain point how many of its citizens 
shall die each year. The Children's Bureau records show that 30o,ooo 
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babies die every year from preventable causes. Mothers should have 
proper advice before the babies are born, and the right kind of care 
during confinement. In one county in Montana only one third of the 
mothers were attended by a doctor. As a result of this negligence, I 3 
mothers out of IOOO died in childbirth, which is a rate twice as high 
as the average for the United States, and five times higher than that 
of Italy. These facts are well known among rural social workers. 
Further information can be had from the "Report Regarding Proposed 
Manual of Suggestions for Rural Social ·work," published by the 
American Country Life Association, 1919. Few communities take an 
inventory of life, especially in rural sections where people have always 
labored under a delusion, thinking that health in the open country is 
much better than in urban centers. Vital statistics, according to C. C. 
Whipple, indicate, however, that the death rate in the city decreases 
more rapidly than in the country. The death rate for urban commu
nities of more than 2500 is I 5.2 per thousand and for rural communi
ties of less than 2500 is 12.6. At the present rate of decrease it is 
possible for the city to catch up with ti1e country, unless the health 
of the farm population is studied and improved more than ever. Here 
is a task for the extension worker, the farm economist, the county and 
state health authorities, and the farm family. Mothers must not take 
things for granted. They must be willing to gather facts, arrange 
them according to the best methods of classification, face them when 
found, and not trust "to God's beautiful sunshine and fresh air." Smoke 
and dust in the city are bad, but negligence in the country and too hard 
work for little children stunt their growth, bend and break their bodies, 
and the loss is irreparable. 

City Children Have Nothing to Do 
In late years the playground movement has spread in urban centers 

with . a rapidity almost astounding. Last year 6,ooo,ooo arrests were 
made, and the transgressors committed the wrong act during leisure 
moments. Wherever community centers, recreational activities, and 
playgrounds have been established, crime has decreased, and good be
havior has increased. But so far very meager attention has been ac
corded the children of the open country, who are exploited by unthinking 
parents under a system of industrial expansion which staggers even 
the conservative element of society. Directors of physical training 
during the war found that boys from the country did not stand the 
vigorous recreational activities in the army as well as boys from the 
city, the cause being ascribed to the over-development of the funda
mental muscles and the lack of co-ordination with secondary muscnl<1r 
activities. City children may not "have enough to do," but n1ral 
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mothers should not close their eyes to the immediate and certain need 
of healthy and wholesome recreation for the children ·of the farm. 
Health administration, health officials, health institution'>, health instruc
tion, and health inspection must be made as efficient and effective in 
the country as it is in the city, if future generations born on the farm 
shall continue to contribute the vitality and physical force which these 
s~remwus times demand. It may take time to run the problem clown, 
but its units are all plain and simple, when once a decision is made, 
and the proper agencies are authorized to do the work. A patient must 
have his case diagnosed by a physician, and so far there has been no 
one to call in the doctcir. Educators, doctors, lawyers, teachers, preach
ers, lecturers, and farmers themselves must all join hands over the 
cradle of the unborn. It is the duty of those in power and in position, 
who know, to gather the facts, to show in no uncertain terms the actual 
conditions, and to dispel the uncertainty. 

"HARD TIMES TEMPORAE.Y" 

"During the clar'kest clays of the war success or failure turned on 
an adequate food supply," says Henry C. Wallace, Secretary of Agri
cultnre. Vve mttsf not forget that the farmer carries risks because the 
ups and downs in business are not controlled by him. "The fanners' 
wages have been reduced in the last two years to about the prewar 
level, while the wages of other people remained· very near the war 
level. The farmers of the United States did not restrict production, 
nor clicl they combine to hold up their wages." "Women and girls 
worked in the fields, because . the farmers' reduced income made it 
impossible to employ other help." "The acreage was large, they all 
worked hard, the crops were large, and yielded more than we needed, 
so that the price of their products was more than $3,ooo,ooo,ooo less in 
the fall than in the spring."' "The farmer sqJJirmecl under the awful 
bprden, but he did not strike, and neither clicl he fail." 

FARM HOME AS HUMAN AND SOCIAL UNIT 
Size of Family Cared For 

Altho the question was not directly asked, 293 women mentioned 
the number· of children in their families. The fact that there were 
40 families with only three each, indicates that a considerable number 
were young couples stm-ting out in life. There were 65 families of 
four members, 45 of five, so of six, 40 of seven, 25 of eigl1t, 13 of 
nine, 5 of ten, 5 of eleven, 4 of fomteen, and one of fifteen. Observing 
carefully the distribution, it was found that the number of children 
was the largest in the northern and western groups. 
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Help in the Home 
When 892 women write fully and fluently about their home life, 

and only one mentions her hired girl, they speak eloquently of the hard
ships that country women endure. Witness statement after statement 
of this sort: "It is only three weeks since my baby was born, and yet 
I must do all my house· work." "I am the mother of three children, 
the eldest being six years, and the baby eighteen months, but my hus
band and I can go nowhere, unless we take the children." "We have 
tried, it seems everywhere, to secure a maid, but the country girls leave 
home and go to the city because there they find conveniences in the 
homes." 

Modern Conveniences 

In 496 letters is the statement-''The conveniei1ces are coming." 
Those who know Minnesota farm homes realize that the standard of 
home life must be raised. Thi~ is especially true when the equipment 
of the house is in question. The following is illustrative ·of. the point: 
"When our neighbor had installed his electric plant, eight other farm 
homes followed suit." So it goes, regularly. We need more farmers 
like this neighbor in every section of the state, because it does not argue 
we11 for a banker to boast of $2,2'5o,ooo _in savings in his bank, when 
practically all the homes in the vicinity are without any modem 
conveniences. . 

Light.-Ther.e are three lighting systems in vogue in rural 
communities. It would be natural to expect that a large percentage 
of the type of women writing these letters would represent those who 
enjoy all conveniences a home affords. However, only 68 mention 
lighting-r6 have gas lights, 31 electric lights, 21 gasoline lamps. 

The homes mentioned are undoubtedly typical of rural homes in 
Minnesota. It should also be observed that what women want is alto
gether different from what they have, a fact which is convincingly 
borne out by the opinions expressed it~ the previous paragraph. A 
process of educating the rural people as to the need of conveniences is 
necessary in every section of the state. . 

Heat.-The comforts of a modern heating plant are enjoyed by 
II2 as compared with 68 who have up-to-date lighting. facilities, fonr 
systems of heating are used-hot air, 29; hot water, 20; steam, 33; 
pipeless furnace, 30. 

"Since our heating system was installed, it seems as tho half the 
work has been eliminated in our home," says one woman. Others 
speak the same opinion, and offer the follow.ing as interesting experi
ences. "Now my kitchen floor is not. littered up with kindlings, and 
the old heater in the parlor no longer takes ttp the corner which seemed 



Fig. J. An Up·lo·Date Fa rm Kitchen 

Running water and electric lights li ghten the work o{ the housewife. The lamps on 

the shelf are evidences of tasks women have to p ~rform when electricity is not ava il able. 
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nece sary to make the room comfo rtable and large enough for what 
it was originally suppo ed to be." 

Water systems.-Twenty-fiye of these homes have a c m ple te 
water yslern, 62 have a partial water y tem. ne expre · ion i5 indica
tive of all the prai e ung by the far mers' wives who an w r d the 
quest ion. "Running water in my home saves me more step a clay than 
any other one convenience I po se ." 

"If, fo r lack of fund , only one modern improvement can be plac d 
in a home, that improvement should be runnin o- water,'' says E. 
Stewart. of the gri cul tural E ngine rin o- Division, nive rsity of Min
nesota. He ha also figured out that the average housewife who carries 
water f rom the well and soft water f rom a barrel, take more than 
2oo,ooo teps yearly, and uses 20 eight-hour days in doing it . Mo t 
of the water must be car ri d back outdoors, adding probably ro day 
more in the cour e of a yea r. "Why entence your elf to 30 clays 
hard labor every year carrying water ?" the same authori ty asks. "Pump
ing and carryin o· wate r wears out more women than any oth r worl' 
they do." 

Fig. 4· The Source of Pin 11-loney for Many Farm \Vomen 

Reasonable Hours of Work 

F ifty-o ne of the women who want their daughter to marry fam1er 
work on the average ro.8 hour a day. T he shortest work day wa 9 
hours and the Ionge t r6. Seventeen of the writer of "no" an wers 
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av raged is hour ·' work a day, 12 hours being the mmtmum and 16 
the maxi mum. The av rage among 68 women, counting the total num
ber who mentioned pec ifi ally the h ur ' ' work each day, i 11.9 hours. 
That i 0-4 hour more than the long summer day for men . 

Contributions of Farm Women to Family Income 

Poultry and Eggs.-"My eggs a r my pin money." "\Ve, to , 
have an allowance. ' ' " I nev r ask my hu band f r pin money, because 
the h ns are my ource of supply." "Last year $309 was reali zed from 
eggs alone." ' 'The county ag nt ha done much for u farm wom n in 
t aching u how· to raise !itt! chicks and to cull out the boarding hen ." 
"When w married, five years ago, it was di stinctl y und rs\ood I was 
to have all the income from th e eggs if I t ok care of the chickens, 
and . as a result . my husband hardly knows that there is uch a thing 
as a gro ery bill, or that he ha , a wife and baby t dress. Vl/e have 
bet ween f ur and fi" hundr cl hens, and no b arders among them. 
Thanks to the c unty ag nt ." This kind of information is offered by 
790 wom n. It undoubtedly help to lighten c nsiderabl y the burden 
of farm life. 

Fig. s. A Garden Is One of the Necessities on the Farm 

Gardening.-Th e garden in farming commtmiti es is another 
source f income to the ayera(J'e farm h me that is not alway ' given 
the car and attention it de:serYes. It is regarded as important by so2. 
and by many a "positiYely n ces ary to our very exi tence." \iVith 
their chickens, their 0 ardens, and th iT hou ehold duti e. no on will 
question "the yariety f w rk" on th .farm. "Forty quart of st raw
hetTies,' 30 of beans . ...j.O of blu berri . , so of tomatoe:;, 6o gla ses of 
jell y, so quarts of crabapples'' (pickles, I uppo. ), an I a variety of 
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other canned goods also teil of the contribution of farm women to the 
family income, without mentioning any of the root crops. · 

Orchard.-1\iinnesota apples, pli.1ms, and grapes also come in 
for the share each add to the variety of the family income, as 319 
state in no uncertain terms the value they place upon the orchards on 
their farms. "We often have to feed the hogs apples," "Our plums 
rot," and "The grapes can not all be used," "Because we can find no 
markets." "I tried to seii the most delicious apples in .our little village 
last fall," but the merchant informed her the market w:1s glutted, while 
at the very moment high pric.es were paid in the cities. "We need 
standardization of these products to compete with the .fruit growers 
of the \Nest," others say, and those who know anything about thi::: 
problem at all, unanimously concur in their conclusion. 

Home Management.-(!) Meal planning. The question sent 
out by the "Farmer's Wife" was stated in a general way, and yet 220 
expressed themselves very minutely and pointedly on the problem of 
meal planning. One woman may speak for practicaily ail of them in 
the following statement: "I find that planning the meds in the right 
way sayes a lot of time, which, women do not save who plan meal by 
meal.'; "Left-overs often make a quick meal possible when preserved 
properly." "lVIy i,cebox is my maid," meaning presumably that food 
can be kept for the day. "The fireless cooker has practically eliminated 
ail worries in our home. Vve can go and come as we please, and have 
a warm meal in very short order." "The oil stove means more to me 
than the sewing machine meant to my mother and grandmother." 

( 2) Food preservation. Again, 220 write f\1IIy how they preserve 
practicaiiy everything raised on the farm-"195 glasses of apple jelly," 
"84 quarts of string beans," "4 crocks. of ground meat," "ro gallons of 
apple cider," "20 cans of chicken," "70 quarts of strawberries," 
are common expressions. "Last Sunday afternoon fifteen uninvited 
friends ch·opped in, and, of course, they were welcome. Vve had a 
light supper, and it required no unusual tasks, becau.c:e in the fruit 
cellar are stored all sorts of goodies. But if all these friends had 
called on my sister in St. Paul, she would have dropped dead, because 
she would have had nothing to give them. Of course any other clay 
but Sunday it would be different, the corner grocery store is always 
handy." The pr.ogress made during recent years in canning and food 
preservation has been phenomenal, and a great deal more may be ex-. 
pected, knowing the ef-ficient training received in the boys' and girls' 
club work. 

(3) Home clothing. It is jnteresting to pote how uniform the let
ters are in which attention is called to the making of clothing at home, 
219 telling how they save by making their own clothes. · "My big girl 
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is twelve years old, and, so far, I have made all her clo'thes." "It is 
not so. easy to sew for boys, but, as long as they were little fellows, 
they wore homemade clothes." "I can't see much difference between 
the clothes we wear and those worn by city people," a truth which is 
very striking to any one who knows the real facts. "It is so easy in 
the city where the variety is great, where the 1?-rge ~tores exhibit their 
goods in the show window~, to buy what you like, but we have to do 
the best we can with what we have." May it not be true that'many 
city home-makers also do the same? A good manager has the same 
opportunity there, ai1d, probably, an equal number among them never 
fail to avail themselves of it. 

( 4) Home decorating. More letters contain statements about deco
rating country homes than about any one of the three items just men
tioned, 234 relating enthusiastically the joy found "in arranging pictures, 
·furniture, and rugs so as to' bring· about the most pleasing effect." Paint- · 
ing, papering, hardwood floors, curtains, shades, and windows come in 
for their share also. Shrubs, lawns, flowers, and trees occupy consid
erable space-"all these bring to us farmers a satisfaction which no one 
appreciates fully unless country bred." The arrangement of buildings 
in order to bring about the greatest convenience is often told, and 
evidences an understanding as to what things ought to be which be
speaks a forward look that promises beauty, efficiency, and thoroness 
in country communities. 

( 5) Work in the field. Forty letters indicate that women work 
in the field. "A woma1; can not' work with her hm:band outside, and 
do her duty to her children as she should." "vVe can't afford to hire 
a man, and my husband has to have some one to help him in the field. 
I don't like to neglect my house and my children, but there is no 
choice." Farming can not be very promising when we find so many 
women doing the work of a man, but, since many blame themselves 
for tolerating these conditions, this may be one activity which can be 
avoided. The best interests of the community can not be conserved, 
if this is the common practice. 

(6) Responsibility for working conditions. Practically all of 395 
correspondents deny the common conclusion, that the farm woman 
in the United States is a drudge. On the contrary, they .are firmly 
convinced that, where drudgery exists, it is because the woman 
herself tolerates it. "No woman needs to be a drudge;" they 
say, "and if she is, she has herself to blame." "My time is my own 
just as much as I care to make it so" others contend. The fact that 
almost half the letters resent the wrong impressions spread abroad con
cerning the unpleasant working conditions of women on the farm, 
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makes it ruite cl ar that their po ition ha been misunder tood. tand
ards o f living, hours of work, condition under which lab r is being 
done, and other factors must be tak n int c nsid ra tion hefor any 
definite conclusion can be drawn . \ i\Then th e facts can b ascertained, 
tabulated, evaluated, and interpr t d, we will b in a p sition to kn w 
whether thi . g r up ha g r unci for the r sentment shown in ol j ting 
to being C(l ll ed a ''drudge." 

RECREATIONAL ACTIVITIES 

Are There Enough? 

That their recreati nal activities ''are all we can hope to hav , and 
we could hardly make use of any more," is the opinion of 395 wom n. 

F ifty out of 92 find the country hom s .. lonely and isolated ." "I 
have li ved her fifteen years, and it ems im1 ossible to b come accu -
tomecl t the !if n the farm.'' Evid entl y this pe1·son has had experi
ences elsewhere. 

Fig. 6. A Neighborhood Picnic in SoU1hcrn 1linnesota 

Names of Organizations 

Clubs.- ( 1) Farme r ' clubs are compa rat i,·ely new a nd rank 
first, 112 being member . IIome dem nstration w rk, hil>ping as o
ciation · , co- perative cream ri es, the 1 tat exchange, and th g rain 
grower ' assoc iat ion each come in for their shar . 

(2) The grana i · poken of IO tim s and i. menti ned for its 
aclmirabl . oc ial organization. 

(3) Th r are 31 community clubs, and several of them have a 
community hou. e. Member lev te mo t f th ir act ivities to ocial 
function , altho . peak r ·, literary procrrams, and d bat s ar m ntioned 
quite often. 
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( ..J.) nl y 2 ·tudy clubs were menti n d, but the two writers were 
en thusiasti c about them, and bemoaned th fact that o f w exist. 

(5) Social clubs are a! o being organized in s me centers, and 12 

ar in x i ·tence. "W enj oy a ocial tim , when rdl car · are thr wn 
asid and w imply forget work and other duti 

(6) Boys' and girl s' club work in Minne ota ha ga ined on id r
able g round in th e Ia t few y ar , and 36 moth rs " ee in them the 
only hop for the future of Am ri ca." "With th proper en ourage
ment an I I cal support, n brighter spot can be found anywhere than 
wh r boy and girl learn to do things in a scientific way." 

Fig. 7. . \ ' lub ,j rJ and H er Pro ject 

]u th e hoys'·ancl g irl s' clubs th ' future farmers a rc lJ in g taught sc ientific ag n ulturc. 

The farm bureau.-Th ' farm bureau a ncl th county ag ·nt ;1re 
usually a::.soc iat d, and r 25 c in thi s mov m nt the g reatest hop for 
th future. " Th ey regr t, however. tha t "so few rcali z ' the value of 
th organi za ti n." T h r s •ems t b ' a ve ry und not· stru ·k. when 
remark are mad a b ut th c unt y agent work. ancl th !:>ent iment 
expr ssed can be h st illustrated by th w man who says " my hu band 
saw n thing in it lut a sch me t rob th farmer. n w h is an officer 
and a b ost r." T hese I tl r wi ly c nt nd that apr ccs ( education 
i neces ary in ore! r that th far m r . ball get th right po int of view. 
"Th ffcct f the farm bureau rganizati n will b ·~ ;.een. when a ll the . 
farmer . will realiz that th ey must make it th ir wn" as it was rigin
all y inten d d, and as it actually i., i( th y nl y knew. Next the 
hom .t ad law of 1862, the farm bureau is th wis st and most ad vanced 
p !i cy for r ural betterment ver nunciated by any g v rnmeut in the 
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world. It possesses leadership of unusual ability, and if givet1 sufficient 
time and support there should be absolutely no question about its future 
growth and abiding influence. 

The rural church.-It is worth while to note that 370 look upon 
practically everything connected with the church as recreational except 
Sunday services. "Young . people's societies," "Picnics," "Luther 
Leagues," "Chorus," and church dinners are all enumerated as social 
activities of the church. "Baseball teams, basket ball teams, calf clubs, 
and sewing clubs might just as well be organized· along congregational 
lines," is the remarkable statement made by one writer. "The church 
is no more successful than the community," says another, a fad that no 
one can well dispute. "Spiri~ual regeneration can come only when people 
have time to stop now and then from the grind of every-day life." 
"When our congregation was divided, and services were being held in 
the small town north of us, the life of former clays seemed to have 
given way to apathy. The choir and the young people's society are 
not what they used to be, and we country people do not like to go to 
church in town Sunday afternoons." This truth can not be emphasized 
too vigorously, because nothing can -be more discouraging to any com~ 
munity than to be deprived of Sunday morning church services. Prob
ably not more than one fourth of the rural churches in Minnesota have 
regular Sunday morning services. This being the case, one ·must not 
expect a healthy, vigorous church program. 

Cultural Activities 

There are 527 references to the use made of leisure time in the 
pursuit of various phases of cultural life. 

Music.-Fifty-five are dcvotccl to music. Vocal, piano .. violin, 
organ, and phonographic music command the greatest attention. "The 
piano is almost as common in the country as in the city." "The piano 
player has made its appearance in a number of homes." "The violin 
gladdens hundreds of hearts." "The phonograph has become a neces
sary household article, and.we come in contact with the classical lovers 
of the opera and of the stage, so we can ask for no more in this line." 
"The piano, the band, the orchestra, the violin, .and the long list of 
<:rtists in every field-all have invaded our firesides." All express grati
tude to the .geniuses who have dispelled the gloom and thrilled the 
multitudes that elwell in the quiet countryside. With the radio, the day 
is dawning when the solemnity and the stillness of farm homes will 
be relegated to the past. . 
. Farm and home papers.-Daily and weekly papers find their way 
mto most homes. How "the farmers today follow the markets and 
prices of products raised on the farm" is told by 325. "The facts 



20 SPECIAL BULLETIN NO. 71 

found 111 our agricultural papers furnish a point of contact with spe
cialists and institutions of learning unheard of forty years ago." "The 
up-to-elate farmer need no longer be uninformed." "He owes it to 
l1is calling to be intelligent, alert, and awake so as to be able to meet 
other business men on an equal footing." "The newspaper is the 
medium which conveys all the information needed." Vj e hope that this 
statement will not be interpreted literally. 

Books.-Seventy-two specifically mention that they read books, 
and "find in them a great source of enjoyment." "Many of my friends 
never read anything," and "others have the habit of spending their 
time on trashy stuff not fit for anybody." Undoubtedly, too little read
ing is clone, and there exists too meager a sentiment for good books. 
A disregard for information from books is not uncommon among hard 
working people anywhere. So the farmer and his wife mi1st not labor 
under the false· assumption that newspapers, hooks, and magazines will 
relieve them of the hardships which they have faced in recent years. 
They must look for the s9lution, and bring about improvements 
themselves. 

Libraries.-The library evidently does not function widely. Only 
38 avail themselves of the opportunity to use books and other reading 
material from this source. Several of those, however, who pos css 
the initiative to obtain new and up-to-ciate publications "no longer dread 
the loneliness and the isolation of out-of-the-way districts." 

Bulletins.-Neither do they comprehend the valuable informa
tion contained in bulletins on every hand: The federal government 
and the state experiment stations engage experts to study social and 
economic problems, but, so far, the average citizen does not know 
enough about it to avail himself of this abundant and valuable infor
mation. Those who have found out, never fail to use the experts in 
time of need. "Last year, for the first time, men from the experiment 
station at University Farm came into this community." "Vve are only 
thirty miles from St. Paul, and until this summer no one ever thought 
of asking soil specialists, poutlry speCialists, or horticultural specialists 
to help us in our difficulties," says a mother whose son was a student 
in the School of Agriculture at University Farm. There are 178.ooo 
farmsteads in Minnesota, and only 37 of the 892 fanners' wives who 
participated in this contest refer to bulletins published by the College 
of Agriculture. 

EDUCATION 
Attitude of Farm Women Toward Education 

Grammar school.-l\1Iore than half of those taking part in the 
contest may be classified as having finished the eighth grade, as 490 
hint somewhere in their letters that they have clone so. This per
centage would be too high as an average, considering conditions in 



WHAT FARM WOMEN ARE THINKING 2I 

general, because not more than 6o per cent of all the children in the 
United States pass the eighth grade. However, the high grade com
position, . spelling, and general fluency of expression indicate that the 
writers exercised unusual care. Many of them "remember with affec
tion" their school days. Others are convinced "my schooling was sadly 
neglected, and my children certainly shall have a better education· than 
I have had." A large number are emphatic in their denunciation o'f 
conditions "of buildings, terms, and teachers." A prevailing opinion 
ran through practically all letters that "we farm people must see to it 
that our children shall have an education equal to the best that the 
larger cities offer theirs." 

High school education.-Of these mothers 62 were high school 
graduates, making an average of about six and one half per cent. This 
proves again that these women represent a good average type. 

Fifty-two children of the mothers who wrote these letters are at
tending high school. It was impossible to gather from answers suffi
cient data to draw any conclusion concerning percentage of attendance 
in comparison with other children. However, it is fair to assume that 
from tl'lese homes a large percentage of children will attend high school, 
because education among them was looked upon as "the one outstanding 
problem confronting rural life." 

Normal schools.-Seventy contestants had been teachers, ;m<l 
now 13 daughters are attending normal schools. "My daughter shall 
have an opportunity to teach if she wishes, because I regard it a splendid 
training for any woman." "Our girls, we hope, will come back to the 
country and teach the rural children," but their hope is vain. The 
villages and the cities monopolize the product of our normal schools, 
and.the country rarely enjoys the benefit of normal-trained teachers. 

Colleges.-Fourteen were college graduates. This is more than 
one per cent. The high moral tone sustained by these women in their 
letters is indicative of the grandest conception of womanhood. These 
women are certainly upholding the highest traditions of their sex in 
their respective communities. Their influence for good can never be 
fully estimated or evaluated, and, as one tersely expresses it, "our 
place on the farm is as good and as profitable to ourselves and our 
neighborhood as that of any other position anywhere in the whole 
world." Another quotes Shakespeare, saying, "It is not in our stars 
but in ourselves that we are underlings." Then she illustrates her posi
tion by this illuminating statement: "I can conceive of no other place 
on earth where a college woman can be of greater service to her fellow
men than on her farm." Finally she concludes with this remarkable 
testimony: "I have dedicated my life to the cause 0£ rural betterment 
by giving a college education to two sons and one daughter, that they 
may follow in the footsteps of myself and my husband, who is a college 
man." 
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RELIGION 
"Close to Nature" 

"Divinity is expressed in growing things." This saying is used in 
420 letters. They see religious performances "in every act done by 
which man is the gainer." "Country reared people have many oppor
tunities to behold the handiwork of God in growing things." "Nature 
reveals the omnipotence and the wisdom of the Creator in all the beau
tiful things brought forth and in all his wonderful works." A state 
where an idealism such as this permeates the surroundings in which 
children are reared should not fail to adjust its productive factors 
harmoniously and justly, so that all will eventually receive their share 
of the earnings in the process of production. 

MORALS 

Rural people have a very high conception of morals, but often they 
can not distinguish between personal moral delinquency and transgres
sions of the moral code which involve robbing the soil, exploiting young 
children, introspection, or driving a sharp bargain. Superior moral 
conduct as revealed in country distt;icts is mentioned by 405, and a large 
number of others refer specifically to cases illustrating their point of 
view. 

ECONOMIC STATUS OF THE FARMER 

In some form each letter of the 892 speaks of the economic position 
of the farmer. "Economic independence is the farmer's goal." The 
attainment of an independent economic existence is an ideal which 
should be possible for any man possessing ordinary ability and.common 
sense. "He is a dollar-a-day man." "The purchasing power of the 
farmer's income today is lower than at any other time in our history." 
One does not consider the fact that he is land owner, laborer, capitalist, 
and manager all in one person when the price of the article he sells is 
determined. The possibility of receiving less for a big crop than for a 
small one also continually stares him in the face. Yet he never stops 
planting. "Should he curtail the acreage considerably any one year, 
the rest of us would suffer, because nature, the greatest teacher, does 
not fail to exercise her inexorable laws." Any person combining all 
four factors of production in so high a degree as does the American 
farmer, certainly deserves more consideration politically, economically, 
intellectually, and socially than he has yet received. "He can never ask 
a price and he always has to pay what the charge is for anything he 
buys." "His intelligence, his hours of labor, and the cost of production 
seldom, if ever, enter into the price of any products sold by him to the. 
middleman." Speaking in general terms, therefore, the farmer is far 
from being economically independent. 



WHAT FARM WOMEN ARE THINKING 

THEORIES 
Country Furnishes Large Percentage of Leadership 

In no other in~tance have the writers taken such pains to furnish 
actual statistical data. They quote figures vvhich are designed to prove 
their statement's without any- attempt to interpret them. "All except 
two of our presidents were reared on the farm." "Five sixths of the 
preachers, teachers, lawyers, and doctors have come from the farm." 
"Congressmen, senators, judges of the supreme court, and governors 
in large numbers hac\ their early start on the farm." "Railroad presi
dents, executives in large corporations, business men, and bankers con
stitute a large majority of those who originally had to work up from 
the bottom of the ladder, and most of them were farm boys." "Sixty 
per cent in 'Who's Who' were born in the country and the small villages.'' 
All this is true. These facts are evidently common l~nowledge because 
419 pile up these figures as tho they had them at their tongue's end. 
But what of it? Until the last census the rural population had far 
outstripped the urbar~j element, and they woi1ld make a mighty poor 
showing, if conditions were otherwise. If the rural population will 
furnish half the leadership in the future the population remaining 
equal as it is today in urban and rural communities, then, and then only, 
will we really know if the rural people are keeping up their quota of 
leadership. Then the facts based on the figures mentioned above will 
stand. No one has called their attention to this comparative method. 
Therefore, it is not to be wondered at that these dangerous opinions 
still dominate a large percentage of farm people. Ceaseless vigilance 
and unflinching struggle, as evinced by this gallant host of good farm 
women, are the price of social advancement. Their ideal of democracy 
embraces not only political, but also social, economic, and industrial 
liberty. Their conception of leadership means that they shall be given 
freedom and opportunity to express it in an Americanism "broad enough 
and deep enough to promote the common welfare of mankind." 

SUMMARY 
I. Number, size, and Kind of Farms 

About 68 per cent mentioned the size of their farms, which averaged 
r6r.8 acres. The average for the state, according to the United 
States Census of 1920 is r69 acres. 

Type of Farming Per cent 

Dairy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5.6 
Exclusively. small grain. . . . r.o 
Diversified . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56.o 
Fruit . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . o.8 

Type of Farming Per cent 

Livestock . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.9 
Poultry . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . r .2 

Truck . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 0.5 
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II. Ownership and Tenancy 
Only 77 per cent mention that they are owners. 
Only 4 per cent say that they are tenants. This average for tenancy 

is too low for the state, there being almost 25 per cent. 
III. Experience on the Farm · 

From I to 5 years, 28 per cent. 
From 6 to I I years, 28 per cent. 
From I I to 20 years, 24 per cent. 
More than 20 years, 20 per cent. 

IV. Contribution of Farm Women to Family Income 
Through poultry and eggs, 90 per cent. 
Through ·gardening, 6o per cent. 
Through orchard, 40 per cent. 

V. Farm and Home Equipment 
Sixty-six per cent speak of how splendidly the farmer is eq11ipped 

with up-to-date farm machinery. 
Twelve per cent mention heating systems. 
Seven per cent refer to lighting systems. 
Three per cent report complete water system. 
Ten per cent 'report partial water system. 

VI. Eighty-nine per cent actually believe the farmer is independent. 
VII. Eight per cent womet~ teachers participated in the contest. 
VIII. Four per cent referred to political issues. 
IX. Practically Ioo per cent believe country people are healthier than 

city people, but they need to study the rural health problem to 
get the proper point of view. 

X. Fifty-four per cent do not want their d~mghters to marry "scrub" 
farmers. 

XI. Fifty per cent blame themselves for being drudges and practically 
all contend that they are responsible for their own working hours. 

XII. Education 
More than 50 per cent have pasf'ed eighth grade. 
Six and five-tenths per cent have finished high sehoul. 
One and five-tenths per cent were college graduates. 
Eight per cent have studied in nonnal s~hools. 
Forty-eight and five-tenths per cent say they need better rural schools. 

XIII. Forty-two per cent look upon church work, except Sunday serv
ices, as social and recreational. 

XIV. Forty-eight per cent refer to the value of county agent, home 
den;onstration, and boys' and girls' club work. 

XV. As a group these women, undoubtedly, reprel:!ent the best rural 
element, and as such they possess prejudice-, common to every 
social unit. 


