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Farmers markets, Food, Inc., and truths about the history of farming

Today's post is by Carrie A. Meyer, author of Days on the Family Farm:
From the Golden Age through the Great Depression. The book chronicles the
experiences of May and EImo Davis, distant relatives of Meyer who kept a
diary about the couple's everyday experiences on the farm. The book
showcases the large-scale evolution of agriculture from horses to automobiles
and tractors, asurprisingly vibrant family and community life, and the
business of commercial farming. In this post, Meyer points out little-known
aspects of farmers markets and farming history. Meyer, who grew up on a
farmin Illinais, teaches economics at George Mason University.

One of the joys of writing Days on the Family Farm was the opportunity to see close-up, through the diaries and
farm records of May Davis, how areal Midwestern farm family lived and ate during the golden age of agriculture
(1901-1914). May and her husband, EImo, butchered pigs on the farm in the wintertime, rendered the lard, salted
the pork, and made sausage. They raised chickens, had their own eggs, and milked at |east one cow. They put some
50 bushels of potatoes in the cellar to last through the winter and into the spring. They canned strawberries,

cherries, raspberries, and blackberries; they made pickles and canned tomatoes and catsup. They made cider and put
bushels of applesin the cellar for the winter. EImo foraged for honey in the “bee tree” of afarmer friend and
neighbors shared garden produce with each other.

But they also bought groceries regularly, even in the summer. Sugar, flour, and coffee were year-round staples; by
1908, so were crackers and breakfast cereals, including Grape-Nuts, Corn Flakes, and Ralston. Today’s locavores
might be surprised to learn that in January and February of 1908, May and Elmo also bought oranges, bananas,
celery, radishes, lettuce, pickles, bread, cakes, cheese, peanuts, ice cream, raisins, dates, and even oysters. (Oysters
were popular in their Northern Illinois community, settled by New England Y ankees.) In July and August of 1908,
they bought lemons, muskmelons, bananas, onions, and meat regularly, including mutton, “frankfurts,” and smoked
ham. A hundred years ago, even farmers ate many foods that were not produced locally.

Y et today, as the documentary Food, Inc. points out, Americans have become woefully
disconnected with the sources of their food. Children are raised on soft drinks and junk food.
Far too few children have planted a seed and watched it grow into an awesome zucchini or
have watched afluffy yellow ball turn into a chicken for the dinner table. Few carnivores
like to be confronted with the reality of large confinement animal farming operations. Are
they ethical? Does it make sense to raise farm animals (and produce manure!) so far from
the crops? In May and EImo’ s day, the manure from the hogs and cattle would enrich the
soil to grow the corn and other crops. Insects and plant pests were controlled by successive
i crop rotations. Different crops make different demands on the soil and make different
: .FOOD INC contributions. Corn (which loves nitrogen) would follow clover (which fixes nitrogen in the
e soil). Then farmers would plant small grain, like barley or oats. The following year the
volunteer grain would enrich acrop of hay. The pig pasture would also be rotated back into
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crops. Such rotations were surely better for the soil and more pleasant for the farm animals.

The work of Michael Pollan (whose book The Omnivore’ s Dilemma was the basis for much of the movie Food,
Inc.) has encouraged the growth of farmers markets, home gardens, and a healthy conversation about food and
where it comes from. For this| am grateful. But hiswork also contains misconceptions about the history of
farming.

Myth #1: Farmerswere not too sophisticated back in the golden age of family farming. Early in his book
Pollan notes parenthetically: “there were only 225 tractorsin all of Americain 1920" (Dilemma, p. 38). In fact there
were 246,000 tractors in the United Statesin 1920, and 2.2 million automobiles on farms (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, series K184 and K 186). In lowa, 73% of farms had one or more automobilesin 1920 (U.S. Bureau of the
Census as recorded in Dept. of Commerce, Statistical Abstract of the United States 1925, Table 558, p. 602). Many
people think farmers bought tractors before they bought automobiles, but that is not the case.

Myth #2: “Beginning in the 1970s | owa far mer s started alter nating corn with soybeans’ (Dilemma, p. 40).
lowa farmers actually planted 1.2 million acres of soybeansin 1935 (The USDA National Agricultural Statistics
Service provides this information online; select “ Crops and Plants”). They were already alternating corn with
soybeans. (EImo experimented with soybeans in the mid-1920s; so did lowa farmers.) During World War 11,
farmers were encouraged to plant more soybeans, and lowa farmers upped their soybean acreage to two million
acres. Acreage devoted to soybeans grew steadily throughout the next several decades. In the 1970s, farmersin the
United States grew enough soybeans to begin exporting them to other countries.

Myth #3: Cattle were not fed corn until the big western feedlots came onto the scenein the 1950s (Dilemma,
pgs. 65-73). Cattle have been eating corn in Americafor more than 200 years. As the Corn Belt spread west to
lowa, farmers were already selecting cattle for their ability to convert corn to beef steak. In the early 1900s farmers
began making silage, chopping green corn with the stalks and fermenting it to make it easier for cattle to digest.
Farmers have long known that too much corn could be harmful to cattle, but evidence for the links Pollan claims --
between corn, cattle, and E. Coli outbreaks -- is weak. (For more information, see this video on lowa Public
Television.)

So, while | ook forward to fresh greens and radishes from my favorite local farmer this season, | understand why
many have found Pollan’s book and the movie Food, Inc. hard to swallow. | am troubled when the derisive label of
“corporate farmer” is attached to farmers whose great-grandfathers were farmers, just because they grow corn and
more of it than their ancestors did. To improve food policy, greater understanding between farmers and consumers
will be required. Meeting at the farmers market is not a bad way to begin.
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See this UMP blog with online links at:
http://www.uminnpressbl og.com/2010/05/farmers-markets-food-inc-and-truths.html

-For more information on farmers' responses to Food, Inc., visit the American Agri-Women website:
http://americanagriwomen.org/ and scroll to "A Response to Food, Inc.”

For USDA Ag Statistics see http://www.nass.usda.gov/Data_and_StatisticsQuick Stats/index.asp

See the lowa Public Television video at http://www.iptv.org/video/detail.cfm/7753/tij 20100421 325 clip

Find Carrie Meyer’ swebsite at: http://mason.gmu.edu/~cmeyer/index.html
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