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The South i n Depression, S p r i n g 1921 

The United S t a t e s i n 1920 stood a t the edge of a gaudy, fabulous 

decade, a time d e s t i n e d to be c h a r a c t e r i z e d by sounds -- the J a z z Age, 

the Roaring Twenties, the Great Boom, and the Great C r a s h . I t was a 

giddy, s e l f - i n d u l g e n t e r a soaked i n confidence and p r o s p e r i t y . H i s t o r y , 

f o r most Americans, s t i l l remained something t h a t happened to other 

people. But one group of Americans faced t h i s heady time w i t h the 

sobering awareness o f the r e a l i t y of the past and the bonds i t p l a c e d 

on the p r e s e n t . As i t had done throughout the t u r b u l e n t h a l f - c e n t u r y 

s i n c e the C i v i l War, the South i n 1920 s t i l l w r i t h e d i n the c a p r i c i o u s 

g r i p o f King Cotton, and the t r a g i c c y c l e of boom, over-production, and 

de p r e s s i o n was a g a i n working to b r i n g d i s a s t e r to Southern a g r i c u l t u r e . ^ -

The Great War had been a noxious but i n v i g o r a t i n g t o n i c f o r cott o n 

producers, and by 1918 f l u s h times had come a g a i n to Southern farmers. 

The manpower needs o f the American E x p e d i t i o n a r y Force had d r a i n e d the 

labor f o r c e o f the South c u t t i n g the number of a c r e s c o t t o n fanners 

were a b l e to p l a n t . War demand i n c r e a s e d the p r i c e s of other s t a p l e s 

and e n t i c e d some farmers away from cotton, thus f u r t h e r reducing the 

number of a c r e s g i v e n over to c o t t o n . F i n a l l y the b o l l w e e v i l , s l o w l y 

c r e e p i n g eastward from the Rio Grande, each year i n f e s t e d l a r g e r a r e a s 

of the cott o n South s h a r p l y reducing the expected y i e l d per a c r e . 

The confluence of the s e t h r e e f a c t o r s l e d to a s e r i e s of short crops 

which raore than o f f s e t a p o t e n t i a l l y d i s a s t r o u s r e d u c t i o n i n f o r e i g n 

consumption. The impact of wartime r e s t r i c t i o n s had, by the end of 
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the f i g h t i n g , brought a 1 2 7 o drop i n the overseas market f o r American 
3 

cotton. ? ... 

P l a i n l y the war y e a r s were d i f f i c u l t ones f o r Southern a g r i c u l t u r e , 

but the c o n s e c u t i v e short crops coupled w i t h an i n c r e a s e d domestic 

demand and a nationwide i n f l a t i o n t h a t was r a i s i n g the p r i c e s of most 

commodities sent the p r i c e of cott o n s o a r i n g to d i z z y i n g h e i g h t s . For 

the f i v e y e a r s p r i o r to 1 9 1 4 c o t t o n averaged 1 2 . 4 c e n t s per pound, but 

on November 1 1 , 1 9 1 8 , the p r i c e stood a t 2 8 . 4 c e n t s . P r i c e s of other 

Southern crops were a l s o improving i n l a t e 1 9 1 8 . The demand f o r 

tobacco r o s e tremendously toward the c l o s e of the war w h i l e the p r i c e 

of sugar skyrocketed due to an expected world-wide shortage.*^ As a 

r e s u l t 1 9 1 9 was one of the most prosperous y e a r s i n the h i s t o r y of 

Southern a g r i c u l t u r e . The p r i c e of cotton f i n a l l y peaked j u s t over 

3 5 c e n t s per pound b r i n g i n g the South i t s f i r s t two b i l l i o n d o l l a r 

crop. B r i g h t l e a f tobacco reached 4 4 c e n t s per pound and burl e y 3 3 

c e n t s . The p r i c e of raw sugar was an i n c r e d i b l e 2 4 c e n t s per pound.^ 

Once again, however. Southerners were unable to break the 

r e l e n t l e s s c o t t o n c y c l e , and the f i n e crops of 1 9 1 9 bore the seeds 

of d i s a s t e r f o r 1 9 2 0 . Cotton broke before the 1 9 2 0 crop reached the 

g i n s . P r i c e s had reached 4 1 . 7 5 c e n t s on the New Orleans exchange i n 

A p r i l , but trembled ominously near 4 0 c e n t s through J u l y , and then f e l l 

s i c k e n i n g l y to 1 3 . 5 c e n t s i n December. When Congress assembled i n 

A p r i l , 1 9 2 1 , cotton was b r i n g i n g l e s s than a dime per-pound. One 

month l a t e r the Georgia Bankers A s s o c i a t i o n estimated t h a t 5 0 7 o of the 

1 9 2 0 crop remained i n the hands of the producers because i t was n e a r l y 

w o r t h l e s s i n the s a t i a t e d market.^ 
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The other major Southern s t a p l e s a l s o came c r a s h i n g down. B r i g h t 

l e a f tobacco averaged only 21.1 c e n t s f o r 1920 and b u r l e y only 13.4 

c e n t s . The p r i c e of sugar f e l l s t e a d i l y throughout the y e a r r e a c h i n g 

8 c e n t s i n October and 5 c e n t s i n December. R i c e p l a n t e r s produced 

t h i r t e e n m i l l i o n pockets of c l e a n r i c e f o r the year but were a b l e to 

market b a r e l y h a l f t h a t amount. Even w i t h h a l f the 1920 crop s t o r e d 

i n warehouses, the p r i c e s of Fancy Blue Rose r i c e was only $3.57 per 

one hundred pounds on the New Orleans market.'' 

T h i s s t a g g e r i n g c o l l a p s e was l a r g e l y t r i g g e r e d by overproduction, 

the t r a d i t i o n a l Southern response to a good commodity p r i c e . S t i r r e d 

by the tremendous s u c c e s s e s of 1919, Southern farmers p l a n t e d an 

a d d i t i o n a l 2.3 m i l l i o n a c r e s of c o t t o n i n 1920. The 1920 tobacco 

production, one and a h a l f b i l l i o n pounds, wa^"by f a r the l a r g e s t i n 

h i s t o r y , w h i l e the r i c e crop of f o r t y - f o u r m i l l i o n b u s h e l s v a s t l y 

exceeded the a n t i c i p a t e d demand. T h i s overproduction not only destroyed 

the 1920 p r i c e s but a l s o t h r e a t e n e d to r u i n 1921 p r i c e s as w e l l . 

Cotton, f o r example, had a f i v e m i l l i o n b a l e c a r r y o v e r from the war 

y e a r s to add to the 1919 crop which had been the l a r g e s t i n s e v e r a l 

y e a r s . Low p r i c e s i n 1920 meant t h i s s u r p l u s would be c a r r i e d forward 

to 1921. 8 

The c o s t of producing the 1920 crop had been extremely high, and 

w i t h p r i c e s s p i r a l l i n g downward. Southern farmers were thrown deeply 

i n t o debt. Production c o s t s f o r c o t t o n had begun r i s i n g b e f o r e the 

war, and the r a t e s h a r p l y i n c r e a s e d between 1917 and 1920. I n 1918 

the c o s t of producing a pound of c o t t o n was 22 c e n t s , or approximately 
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85% of the p r i c e . I n the boom y e a r of 1919 the c o s t was 35 c e n t s , 

w h i l e t h e p r i c e ̂ averaged b a r e l y a t h i r d of a cent more. C l e a r l y the 

s i g n s of impending d i s a s t e r were a v a i l a b l e f o r those who would read 

them, but c o t t o n farmers, seemingly o b l i v i o u s Co the dangers of the 

enormous s u r p l u s l e f t from 1919, prepared r e c k l e s s l y f o r 1920. They 

c o n t r a c t e d f o r l a b o r , f e r t i l i z e r , and machinery a t e x o r b i t a n t r a t e s , 

f u l l y e x p e c t i n g a 40 cent crop. They made l i t t l e e f f o r t t o cut 

expenses. I n s t e a d of the a n t i c i p a t e d $200 r e t u r n per b a l e , the 

farmers r e c e i v e d $120. S i m i l a r l y , r i c e , a crop t h a t had c o s t $2.50 

9 

per bushel to produce, brought only 60 c e n t s i n the marketplace. 

The f a i l u r e of Southern producers to r e c o v e r the European cotton 

market, which they had dominated before the war, a l s o c o n t r i b u t e d to 

the woes of Southern a g r i c u l t u r e . The South u s u a l l y exported some 

65% of i t s cotton'crop, but d u r i n g the y e a r s 1920-21 cot t o n exports 

from the United S t a t e s were cut i n h a l f . T h i s drop was l a r g e l y due 

to the i n a b i l i t y of Western Europe, economically p r o s t r a t e d by the 

war, to meet the high p r i c e of the American s t a p l e . I n s t e a d , European 

t e x t i l e manufacturers were looking to cotton-producing c o u n t r i e s w i t h 

a cheaper currency than the American d o l l a r . These f o r e i g n competitors 

had grown l e s s cotton d u r i n g the war, but a f t e r the A r m i s t i c e they 

began to i n c r e a s e p r o d u c t i o n a t a r a p i d pace. T h i s l a r g e supply of 

cheap cotton, i n n a t i o n s without the t r a d e b a r r i e r s the U n i t e d S t a t e s 

had e r e c t e d , was crowding Southern c o t t o n out of the w o r l d market.^ 0 

Moreover by 1920, the b o l l w e e v i l was having a d e v a s t a t i n g impact 

upon the c o t t o n crop of the South. P r i o r to t h a t y e a r the w e e v i l had 



5 

served to r e t a r d production, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the Southwest, without 

a c t u a l l y p l a y i n g havoc w i t h the crop, but by 1921 the i n s e c t had reached 

Georgia and South C a r o l i n a and was ravaging a l a r g e p a r t of the South. 

Greene County, Georgia, ginned 20,030 b a l e s i n the peak y e a r of 1919 

but only 13,414 i n 1920, 1487 i n 1921, and 333 i n 1922. Orangeburg 

County, South C a r o l i n a , ginned 84,311 b a l e s i n 1920 and 18,082 i n 1921. 

I n Lee County production f e l l from 42,621 to 19,350, and i n Williamsburg 

County from 29,457 to 7,432. The d e s t r u c t i o n caused by the w e e v i l i s 

even more s h a r p l y r e f l e c t e d i n the drop i n production per a c r e . During 

the period 1909-1913 South C a r o l i n a averaged 230 pounds of cotton per 

a c r e , but i n 1921 the c o t t o n farmers averaged only 140. Georgia had 

averaged 193 pounds per a c r e i n the pre-war p e r i o d but averaged only 

90 i n 1921. S e c r e t a r y of A g r i c u l t u r e Henry C - W a l l a c e , i n h i s survey 

of American a g r i c u l t u r e i n 1920, e s t i m a t e d t h a t the w e e v i l was d e s t r o y i n g 

two hundred m i l l i o n d o l l a r s worth of c o t t o n each y e a r . Rupert Vance put 

i t b e s t a few y e a r s l a t e r when he observed, "Today the world's l a r g e s t 

consumer of raw c o t t o n i s the b o l l w e e v i l . " ^ 

By l a t e autumn 1920 the outlook f o r Southern a g r i c u l t u r e was 

extremely b l e a k . I n a r e g i o n 74% r u r a l the impact of the farm d e p r e s s i o n 

was e s p e c i a l l y s e v e r e . Caught between r e l e n t l e s s f o r c e s they d i d not 

understand, Southern farmers fought back w i t h weapons t h a t they d i d 

understand, the k n i f e and the t o r c h . N i g h t r i d e r s appeared throughout 

the South warning farmers not to p i c k and buyers not.to g i n u n t i l the 

p r i c e of c o t t o n reached 40 c e n t s . R a r e l y g i v i n g d i r e c t t h r e a t s , the 

t e r r o r i s t s i n s t e a d l e f t a symbolic box of matches w i t h the o f f e n d e r . ^ 



When t h r e a t s f a i l e d , v i o l e n c e f r e q u e n t l y followed. N i g h t r i d e r s 

l e f t the E a r l e Compress Company i n E a r l e , Arkansas, a p i l e of smoldering 

ashes a f t e r that company p e r s i s t e d i n g i n n i n g . The f i r e destroyed 

f i f t y - s i x hundred b a l e s of co t t o n worth s i x hundred thousand d o l l a r s . 

T a y l o r and Be r n e t t i n H a n c e v i l l e , Albama, was a l s o put to the t o r c h f o r 

r e f u s i n g to cease o p e r a t i o n s . S e v e r a l g i n s i n A t l a n t a h i r e d armed 

guards a f t e r a r a s h of burnings s t r u c k the g i n s i n th a t c i t y . F i v e 

men were k i l l e d i n North C a r o l i n a when a bomb exploded i n the b o i l e r 

of a g i n t h a t had r e f u s e d to c l o s e . Fear of marauding farmers caused 

warehousemen i n Owensboro, Kentucky, to r e f u s e to r e c e i v e c o t t o n u n t i l 

p r i c e s improved. The tobacco a u c t i o n s i n Lexington, Kentucky, ended 

i n a r i o t w i t h producers drawing k n i v e s on buyers who d i d not o f f e r 

what the farmers c o n s i d e r e d a f a i r p r i c e , and n i g h t r i d e r s thundered 

through Bath and Fleming c o u n t i e s , Kentucky, i n l a t e January t h r e a t e n i n g 
13 

farmers w i t h f i r e i f they hauled t h e i r tobacco to market. 

The Southern economy, h e a v i l y dependent upon a g r i c u l t u r e , was 

p l a i n l y f a c i n g a most se v e r e c r i s i s . The h i s t o r i c cotton c y c l e had 

once a g a i n run i t s course b r i n g i n g economic d i s a s t e r to the land and 

i t s people. The tremendous s u c c e s s of 1919 s t i m u l a t e d a sharp i n c r e a s e 

i n production, a s good s t a p l e p r i c e s always had done. The overburdened 

market c o l l a p s e d , and Southerners, who had gone more deeply i n t o debt 

than u s u a l to f i n a n c e the p l a n t i n g of the 1920 crop, found themselves 

caught once a g a i n i n a c r e d i t squeeze. Competition from f o r e i g n 

producers was growing sharper, and the b o l l w e e v i l loomed as a deadly 

menace^ Other Southern s t a p l e s were a l s o coming under se v e r e p r e s s u r e . 

The L o u i s i a n a sugar p l a n t a t i o n s , i n d e c l i n e f o r s e v e r a l decades. 



continued to l o s e ground. R i c e and tobacco were both burdened w i t h 

enormous s u r p l u s e s which had a l r e a d y destroyed the 1920 p r i c e s and 

threatened to undercut the 1921 p r i c e as w e l l . With t h i s s o r t of 

s i t u a t i o n a t home, the Southern C o n g r e s s i o n a l d e l e g a t i o n assembled i n 

A p r i l , 1921, f o r a s p e c i a l s e s s i o n of the 67th Congress. 
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The Divided Mind of the South 

With the e l e c t i o n of Woodrow Wilson i n 1912 Southerners, f o r 

the f i r s t time s i n c e s e c e s s i o n , found themselves " i n the house of 

t h e i r f a t h e r s . " ^ - During the e i g h t y e a r s of the Wilson p r e s i d e n c y 

they h e l d prominent l e a d e r s h i p p o s i t i o n s and profoundly a f f e c t e d the 
2 

course of the New Freedom. But i n 1920 the Republican P a r t y swept 

back i n t o power, r i d i n g the c r e s t of one of the most overwhelming 

v i c t o r i e s i n American p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y . The Democrats could hold 

only t h i r t y - s e v e n s e a t s i n the Senate and one hundred t h i r t y - o n e i n 

the House. P l a i n l y Southerners would not f i g u r e a s con s p i c u o u s l y i n 

the new A d m i n i s t r a t i o n a s they had under Wilsdn, but f o r two reasons 

they remained an important p a r t of the power c o n f i g u r a t i o n . F i r s t 

of a l l the s m a l l number of Democratic Congressmen gave the s t a u n c h l y 

Democratic South v i r t u a l c o n t r o l of one of t h e two major p a r t i e s . 

Southerners occupied twenty-two of the t h i r t y - s e v e n Democratic s e a t s 

i n the Senate and n i n e t y - e i g h t of the one hundred t h i r t y - o n e Democratic 

s e a t s i n the House. The l e a d e r s of the r e s p e c t i v e caucuses were 

Senator Oscar W. Underwood of Alabama and Congressman Claude K i t c h i n 

of North C a r o l i n a . When K i t c h e n ' s poor h e a l t h forced him to be absent 

f o r a long p e r i o d . F i n i s G a r r e t t of Tennessee and John Nancy Garner 
' 3 of. Texas r e p l a c e d him i n the House l e a d e r s h i p . 

C o n t r o l of the p a r t y machinery i n Congress enabled Southerners 

t o c l u s t e r themselves around the p r e s s u r e p o i n t s t h a t would shape the 

ki n d s of l e g i s l a t i o n i n which the South was i n t e r e s t e d . I n the Senate 
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they occupied f i v e of the s i x m i n o r i t y p l a c e s on the A g r i c u l t u r e and 
F o r e s t r y Coramitt-ee, and i n the House, t h r e e of the s i x m i n o r i t y 
p l a c e s on the A g r i c u l t u r e Committee, f i v e of s i x on Banking and 
Currency, two of four on R u l e s , and s i x of e i g h t on Ways and Means. 
As a r e s u l t Southerners o f t e n had an important v o i c e on committees 

t h a t passed on l e g i s l a t i o n concerning the farmer.V 

Y e t Southerners were deeply u n c e r t a i n as to how best to d e a l 

w i t h the a g r i c u l t u r a l c r i s i s . Southern p o l i t i c a l t h i n k i n g i n the 

1920s was arranged along a continuum. The extremes were s e t by two 

of the major t r e n d s i n p o s t - R e c o n s t r u c t i o n p o l i t i c s , the r a d i c a l 

a g r a r i a n movement and the i d e a l of the "New South." The A g r a r i a n s 

b e l i e v e d i t was the duty of government to i n t e r v e n e d i r e c t l y i n the 

economic shpere to p r o t e c t groups t h a t were being e x p l o i t e d . For 

Southerners, t h i s p r i m a r i l y meant farmers. The South remained 

overwhelmingly r u r a l , and most Southerners had l i t t l e concern for the 

grave s o c i a l problems brought on by i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n and u r b a n i z a t i o n . ^ 

The advocates of a "New South" were a l s o convinced t h a t government 

had a r o l e to p l a y i n the economy, but they f e l t i t s r e s o u r c e s should 

be used to encourage i n d u s t r i a l growth and development. Equating 

b u s i n e s s w i t h p r o g r e s s , they took a viewpoint s i m i l a r to t h a t of 

E a s t e r n businessmen. They wanted the South t o t u r n away from the 

a g r i c u l t u r a l p a s t and to p l a c e i t s f a i t h i n an i n d u s t r i a l economy. 

As Monroe B i l l i n g t o n observes, 1 1. . . the term' 'New South' became the 

e q u i v a l e n t of ' i n d u s t r i a l South'."^ 

Few Southerners i n 1921 stood a t e i t h e r l i m i t of t h i s continuum. 

The New South impulse had been blunted by the "Wilsonizing',' which 
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the Southern Democratic P a r t y underwent during i t s y e a r s i n power. 

Southern p r o g r e s s i v e s had been i n s t r u m e n t a l i n s e c u r i n g Wilson's 

nomination, and h i s e l e c t i o n was a boost f o r the f o r c e s of l i b e r a l i s m 

i n the South. C o n s e r v a t i v e Southerners found i t awkward to oppose 

Wilson once he reached the White House because of the need f o r a 

p a r t y r e c o r d of achievement, the p r e s s u r e of p a r t y r e g u l a r i t y , and 

t h e i r need of patronage. Only by cooperating w i t h Wilson could 

Southerners r e f u r b i s h the p o l i t i c a l image of the South and secure 

the b e n e f i t s of being the m a j o r i t y p a r t y . ^ 

At the same time, however, the P r e s i d e n t was u n w i l l i n g to r i s k 

h i s l e g i s l a t i v e program by attempting a purge of Southern C o n g r e s s i o n a l 

l e a d e r s . The p a r t y thus continued to have a fundamentally c o n s e r v a t i v e 

power s t r u c t u r e . Moreover the South i n the days a f t e r World War I 

was e x p e r i e n c i n g , i n Dewey Grantham's words, "an i n c r e a s i n g f a i t h 

i n i n d u s t r i a l p r o g r e s s . " T h i s renewed confidence i n the " b u s i n e s s 

e t h i c " prompted many Southern farm groups to seek a " b u s i n e s s - l i k e " 

s o l u t i o n to the problems of Southern a g r i c u l t u r e . They hoped to s o l v e 

the woes of the farmer w i t h the t o o l s of b u s i n e s s . Theodore S a l o u t o s 

w r i t e s , "The businessman's and the i n d u s t r i a l i s t ' s philosophy of how 

to run an e s t a b l i s h m e n t had been i n j e c t e d i n t o the farm problera . . . . 

The l e a d e r s h i p of Woodrow Wilson had g e n t l y nudged the c e n t e r of 

g r a v i t y of the Southern Democratic P a r t y to the l e f t . But the impact 

of Wilson's e f f o r t s was countered by a post-war resurgence of the New 

South s p i r i t . The net r e s u l t of t h i s i n t e r a c t i o n was to temper the 

extremes of Southern p o l i t i c s and to crowd Southern Congressmen toward 

the middle of the continuum. The New Southerners f r e q u e n t l y j o i n e d i n 
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supporting l e g i s l a t i o n f a v o r a b l e to a g r i c u l t u r e , w h i l e the h e i r s of 

the r a d i c a l t r a d i t i o n , the A g r i c u l t u r a l Reformers, o f t e n showed sympathy 

f o r the cause of Southern i n d u s t r y . 

The d i f f e r e n c e s between these two groups were raore of degree than 

of substance. Indeed these were not d i s c r e t e p o l i t i c a l f a c t i o n s , but 

r a t h e r two g e n e r a l a t t i t u d e s , common to many Southerners, t h a t helped 

t o shape the way they p e r c e i v e d the doraestic problems of the 1920s. 

Because raost of them were r e c e p t i v e to both t r a d i t i o n s , i t i s d i f f i c u l t 

t o i d e n t i f y s p e c i f i c congressmen w i t h e i t h e r of these o u t l o o k s . Men 

l i k e Senator Duncan F l e t c h e r of F l o r i d a , Senator Morris Sheppard of 

Texas, and Senator Thaddeus Caraway of Arkansas had a c q u i r e d w e l l -

earned r e p u t a t i o n s as f r i e n d s of the farmer, but even they o c c a s i o n a l l y 

d e s e r t e d to the cause of b u s i n e s s . R e p r e s e n t a t i v e Jaraes B. A s w e l l of 

L o u i s i a n a was a s t o u t advocate of the New South, but he serve d on the 

House A g r i c u l t u r e Cominittee and played a major r o l e i n forming the farm 

program of the e a r l y t w e n t i e s . The m a j o r i t y of Southerners i n Congress, 

as r e p r e s e n t e d by such men as F u r n i f o l d Simmons of North C a r o l i n a , 

Senator Claude Swanson of V i r g i n i a , and Senator Joseph Robinson of 

Arkansas, were grouped c l o s e r to the c e n t e r of the continuum, t h e i r 

v o t e s changing w i t h the i s s u e and the c o n d i t i o n s i n t h e i r home s t a t e s . 

The d i s t i n c t i o n between A g r i c u l t u r a l Reformer and New Southerner 

was, then, f a r from being a r i g i d one. Each had some degree of appeal 

f o r v i r t u a l l y every Southern p o l i t i c i a n . The A g r a r i a n themes were 

s t i l l popular among Southerners a t a l l p o i n t s along the continuum, and 

the pages of the C o n g r e s s i o n a l Record a r e dotted w i t h angry a t t a c k s 

upon the o l d enemies. Senator J . Thoraas H e f l i n of Alabama c h a r a c t e r i z e d 
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Wall S t r e e t as a ". . . vampire t h a t s e i z e s upon the a g r i c u l t u r e 
i n d u s t r y and sucking i t s l i f e b l o o d i s g e t t i n g a l l the money i t wants." 
Senator F u r n i f o l d Simmons r e p e a t e d l y charged the "outrageous r e s t r i c t i o n s " 
the F e d e r a l Reserve Board p l a c e d upon c r e d i t w i t h d e s t r o y i n g Southern 
farmers. Southerners blamed the F e d e r a l Reserve Board f o r f a i l i n g to 
a l l e v i a t e the t i g h t money s i t u a t i o n , and E l l i s o n D. Smith's r a t h e r 
q u i x o t i c crusade to put a " d i r t farmer" on the Board won a great d e a l 
of backing. High f r e i g h t r a t e s and the manipulations of s p e c u l a t o r s 
a l s o were sometimes blamed f o r the v i o l e n t f l u c t u a t i o n s i n c o t t o n .prices 
and the farmer's continued i n a b i l i t y to break the cotton c y c l e . ^ 

Southerners of both v i e w p o i n t s a l s o continued, w i t h some j u s t i f i 

c a t i o n , to blame the exchanges f o r the low p r i c e s of c o t t o n . Cotton 

was p r i c e d on the b a s i s of q u a l i t y w i t h " m i d d l i n " s e t as the standard. 

Over the y e a r s exchange buyers o c c a s i o n a l l y downgraded t h e i r assessment 

of a farmer's crop, thus lowering the p r i c e the exchange had to pay him 

f o r i t . A Cotton F u t u r e s Act passed during the Wilson A d m i n i s t r a t i o n 

had helped to e l i m i n a t e such abuses i n the f u t u r e s market, but the 

law d i d not apply to "spot" t r a n s a c t i o n s . On February 5, 1923, Congress 

passed the Cotton Standards Act drawn up by Congressman Hampton Fulmer 

of South C a r o l i n a . T h i s a c t e s t a b l i s h e d f e d e r a l standards f o r "spot" 

cotton and permitted farmers d i s s a t i s f i e d w i t h the grading of t h e i r 

crop to appeal to a f e d e r a l examiner.^ 0 

The v i r t u e s of a lower t a r i f f was another A g r a r i a n theme t h a t 

remained a popular p o s i t i o n among Southern p o l i t i c i a n s . No matter how 

v i g o r o u s l y they played the l o g r o l l i n g game of t a r i f f r e v i s i o n , Southerners 

s t i l l p a i d l i p s e r v i c e t o downward reform and voted overwhelmingly a g a i n s t 
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the f i n a l b i l l . Southern r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s voted 17-70 a g a i n s t the 

Fordney Emergency T a r i f f i n 1921 and 15-88 a g a i n s t the Fordney-McCumber 

T a r i f f of 1922. Southern s e n a t o r s c a s t t h r e e v o t e s f o r the Emergency 

T a r i f f and two votes f o r the Fordney-McCumber T a r i f f . •'• 

I f no Southerner was completely impervious to the a g r a r i a n t r a d i t i o n 

by the same token some a s p e c t s of the "New South" appealed to even the 

staunchest Reformer. As a consequence, men of both p e r s u a s i o n s sometiraes 

took stands t h a t advanced the "New South" at the expense of a g r i c u l t u r a l 

reform. A j u d i c i o u s concern f o r the businessmen of the "New South" 

prompted the f i r s t s i g n i f i c a n t break between the South and the Farm 

B l o c . I n the s p r i n g of 1921, Senator George W. N o r r i s presented a 

p l a n to improve the p r i c e s of farm products by extending c r e d i t to 

European p u r c h a s e r s of Araerican s u r p l u s e s . N o r r i s suggested a one 

hundred m i l l i o n d o l l a r p u b l i c export c o r p o r a t i o n to buy the s u r p l u s e s 

f o r c a s h and then s e l l thera o v e r s e a s t o persons not buying through 

e x i s t i n g c r e d i t i n s t i t u t i o n s . Southerners opposed the b i l l a t l e a s t 

p a r t l y because they f e a r e d i t would r e v i v e f o r e i g n t e x t i l e p l a n t s and 

make thera c o m p e t i t i v e w i t h t h e i r p l a n t s . The Harding A d m i n i s t r a t i o n 

was a b l e to e x p l o i t t h i s weakness i n the b l o c and thereby r e p l a c e the 

N o r r i s b i l l ( S . 1215) w i t h the more c o n s e r v a t i v e and l e s s e f f e c t i v e 

K e l l o g g s u b s t i t u t e . ^ 

A s i r a i l a r i n t e r e s t i n l o c a l i n d u s t r y caused Duncan F l e t c h e r to 

oppose an i n c r e a s e i n the tobacco schedule of the t a r i f f because i t 

would r a i s e the p r i c e s Tampa c i g a r f a c t o r i e s paid f o r t h e i r raw m a t e r i a l s 

The Tampa c i g a r makers were u s i n g imported Cuban tobacco, which was 

cheaper than tobacco grown i n the s t a t e of F l o r i d a . The F l o r i d a 
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Tobacco Growers A s s o c i a t i o n hoped to end t h i s p r a c t i c e by r a i s i n g the 

duty on the Cuban import. Deaf to the p l e a s of the growers, F l e t c h e r 

s i d e d w i t h the manufacturers and appeared w i t h t h e i r r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s 

a t the t a r i f f h e a r i n g s held before the Senate Finance Committee. 

C l e a r l y both the R u r a l South and the New South had c o n s i d e r a b l e 

i n f l u e n c e upon Southern Congressmen. Not s u r p r i s i n g l y , t h e r e f o r e , the 

Southern response to the a g r i c u l t u r e c r i s i s r e p r e s e n t e d a blend of the 

two t r a d i t i o n s . Drawing on the farmer u n r e s t of the l a t e n i n e t e e n t h 

century and the concepts of government r e g u l a t i o n e s t a b l i s h e d under 

the New Freedom, the South sought to c o n s t r u c t a farm program t h a t 

would f u n c t i o n i n a " b u s i n e s s - l i k e " manner. Southern l e g i s l a t o r s 

thus became more concerned w i t h improving the c r e d i t and marketing 

apparatus a l r e a d y a v a i l a b l e to the farmer than"with b r i n g i n g about a 

fundamental reassessment of the a g r i c u l t u r e p o l i c y of the United S t a t e s 

During the e a r l y t w e n t i e s . Congress f i n a l l y enacted one of the 

most t r e a s u r e d g o a l s of the A g r i c u l t u r a l Reformers, a b i l l extending 

long-term c r e d i t to farmers. Every important farm group th a t had 

a r i s e n i n the South s i n c e the days of Ben T i l l m a n had emphasized the 

need f o r c r e d i t on e a s i e r terms over longer p e r i o d s . Congress had 

taken s t e p s t o s a t i s f y t hese demands du r i n g the Wilson A d m i n i s t r a t i o n , 

but many Southerners hoped to broaden and expand these new f a c i l i t i e s . 

Yet i f Southerners drew upon t h e i r a g r a r i a n h e r i t a g e i n advocating t h i s 

type of l e g i s l a t i o n , they were a l s o determined t h a t i t be e s t a b l i s h e d 

and a d m i n i s t e r e d i n an " e f f i c i e n t " manner. The A g r a r i a n t r a d i t i o n 

bore the germ of the i d e a , but the b u s i n e s s e t h i c shaped i t s a p p l i 

c a t i o n and i t s l i m i t s . 
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These two c o n s i d e r a t i o n s were paramount i n determining the 

Southern response to the Emergency A g r i c u l t u r a l C r e d i t s Act of 1921. 

Some of the more ardent a g r i c u l t u r a l r e f o r m e r s . s u c h as Duncan F l e t c h e r 

and Joseph R a n s d e l l p r e f e r r e d the N o r r i s p roposal f o r an export 

c o r p o r a t i o n to f i n a n c e marketing overs e a s , but most Southerners were 

happy to a c c e p t the K e l l o g g s u b s t i t u t e which the Harding A d m i n i s t r a t i o n 

o f f e r e d as a means to s i d e - t r a c k N o r r i s ' s f a r - r e a c h i n g p l a n . The 

Kellogg s u b s t i t u t e was based p r i m a r i l y upon the expansion and e x t e n s i o n 

of the War F inance Corporation. I t was p r i m a r i l y a c r e d i t - r e l i e f and 

o r d e r l y marketing scheme and was much more compatible w i t h Southern 

sentiments than the s u r p l u s d i s p o s a l and p r i c e - s u p p o r t arrangement 

o f f e r e d by Norris.^ -

The A g r i c u l t u r a l Reformers h a i l e d the passage of t h i s t e p i d p i e c e 

of l e g i s l a t i o n as the d e l i v e r a n c e , of Southern a g r i c u l t u r e . E l l i s o n 

Durant Smith, a l r e a d y proudly be a r i n g the nickname "Cotton Ed," c a l l e d 

i t the "best s o l u t i o n t h a t has been presented to t h i s Congress f o r the 

immediate r e l i e f of the d i s t r e s s i n g c o n d i t i o n s t h a t confront a g r i c u l t u r e . 

W i l l i a m J . H a r r i s s t a t e d h i s c e r t a i n t y t h a t " . . . a b i l l has never 

passed Congress that w i l l g i v e g r e a t e r r e l i e f to the farmers and merchant 

and bankers of the country." Other s e n a t o r s , i n c l u d i n g Thaddeus Caraway 

of Arkansas, F u r n i f o l d Simmons of North C a r o l i n a , and Park Trammell of 

F l o r i d a , expressed t h e i r d e l i g h t w i t h s e c t i o n 24, the p r o v i s i o n e n l a r g i n g 

the o p e r a t i o n s of the WFC i n the a r e a of f a r m i n g . ^ ! 

I n the House, Southerners s t r o n g l y backed two amendments designed 

to f u r t h e r ease c r e d i t . The f i r s t , a p r oposal to allow the WFC to make 

d i r e c t loans to i n d i v i d u a l s , had l i t t l e chance, but Southerners staged 
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a s trong f i g h t to permit WFC loans to f o r e i g n governments who sought 

to buy American farm products. The South, which s o l d s i x t y - f i v e 

percent of i t s farm products abroad, had a c l e a r i n t e r e s t i n t h i s 

amendment, and voted 79-5 on a motion to recommit the b i l l w i t h 

i n s t r u c t i o n s to add the p r o v i s i o n . The motion was defeated 137-198.^ 

As Theodore S a l o u t o s p o i n t s out, Southerners were q u i t e s a t i s f i e d 

w i t h the Emergency A g r i c u l t u r e C r e d i t s Act, because i t embodied substan

t i a l l y a l l the l e g i s l a t i o n most of them wanted. The b i l l addressed 

i t s e l f to one of the great needs of Southern farmers, but s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 

showed a " b u s i n e s s - l i k e " concern f o r e f f i c i e n c y and sound f i n a n c i a l 

management. The c o n s e r v a t i v e p r a c t i c e s of the b u s i n e s s i n t e r e s t s 

were i n t h i s f a s h i o n wedded to the need f o r a g r i c u l t u r a l reform. ^ 

The Southern r e a c t i o n to two amendments to the F e d e r a l Farm Loan 

Act a l s o r e f l e c t s t h e i r concern f o r a " b u s i n e s s - l i k e " approach to 

a g r i c u l t u r a l reform. The f i r s t one boosted the i n t e r e s t r a t e s on the 

bonds i s s u e d by the Farm Loan Board. The a c t i o n was taken l a r g e l y 

because S e c r e t a r y of the T r e a s u r y Andrew Mellon had r a i s e d the i n t e r e s t 

r a t e s on bonds i s s u e d by the T r e a s u r y Department, and thus the Loan 

Board bonds were no longer c o m p e t i t i v e . Sorae Southerners grumbled 

tha t the h i g h e r r a t e s araounted to l i t t l e more than "a b i l l f o r the 

r e l i e f of the New England i n v e s t o r , " but raost of them f e l l w i l l i n g l y 

i n t o l i n e . Congressraan Henry S t e a g a l l of Alabama caught the tenor of 

the debate when he d e s c r i b e d the readjustment as "simply a p r a c t i c a l 
18 ' 

common-sense b u s i n e s s p r o p o s i t i o n . " 

Southerners were a l s o a c t i v e i n support of the second amendment, 

an atterapt t o i n c r e a s e the r e v o l v i n g fund of the F e d e r a l Land Banks. 
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The o r i g i n a l a c t had a l l o c a t e d s i x m i l l i o n d o l l a r s to s e r v e as a loan 
source, but the demand had completely o u t s t r i p p e d t h i s meager sum. The 
Farm Bloc wanted to r a i s e the amount to f i f t y m i l l i o n . The b i l l e a s i l y 
passed the Senate, but i t encountered s t i f f o p p o s i t i o n i n the House. 
The South, a r e g i o n t h a t depended h e a v i l y upon the government to 
supplement i t s own l i m i t e d c r e d i t r e s e r v e s , stubbornly fought e f f o r t s 
t o cut the a p p r o p r i a t i o n i n h a l f . Indeed some of the more s t a l w a r t 
A g r i c u l t u r a l Reformers l i k e S t e a g a l l and Percy Quin of M i s s i s s i p p i 
suggested the amount should be one hundred m i l l i o n r a t h e r than f i f t y 
m i l l i o n . Southerners voted 7-85 a g a i n s t the amendment to cut the 
a p p r o p r i a t i o n , but i t passed 219-104. As w i t h the Emergency C r e d i t s 
Act, the South supported t h e s e two amendments l a r g e l y to s e c u r e a 
more e f f i c i e n t f u n c t i o n i n g of the W i l s o n i a n system. 

The dual nature of the Southern approach to the farm c r i s i s was 

most p o i n t e d l y exposed by the long and complicated maneuverings that 

produced the I n t e r m e d i a t e A g r i c u l t u r a l C r e d i t s A c t , the capstone of the 

d r i v e f o r a g r i c u l t u r a l reform. S e v e r a l b i l l s designed to provide e a s i e r 

c r e d i t to the farmer were introduced l a t e i n 1922. Of t h e s e , Southerners, 

by and l a r g e , p r e f e r r e d the Norbeck-Nelson b i l l which would a u t h o r i z e 

the WFC to extend two-hundred f i f t y m i l l i o n d o l l a r s i n c r e d i t s to a s s i s t 

the s a l e of American farm products abroad. T h i s b i l l f a c e d tough 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o p p o s i t i o n , however, and the Farm B l o c decided to c e n t e r 

i t s e f f o r t s around the Lenroot-Anderson b i l l . 2 ^ '. 

Most Southern amendments to the v a r i o u s forras of t h i s b i l l i n v o l v e d 

atterapts to expand i t s p r o v i s i o n s . One v e r s i o n , i n t r o d u c e d by Senator 

A r t h u r Capper of Kansas, lengthened the r e d i s c o u n t p e r i o d of a g r i c u l t u r e 
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paper to nine months, but s e v e r a l Southerners wanted a twelve-month 

period pf m a t u r i t y . "Cotton Ed" Smith presented an amendment p r o v i d i n g 

f o r a twelve-month p e r i o d , but i t was defeated 33-36. The South 
21 

supported i t 15-4. 

Southerners were a l s o eager f o r a wider d e f i n i t i o n of c o l l a t e r a l , 

and those who opposed the f i n a l b i l l d i d so mainly out of d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n 

on t h i s p o i n t . Senator Simmons s h a r p l y a t t a c k e d the r e s t r i c t i o n s p l a c e d 

upon the use of warehouse r e c e i p t s as c o l l a t e r a l f o r l o a n s . The b i l l 

p ermitted banks to make loans only on r e c e i p t s f o r non - p e r i s h a b l e goods. 

As a consequence of t h i s , a c c o r d i n g to Simmons, banks could not make 

loans to grow crops, nor could they base loans on land, equipment, or 

p e r s o n a l i n t e g r i t y . Even a g r i c u l t u r e paper would be unacceptable u n l e s s 

secured by warehouse r e c e i p t s . Simmons o f f e r e d an amendment d e a l i n g 

w i t h these c r i t i c i s m s , but i t was r e j e c t e d . A s i m i l a r amendment by Park 

Trammell of F l o r i d a to permit farmers to borrow up to f i f t y percent of 

the v a l u e of r e a l e s t a t e secured by a mortgage was a l s o d e f e ated 23-47 

d e s p i t e a 14-0 Southern v o t e . Simmons was di s a p p o i n t e d i n the f i n a l 

v e r s i o n , and he and s i x other Southerners voted a g a i n s t i t . 2 2 

Senator Pat H a r r i s o n of M i s s i s s i p p i proposed a sweeping amendment 

to i n c r e a s e v a s t l y the o p e r a t i o n s of the OTC. He sought to a u t h o r i z e 

the commission to make loans to f o r e i g n e r s who wished to buy American 

commodities, to enable i t to purchase d i r e c t l y from i n d i v i d u a l s , and 

to permit i t to take the notes of i n d i v i d u a l s . The amendment l o s t 21-40, 

but i t r e c e i v e d e i g h t v o t e s from the South, r e f l e c t i n g t h a t r e g i o n ' s 

c o n t i n u i n g i n f a t u a t i o n w i t h c o n t r i v a n c e s to encourage o r d e r l y marketing. • 
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The I n t e r m e d i a t e A g r i c u l t u r a l C r e d i t s Act marked the f u l f i l l m e n t 

of the Wilson farm program. The farmers' long campaign f o r c r e d i t , 

launched i n the 1890s w i t h the f i g h t f o r the s u b t r e a s u r y scheme, was a t 

l a s t complete. As F r e d e r i c Paxson has w r i t t e n , "Short of lending p u b l i c 

money unsecured by p r u d e n t i a l c o l l a t e r a l the gap i n the banking s t r u c t u r e 

was f o r the time f i l l e d . " I n a r e a l sense, the b i l l was a h y b r i d of the 

concepts of a g r i c u l t u r a l reform and the New South. The problems of Southern 

a g r i c u l t u r e were to be s o l v e d by making the c o t t o n farmer a "businessman." 

Beyond t h i s r a t h e r l i m i t e d l e g i s l a t i o n , very few Southerners of e i t h e r 

p e r s u a s i o n were w i l l i n g to go. Congress had e r e c t e d an e l a b o r a t e mechanism 

t h a t f u l f i l l e d the c r e d i t needs -of the farmers. I t had done a l l i t could 

short of i n i t i a t i n g major f e d e r a l i n t e r v e n t i o n i n the farm economy. 

P r e s i d e n t Harding h i m s e l f pronounced the b e n e d i c t i o n : 

. . . t h e r e i s thus c r e a t e d a t l a s t a complete farm c r e d i t s 
system which . . . w i l l be capable of f u r n i s h i n g the 
American farmers, f o r the f i r s t time i n the h i s t o r y of 
a g r i c u l t u r e i n any country, adequate investment and working 
c a p i t a l on terms as f a v o r a b l e as those accorded to commerce 
and i n d u s t r y . 2 4 

The I n t e r m e d i a t e A g r i c u l t u r a l C r e d i t s Act i s a watershed i n the 

Southern response to the a g r i c u l t u r a l l e g i s l a t i o n of the 1920s. U n i t i n g 

a g r i c u l t u r a l concerns w i t h b u s i n e s s methods, i t drew almost s o l i d support 

from the Southern d e l e g a t i o n . The a c t r e p r e s e n t e d an e q u i l i b r i u m between 

the A g r a r i a n and the New South p h i l o s o p h i e s . I n 1924, however, two b i l l s 

were introduced i n Congress which c h a l l e n g e d t h i s e q u i l i b r i u m . These 

b i l l s , Norbeck-Burtness and McNary-Haugen, were based on the idea that 

the power of the government should be used to produce changes i n the farm 

economy. The farm program advocated by most Southerners sought to use 

• 

j . 
i 
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the r e s o u r c e s of government to r e i n f o r c e and to. make more e q u i t a b l e the 
e x i s t i n g system, not t ^ attempt to guide i t i n new d i r e c t i o n s . The 
Norbeck-Burtness and McNary-Ilaugen b i l l s were a strong d e p a r t u r e from 
t h i s l i m i t e d view of government a c t i o n , too st r o n g f o r most Southerners 
to a c c e p t . The New Southerners d i d not approve of t h i s type of government 
i n t e r v e n t i o n i h the-farm economy, and the A g r i c u l t u r a l Reformers, enchanted 
by the n o t i o n of a " b u s i n e s s - l i k e " s o l u t i o n to the farm problem, were 
a l s o u n w i l l i n g to support i t . As a r e s u l t , the Southern d e l e g a t i o n i n 
both the House and the Senate stood f i r m l y a g a i n s t these b i l l s . The 
l a c k of Southern support was perhaps the most important s i n g l e f a c t o r 
i n t h e i r d e f e a t . 

The Norbeck-Burtness b i l l was introduced i n the Senate e a r l y i n 

1924. I t proposed to use f i f t y m i l l i o n d o l l a r s i n government loans to 

encourage d i v e r s i f i e d farming i n the s i n g l e - c r o p wheat r e g i o n s of the 

Northwest. Government loans had always been q u i t e p a l a t a b l e to c r e d i t -

hungry Southerners, but under the p r o v i s i o n s of t h i s b i l l , the l o a n s , 

and the r e f u s a l to grant them, would be used as a c a r r o t and s t i c k to 

prod farmers i n t o p l a n t i n g other crops b e s i d e s wheat. Southerners were 

i n an uproar from the moment the committee reported the b i l l . One of 

the l e a d e r s of the A g r i c u l t u r a l Reformers, Senator Duncan F l e t c h e r , warned 

I t i s going to the extreme l i m i t of any power we may have, 
i f indeed i t does not tra n s c e n d any a u t h o r i t y t h a t v e s t s 
i n Congress, to make a p p r o p r i a t i o n s f o r the purposes named 
i n the b i l l . I t i s too much l i k e a s o r t of p a t r o n i z i n g 
g e n e r o s i t y extended toward p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t s or an 
i n d u s t r y , a g e n e r o s i t y i n the use of other people's money. 
The Congress has no r i g h t t o a p p r o p r i a t e the money of the 
ta x p a y e r s of the country i n order to s e r v e some p a r t i c u l a r 
l o c a l i n t e r e s t . 

i 
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I n s t e a d F l e t c h e r urged t h a t government, " . . . -simply provide the 

machinery f o r them /_the f a n n e r s / t o s e r v e themselves and accomplish 

good through t h e i r own e f f o r t s , unhampered and not d i s c r i m i n a t e d a g a i n s t . " 

He concluded w i t h the somber admonition, " I t h i n k we a r e launched upon 

an extreme e f f o r t to accomplish t h i n g s by l e g i s l a t i o n which i n my judgment 
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can never be accomplished. 

The c o n s e r v a t i v e N a t h a n i e l D i a l of South C a r o l i n a a t t a c k e d the 

b i l l i n language s t r i k i n g l y s i m i l a r to F l e t c h e r ' s . He d e s c r i b e d the 

proposal as " p a t e r n a l i s m run mad," c a l l i n g i t "unsound," "dangerous," 

and " u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l . " D i a l was c o n f i d e n t t h a t the a g r i c u l t u r a l c r e d i t s 

l e g i s l a t i o n and the WFC were adequate t o meet any farm emergency. "What 

the farmer needs," he e x p l a i n e d t a r t l y , " i f I may be allowed to say so, 

i s not so much r e g u l a t o r y laws a s t o be l e t alone and to have no u n j u s t 

l e g i s l a t i o n p r e s s i n g down upon the p r i c e of the commodity he g r o w s . " ^ 

Southerners, l e d by Pat H a r r i s o n , r e p e a t e d l y t r i e d to d e f e a t the 

b i l l by a t t a c h i n g unacceptable amendments to i t . T h i s mainly i n v o l v e d 

an e f f o r t to e n l a r g e the b i l l to encourage d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n i n a l l one-

crop a r e a s . I t i s a measure of the o p p o s i t i o n to the p r i n c i p l e behind 

Norbeck-Burtness t h a t Southerners voted only 8-6 i n favor of t h i s 

amendment d e s p i t e i t s obvious appeal to c o t t o n farmers. On the f i n a l 

vote Southerners stood 3-15 a g a i n s t the b i l l , which l o s t , 32-41. 

Without Southern support the West could not overcome the o p p o s i t i o n from 
27 

the i n d u s t r i a l s t a t e s . 

S h o r t l y a f t e r the Senate d i s p o s e d of the Norbeck b i l l , the House 

began debate on one of the most important p i e c e s of l e g i s l a t i o n to 
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appear i n the 1920s, the McNary-Haugen b i l l . Introduced f i v e times 

during the next four y e a r s , the b a t t l e over McNary-Haugenism became the 

f o c a l point of American p o l i t i c s i n the l a t t e r h a l f of the decade. But 

i n 1924, i t was s t i l l a new and, some thought, r a d i c a l p r o p o s a l . Georg 

Peek and Hugh Johnson of the Moline Plow Company were the o r i g i n a t o r s 

of the i d e a . They suggested t h a t a government export c o r p o r a t i o n be 

e s t a b l i s h e d to buy up s p e c i f i e d a g r i c u l t u r a l commodities on a s c a l e 

designed to b r i n g the domestic p r i c e up to a r a t i o - p r i c e . T h i s p r i c e 

was s e t by comparing the p r i c e of the commodity to the o v e r a l l p r i c e 

l e v e l i n the period j u s t p r i o r to World War I and then s e t t i n g the new 

p r i c e f o r t h a t commodity so t h a t i t bore the same r a t i o to the c u r r e n t 

o v e r a l l p r i c e l e v e l . Government a u t h o r i t y , i n essence, would be used 

c . . . . 28 -i f o r p r i c e - f i x m g . 

As o r i g i n a l l y proposed, the b i l l i n c l u d e d c o t t o n on the l i s t of 

crops to be a s s i s t e d , but a caucus of Southern Congressmen l e d by the 

powerful James B. A s w e l l of L o u i s i a n a voted unanimously to ask t h a t i t 

be d e l e t e d . Cotton farmers were a g a i n prosperous i n 1924, and c o t t o n 

was s e l l i n g above the p r o j e c t e d r a t i o - p r i c e . The f i r s t McNary-Haugen 
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b i l l had v e r y l i t t l e appeal to Southern a g r i c u l t u r e . 3 

I t seems d o u b t f u l , however, t h a t any kind of c o n c e s s i o n s to the 

South could have d i s r u p t e d the almost h y s t e r i c a l campaign Southerners 

waged a g a i n s t the measure. A s w e l l , who a s the r a n k i n g Democrat on the 

A g r i c u l t u r e Committee act e d as f l o o r l e a d e r f o r the o p p o s i t i o n , s h r i l l y 

d e s c r i b e d McNary-Haugenism as the beginning of the i n e x o r a b l e descent 

i n t o s o c i a l i s m : 
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I t would s e t the precedent of s o c i a l i z i n g and n a t i o n 
a l i z i n g the i n d u s t r y of a g r i c u l t u r e , which would l e a d 
d i r e c t l y to the n a t i o n a l i z a t i o n of a l l i n d u s t r y i n c l u d i n g 
the r a i l r o a d , o v e r r i d i n g economic laws by s t a t u t o r y laws 
and thus p l a c e our Government s q u a r e l y i n the c l a s s of 
the b o l s h e v i s t i c Government of R u s s i a , which has d i s a p 
pointed the R u s s i a n people and i s now c o l l a p s i n g . . . . 
I have been f o r c e d to the d e l i b e r a t e judgment th a t t h i s 
b i l l i s unsound, unworkable, f u l l of Bolshevism, p u r e l y 
s o c i a l i s t i c , i n d e f e n s i b l y communistic.30 

Other Southerners, i f l e s s emotional, were h a r d l y more c o n s t r u c t i v e . 

Congressraan Thomas Blanton of Texas d e l i v e r e d the o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t the 

i d e a l s o l u t i o n was to p l a c e a low t a r i f f on goods the farmer bought and 

a high t a r i f f on the t h i n g s he produced. Congressman Joseph Deal, on 

the other hand, b l i t h e l y r e a s s u r e d the House t h a t no emergency whatsoever 

e x i s t e d i n a g r i c u l t u r e . The only problem. Deal s a i d , was overproduction 

and the s o l u t i o n , of course, was simple. "The l o g i c a l p o l i c y , " he 

a s s e r t e d , " i s t o stop r a i s i n g t h a t which i s overproduced and apply the 
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e f f o r t s i n a more remunerative f i e l d . " 

As an a l t e r n a t i v e to McNary-Haugen, the South o f f e r e d the C u r t i s -

A s w e l l b i l l . T h i s was e s s e n t i a l l y a g a r d e n - v a r i e t y c o o p e r a t i v e marketing 

measure, a type of l e g i s l a t i o n f r e q u e n t l y introduced during the e a r l y and 

mid-twenties. I t was based on a p l a n f o r the r e l i e f of a g r i c u l t u r e drawn 

up by a New York businessman named B. F. Yoakum. A s w e l l , one of the 

l e a d e r s of the New Southerners, a s s u r e d the House Cominittee on A g r i c u l t u r e 
I t does not propose a temporary a r t i f i c i a l p r i c e f i x i n g 
scheme. I t s p r o p o s a l s a r e sane, based on sound b u s i n e s s 

s p r i n c i p l e s . I t i n no way br e a t h e s the s p i r i t !of communism. 
I t would not put.the Government i n t o b u s i n e s s , but would 
enable the farmers to orga n i z e and s u c c e s s f u l l y t r a n s a c t 
t h e i r own b u s i n e s s . 
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The C u r t i s - A s w e l l b i l l was p r i m a r i l y i n t r o d u c e d to draw a t t e n t i o n from 

McNary-Haugen. I t had l i t t l e m e r i t and a f t e r the l a t t e r ' s d e f e a t simply 
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vanished i n the l e g i s l a t i v e s h u f f l e . 

J u s t as w i t h the vote on the Norbeck-Burtness b i l l i n the Senate, 

Southerners played an important p a r t i n the d e f e a t of McNary-Haugen. 

The measure l o s t 155-223 w i t h the South v o t i n g 11-77 a g a i n s t i t . S t i l l 

q u i t e s a t i s f i e d w i t h the I n t e r m e d i a t e A g r i c u l t u r a l C r e d i t s Act, n e i t h e r 

Southerners who supported a g r i c u l t u r a l reform nor those who championed 

the New South were ready t o move beyond such narrow l e g i s l a t i o n . 

McNary-Haugen, l i k e Norbeck-Burtness, was based on a concept of government 

a u t h o r i t y t h a t the South was b a r e l y beginning to a c c e p t . T h e i r r e l u c t a n c e 

d i s r u p t e d the v i t a l but p r e c a r i o u s a l l i a n c e w i t h the West and sent both 
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measures to d e f e a t . 

The p r i n c i p a l r e s u l t of t h i s b u s i n e s s - a g r a r i a n d u a l i s m i n Southern 

t h i n k i n g was to weaken the Farm B l o c and thwart any t r u l y s i g n i f i c a n t 

l e g i s l a t i o n t h a t could help the farmer. The South was w i l l i n g to u n i t e 

w i t h the West to secure measures t h a t would expand c r e d i t or provide 

f o r o r d e r l y marketing f a c i l i t i e s , but they continued to i n s i s t that the 

only l e g i t i m a t e r o l e f o r government was t o make a v a i l a b l e to the farmer 

the t o o l s t h a t would enable him to run h i s farm l i k e a b u s i n e s s . 

S u r p l u s - d i s p o s a l and p r i c e - f i x i n g schemes i n v o l v e d e f f o r t s , not to make 

the economy more e f f i c i e n t , but to reshape i t . T h i s was a use of govern

ment power t h a t few Southerners of e i t h e r persuasion;were ready to accept 

i n 1924. The West was much raore w i l l i n g to move i n t h i s d i r e c t i o n , but 

i t could not pass such raeasures without Southern v o t e s . Southern 
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r e c a l c i t r a n c e s p l i t the Farm Blo c and weakened i t s a b i l i t y to secure 

the k i n d s of l e g i s l a t i o n needed to meet the farm c r i s i s . 

A few Southerners d i d support the N o r r i s p r o p o s a l f o r an export 

c o r p o r a t i o n , but most of them d i d not, p a r t l y because of t h e i r n o t i o n s 

of l i m i t e d government and p a r t l y because of t h e i r concern f o r l o c a l 

t e x t i l e m i l l s . The Norbeck-Burtness b i l l and McNary-Ilaugen b i l l were 

both defeated l a r g e l y because of Southern o p p o s i t i o n . Here a g a i n t h e i r 

o b j e c t i o n s were based upon t h e i r b e l i e f t h a t t h e s e p r o p o s a l s u n j u s t i 

f i a b l y used the power of government to a l t e r the economy. Moreover, 

when the Norbeck and McNary-Haugen p r o p o s a l s were defeated i n 1924, the 

p r i c e of cot t o n was n e a r l y t w e n t y - f i v e c e n t s per pound, and Southerners 

had l i t t l e r e a s on to q u e s t i o n the c o n s e r v a t i v e p o l i c y which a p p a r e n t l y 

had worked so w e l l . 

As e a r l y a s 1924, then, such a s t u t e o b s e r v e r s as S e c r e t a r y of 

A g r i c u l t u r e Henry C. Wallace a l r e a d y r e a l i z e d t h a t the Farm B l o c , d e s p i t e 

a l l the c o n t r o v e r s y t h a t surrounded i t , had f a i l e d to meet the h e a r t of 

the farm problem. I n s t e a d of seeking the r o o t s of the c r i s i s , i t had 

contented i t s e l f w i t h t r e a t i n g i t s symptoms. H i s t o r i a n s of the period 

g e n e r a l l y concur i n W a l l a c e ' s assessment. Arthur L i n k has noted t h a t 

w h i l e the Farm Blo c g r e a t l y strengthened the a g r i c u l t u r e program begun 

by the Wilson A d m i n i s t r a t i o n , the b l o c ' s o v e r a l l program was based upon 

s t r i c t l y s h o r t-term measures. G i l b e r t C. F i t e , the l e a d i n g student of 

t w e n t i e t h century American a g r i c u l t u r e , i s b l u n t e r . The l e g i s l a t i o n 

passed i n the e a r l y t w e n t i e s , he s a y s , " d i d v e r y l i t t l e to r e l i e v e the 

b a s i c d i f f i c u l t i e s c o n f r o n t i n g a g r i c u l t u r e . " Southerners, of course, do 

not deserve a l l the blame f o r t h i s f a i l u r e , but the d i v i d e d mind of the 
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post-war South was c l e a r l y a v i t a l f a c t o r i n the i n a b i l i t y of Congress 
to respond adequately to the needs of the American farmer. 

The Southern approach to the a g r i c u l t u r a l c r i s i s of the e a r l y 

t w e n t i e s was deeply i n f l u e n c e d by two p o l i t i c a l t r a d i t i o n s t h a t had been 

prominent i n the South s i n c e the end of R e c o n s t r u c t i o n . The f i r s t of 

these was the A g r a r i a n movement and i t s c e n t r a l t e n e t t h a t government 

had an o b l i g a t i o n to i n t e r v e n e i n the economy to p r o t e c t groups t h a t 

were being e x p l o i t e d . The second was the New South i d e a l of i n d u s t r i a l 

growth and development w i t h the businessman r e p r e s e n t i n g the s o c i a l hero. 

Both of these concepts were modified during the Wilson y e a r s . The 

P r e s i d e n t ' s l e a d e r s h i p d i d much to encourage Southern l i b e r a l i s m , but 

h i s w i l l i n g n e s s to work w i t h , r a t h e r than to attempt to purge, the 

e x i s t i n g l e a d e r s h i p l e f t the Southern Democratic P a r t y i n fundamentally 

c o n s e r v a t i v e hands. 

During the e a r l y t w e n t i e s , raost Southerners nursed a d i v i d e d 

a l l e g i a n c e to the causes of a g r i c u l t u r a l reform and the New South. Both 

concepts had a v a r y i n g appeal f o r v i r t u a l l y every meraber of the Southern 

d e l e g a t i o n . Not s u r p r i s i n g l y , the k i n d of. l e g i s l a t i o n Southerners 

advocated a s a s o l u t i o n to the farm problera was a blend of t h e s e two 

v i e w p o i n t s . Southerners wanted to use the governraent to make the t o o l s 

of b u s i n e s s a v a i l a b l e to the farmer. T h i s was a c h i e v e d w i t h the passage 

of the Intermediate A g r i c u l t u r a l C r e d i t s Act i n 1923. Southerners 

opposed, however, atterapts to use government power to; i n f l u e n c e the 

o p e r a t i o n of the economic network i t s e l f . E a s i e r c r e d i t and o r d e r l y 

marketing laws merely extended the p r i v i l e g e s of the system to everyone, 

but f e d e r a l p r i c e - f i x i n g and s u r p l u s d i s p o s a l i n v o l v e d dangerous 
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tampering w i t h the workings of the apparatus. The South r e f u s e d to 
cooperate •with Westem p r o p o s a l s to expand government a u t h o r i t y i n t o 
these l a s t two a r e a s . T h e i r r e f u s a l s p l i t the Farm B l o c and destroyed 
any chance f o r meaningful l e g i s l a t i o n to meet the farm problem. 
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The South and McNary-Haugenism 

I f the f i r s t h a l f of the 1920s gave Southerners reason f o r s t o u t 

optimism concerning the f u t u r e of a g r i c u l t u r e , then the second h a l f 

of the decade brought a g a i n b i t t e r f a i l u r e and deep s e l f - q u e s t i o n i n g . 

Between September 8 and October 7, 1926, the p r i c e of c o t t o n plumraetted 

t h i r t y d o l l a r s per b a l e on the Oklahoma C i t y Exchange. While the 1925 

crop had r e t u r n e d twenty c e n t s per pound, the 1926 crop drew b a r e l y 

h a l f t h a t amount. The c o s t of production was approximately f i f t e e n 

c e n t s per pound, p u t t i n g cotton farmers i n the r e d f o r the t h i r d time 

i n seven y e a r s . Economists e s t i m a t e d the producers would need an 

average p r i c e of 18.5 c e n t s f o r t h e i r income to equal t h a t of the 

p r e v i o u s y e a r , but the 1926 crop averaged only 12.47 c e n t s . 

The seemingly e n d l e s s c o t t o n c y c l e had once more bet r a y e d the 

s u p e r f i c i a l i t y of Southern p r o s p e r i t y . The good p r i c e of 1925 stimu

l a t e d over-production i n 1926, and the s a t i a t e d market c o l l a p s e d . 

P r o s p e c t s f o r a prompt recovery were b l e a k . I n February, 1927, a 

U n i t e d S t a t e s Department of A g r i c u l t u r e M i s c e l l a n e o u s C i r c u l a r warned, 

"a burdensome supply of American c o t t o n f o r the next twelve to e i g h t e e n 

months seems i n e v i t a b l e . " D e s p i t e the e l a b o r a t e c r e d i t arrangement 

e r e c t e d by. Congress, the department i n d i c a t e d t h a t c o t t o n farmers could 

a n t i c i p a t e c o n s i d e r a b l e d i f f i c u l t y i n s e c u r i n g loans, and f l a t l y pre-
2 

d i e t e d d i s a s t e r i n the event of another y e a r of over-production. 

The depressed cotton market boded i l l f o r the South's other major 

s t a p l e product, tobacco. Many farmers, r u i n e d by c o t t o n i n 1926, were 
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apt to t u r n to tobacco i n 1927. The same Department of A g r i c u l t u r e 

c i r c u l a r which warned so s t e r n l y a g a i n s t over-production i n c o t t o n 

a l s o observed, ". . . i t would seem t h a t the stage i s s e t f o r a land

s l i d e from co t t o n to tobacco i n 1927." Tobacco was a l r e a d y having 

over-production problems of i t s own and a l a r g e s h i f t to t h a t crop would 

destroy the d e l i c a t e balance i n the market. The department expected 

s e r i o u s problems i n t h i s r egard and p r e d i c t e d over-production i n e i g h t 
3 

of the nine types grown i n the U n i t e d S t a t e s . 

I n February of 1927 Congress passed the McNary-Haugen b i l l f o r the 

f i r s t time. Support from the Southern d e l e g a t i o n was the d i f f e r e n c e 

between d e f e a t i n 1926 and v i c t o r y i n 1927. Yet the South remained 

deeply d i v i d e d over the measure. Southern r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s approved i t 

only s i x t y to f o r t y , and Southern s e n a t o r s only e l e v e n to n i n e . Repeat

edly during the d&bate Southerners expressed t h e i r r e l u c t a n c e to accept 

t h i s p r o p o s a l . They r a l l i e d behind i t l a r g e l y because something had to 

be done, and McNary-Haugenism was the only standard i n the f i e l d . One 

of the e a r l i e s t and most w i l l i n g c o n v e r t s . Congressman Hampton Fulmer 

of South C a r o l i n a , h i n t e d a t t h i s i n 1926,.when he r e v e r s e d h i s e a r l i e r 

o p p o s i t i o n to the b i l l , s t a t i n g . 

Had we passed t h i s k i n d of l e g i s l a t i o n , as under the Haugen 
b i l l , so as to have been ready, then when cotton began to 
d e c l i n e , and when i t had gone below a f a i r p r i c e the farmers 
could have made agreement w i t h the c o o p e r a t i v e s or a buying 
and s e l l i n g agency would have stepped i n t o the market. . . 

Others were d e c i d e d l y more r e l u c t a n t to make the- s w i t c h . Senator 

Morris Sheppard of Texas fought the 1926 v e r s i o n but, confronted w i t h 

the d i s a s t r o u s s t a t e of Southern a g r i c u l t u r e , and the f a i l u r e of the 

1 

t 

I 
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r e l i e f system he had played an a c t i v e p a r t i n c o n s t r u c t i n g , voted f o r 

the 1927 b i l l e x p l a i n i n g , "Whatever doubt I s t i l l have a s to i t s 

e f f e c t i v e n e s s I s h a l l r e s o l v e i n i t s b e h a l f . The hour c a l l s f o r 

a c t i o n . " H i s Texas c o l l e a g u e Senator E a r l e B. M a y f i e l d a l s o lamented 

h i s e a r l i e r o p p o s i t i o n to the b i l l : 

I f the McNary-Haugen b i l l had been the law l a s t September, 
the board undoubtedly would have r e t i r e d a s u f f i c i e n t volume 
of s u r p l u s c o t t o n to have removed the p r e s s u r e upon the 
market, and cott o n would probably not have s o l d below s i x t e e n 
c e n t s a pound, and the farmers and businessmen o f the South 
would not be i n the t e r r i b l e f i n a n c i a l d i s t r e s s i n which 
they f i n d themselves. 

Congressman Eugene B l a c k t o l d the House of a s i m i l a r c o n v e r s i o n : 

Two times I have voted a g a i n s t the McNary-Haugen b i l l because 
I had hoped t h a t t h i s s i t u a t i o n would, be c o r r e c t e d without 
the I n t e r v e n t i o n of the government. I voted a g a i n s t i t 
because I h e s i t a t e d to c a s t my vote f o r the government to 
embark upon t h i s uncharted s e a . But the s i t u a t i o n has not 
improved.* 

Such u n w i l l i n g support can be h i g h l y v o l a t i l e , and many Southerners 

voted f o r McNary-Haugenism only a f t e r attempts t o delay or r e p l a c e i t 

had f a i l e d . T h i s was e s p e c i a l l y t r u e i n the House, where John A s w e l l 

continued h i s impla c a b l e o p p o s i t i o n . He e x c o r i a t e d the 1926 b i l l a s 

"uneconomic, unsound, and s o c i a l i s t i c l e g i s l a t i o n , " and po r t r a y e d the 

1928 b i l l a s the "most wicked" of the f i v e Haugen b i l l s , g i v i n g the 

proposed board "monstrous, b u r e a u c r a t i c , and a u t o c r a t i c powers." As 

f l o o r l e a d e r of the o p p o s i t i o n , A s w e l l conducted a s k i l l f u l and e f f e c t i v e 

campaign a g a i n s t the measure.^ 

Thus i n 1927 McNary-Haugen d i d not come to a vote u n t i l the b i l l ' s 

proponents had s u c c e s s f u l l y n e g o t i a t e d a s e r i e s of p a r l i a m e n t a r y h u r d l e s 

designed to de l a y c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the measure u n t i l the S i x t y - n i n t h 
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Congress e x p i r e d on March 3. These Fa b i a n t a c t i c s were v i r t u a l l y the 

only ones a v a i l a b l e to o p j ^ e n t s because, a s they were w e l l aware, they 

d i d not have the v o t e s t o win a showdown on the i s s u e . T h e i r l a s t d i t c h 

e f f o r t came before a packed g a l l e r y i n the l a t e a f t e r n o o n of February 

17. The House had been c o n s i d e r i n g the b i l l i n the Committee of the 

Whole and r o s e to r e p o r t S. 4808 to the e n t i r e chamber. As the formal 

body convened, the opponents s e i s e d the f l o o r and moved f o r adjournment. 

On a r o l l c a l l v o t e , unusual f o r a p r o c e d u r a l q u e s t i o n , the House 

defeated the motion 171-198. For t h i s c r i t i c a l t e s t of support f o r 

the b i l l . Southerners s p l i t 47-50. As a l a s t gambit, A s w e l l o f f e r e d a 

c o o p e r a t i v e marketing amendment a s a s u b s t i t u t e f o r the b i l l . The 

McNary-Haugenism f o r c e s h e l d f i r m , and the s u b s t i t u t e was defeated 

175-215. Southerners a g a i n d e f e c t e d i n l a r g e numbers, v o t i n g 55-45 

i n f a v o r of i t . At 9:30 t h a t evening the House passed the McNary-Haugen 

b i l l to the d e l i g h t of a p a r t i s a n , c h e e r i n g g a l l e r y . The Southern d e l e 

g a t i o n , which had r e j e c t e d the motion t o a d j o u r n the House by only 3 

v o t e s , and embraced the A s w e l l s u b s t i t u t e by 10, approved the b i l l 

i t s e l f by a 20-vote margin, 60-40. 7 

Again i n 1928 A s w e l l was a b l e to e x p l o i t the fundamental Southern 

o p p o s i t i o n to the b i l l and t h i s time v e r y n e a r l y brought i t to g r i e f 

w i t h some a s t u t e p a r l i a m e n t a r y maneuvering. Before the House v o t e s 

upon a b i l l . I t i s read s e c t i o n by s e c t i o n f o r amendment. A f t e r the 

r e a d i n g of the f i r s t s e c t i o n A s w e l l moved t o s t r i k e i t out and to 

s u b s t i t u t e what amounted to a s e p a r a t e b i l l . A s w e l l ' s proposal was 

s i m i l a r to the Haugen b i l l but d i d not c o n t a i n p r o v i s i o n s f o r marketing 

agreements or e q u a l i z a t i o n f e e s . Catching the Haugenites o f f guard, 
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the A s w e l l s u b s t i t u t e c a r r i e d 141-120. T h i s stratagem c o n s i d e r a b l y 

complicated the s i t u a t i o n because the q u e s t i o n b e f o r e the House now 

i n v o l v e d two a n t a g o n i s t i c and p o s s i b l y i n s e p a r a b l e b i l l s . A f t e r 

s u b s t a n t i a l debate on the i n e v i t a b l e point of order, the speaker f i n a l l y 

r u l e d t h a t A s w e l l would now have to move to s t r i k e out each s e c t i o n of 

the Haugen b i l l a s i t was r e a d . Alarmed by t h e i r unexpected l o s s on 

the f i r s t v o t e, the Haugenites s t i f f e n e d and defeated each of A s w e l l ' s 

subsequent amendments. 

The A s w e l l and Haugen b i l l s , t h e r e f o r e , remained s i d e by s i d e i n 

the f i n a l v e r s i o n as i t stood b e f o r e the House. At t h i s j u n c t u r e member 

may ask f o r a s e p a r a t e vote on any amendment to the o r i g i n a l b i l l , and 

A s w e l l demanded a s e p a r a t e vote on h i s amendment. The amendment l o s t 

146-185, but Southerners, by a vote of 45-38, opted f o r the A s w e l l 

s u b s t i t u t e over the McNary-Haugen b i l l . 8 

The Senate, t r a d i t i o n a l s t r onghold f o r the A g r i c u l t u r a l Reformers, 

was only s l i g h t l y l e s s a n t a g o n i s t i c toward the b i l l . I n 1927, when 

McNary-Haugen f i r s t passed the Senate, Southerners d i v i d e d on the 

q u e s t i o n 11-9. Moreover, the 16-3 vote Southerners gave i n f a v o r of 

the 1928 b i l l i s m i s l e a d i n g because many s e n a t o r s voted f o r i t i n 

a n t i c i p a t i o n of a p r e s i d e n t i a l v e t o . T h i s c o v e r t o p p o s i t i o n i s 

suggested by the d i m i n i s h e d Southern support f o r the motion to o v e r r i d e 

t h a t v e t o . The South voted 14-4 i n favor of the motion, but t h e r e were 

four absentees on what had promised to be a c l o s e and important r o l l 
o 

c a l l . One s e n a t o r , Duncan F l e t c h e r , switched s i d e s . 

Southerners were i n d i f f e r e n t to the f a t e of the McNary-Haugen 

b i l l because the most c o n t r o v e r s i a l p a r t s of the measure were of l i t t l e 

v a l u e to c o t t o n farmers. McNary-Haugenism was based on a two-price 
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system, a domestic or "American" p r i c e and t h e , p r i c e on the world 

market. A government c o r p o r a t i o n would buy crop s u r p l u s e s a t the American 

p r i c e and then "dump" them abroad a t the world p r i c e . The c o r p o r a t i o n ' s 

l o s s was to be compensated by the e q u a l i z a t i o n f e e , a tax on each u n i t 

of the commodity brought to market. A two-price system was w o r t h l e s s to 

c o t t o n producers, who a l r e a d y s o l d t w o - t h i r d s of t h e i r product on the 

world market. Southerners were much more i n t e r e s t e d i n the b i l l ' s 

p r o v i s i o n s f o r o r d e r l y marketing, but p o l i t i c a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s f o r c e d 

them to accept the e q u a l i z a t i o n fee a l s o . As C. 0. Moser, g e n e r a l 

manager of the American Cotton Growers Exchange, wrote, 

The Mid-Western group a r e u n a l t e r a b l y opposed to any k i n d of 
a loan p l a n . I t appears t h a t they a r e a c c e p t i n g nothing ex
cept the e q u a l i z a t i o n fee w i t h the r i g h t to r a i s e the American 
p r i c e of food s t u f f s t o the world p r i c e , p l u s the t a r i f f , to 
what they d e s i g n a t e an American p r i c e . Of course, i n c o t t o n 
we have no such v i e w s . We only want t o take o f f of the market 
t e m p o r a r i l y unneeded s u r p l u s e s , and a r e not t h i n k i n g of the ' 
Araerican p r i c e a s being higher than the world p r i c e . . . . 
However, we a r e i n t h i s d i f f i c u l t p o s i t i o n . . . . and t h a t i s , 
we can get no l e g i s l a t i o n t h a t w i l l be of any great b e n e f i t 
to us i f , a t the same time, wheat i s not b e n e f i t t e d e q u a l l y , 
and the Mid-Western farmers c l a i m t h a t nothing w i l l h elp 
wheat except an e f f e c t i v e t a r i f f added to the world p r i c e . 
You w i l l , t h e r e f o r e , observe t h a t we a r e i n a most embarras
s i n g p o s i t i o n . They do not want a loan b i l l and say i t w i l l 
not s e r v e t h e i r purpose--we can not get anything l e s s w i t h 
out t h e i r approval and the support of t h e i r l e g i s l a t i v e 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . ̂ -̂  

The McNary-Haugen b i l l was an e f f o r t t o make the t a r i f f e f f e c t i v e 

f o r American farm products, but i t s b a s i c mechanism, the e q u a l i z a t i o n 

f e e , would not a c h i e v e t h i s f o r a commodity l i k e c o t ton, which was r a i s e d 

p r i m a r i l y f o r export. As a r e s u l t Southerners took l i t t l e i n t e r e s t i n 

the b i l l . The South r a l l i e d s o l i d l y , however, behind e f f o r t s to i n s e r t 

an export debenture p r o v i s i o n i n t o the 1929 A g r i c u l t u r a l Marketing b i l l . 
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T h i s scheme was a l s o designed to extend t a r i f f p r o t e c t i o n to farm product 

but, u n l i k e the e q u a l i z a t i o n *ee, i t would a l s o work f o r export c r o p s . 

An export debenture system f o r American farmers was f i r s t suggested by 

P r o f e s s o r C h a r l e s L. Stewart of I l l i n o i s . He proposed t h a t e x p o r t e r s 

be given government debentures w i t h a f a c e v a l u e equal to a l l or p a r t of 

the d i f f e r e n c e between the v a l u e of the commodity i n the world market 

and a domestic v a l u e amounting to the world market v a l u e p l u s the t a r i f f . 

The e x p o r t e r would be a b l e to s e l l t h e s e debentures to importers of 

f o r e i g n goods, and the importers could p r e s e n t the debentures as payment 

f o r the t a r i f f . T h e o r e t i c a l l y , e x p o r t e r s would then be a b l e to pay 

above world market p r i c e s f o r e x p o r t a b l e s u r p l u s e s to the extent of the 

d e b e n t u r e . ^ 

The export debenture r e c e i v e d n e a r l y unanimous support from the 

Southern d e l e g a t i o n because, q u i t e u n i n t e n t i o n a l l y , i t amounted to a 

compromise between the two Southern p o l i t i c a l a t t i t u d e s . For the New 

Southerners, the p l a n , c o n s t r u c t e d around import d u t i e s , seemed to g i v e 

t a c i t a pproval to the p r i n c i p l e of the p r o t e c t i v e t a r i f f . At the same 

time, i t spoke to the o l d a g r a r i a n complaint about buying i n a p r o t e c t e d 

market and s e l l i n g i n an unprotected one. I n p r e s s i n g the debate f o r 

the debenture p r o v i s i o n s , Southerners almost i n v a r i a b l y touched on 

both of t h e s e themes. 

C a r t e r G l a s s of V i r g i n i a , the u n r e c o n s t r u c t e d r e b e l , who a t the 

age of seven d e f i a n t l y d i s p u t e d the r i g h t of way w i t h - a Yankee c a v a l r y 

o f f i c e r the v e r y morning Lee surrendered, proved somewhat l e s s stubborn 

i n h i s o p p o s i t i o n t o ; t h e t a r i f f . S n a r l i n g out the s i d e of h i s mouth 

i n h i s p e c u l i a r manner. G l a s s demanded of the Senate, 
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May the debenture be r a t i o n a l l y defended a s something to 
be economically d e s i r e d ? No; i t may not be, but i t may 
j u s t a s w e l l and thoroughly be defended a s the h i g h pro
t e c t i v e t a r i f f . . . . The debenture simply enables the 
American farmer. . . to the degree of f i f t y per cent, to 
e q u a l i z e the u s e l e s s t a r i f f on e x p o r t a b l e farm products.^- 2 

Other Southerners followed G l a s s ' s l e a d . Senator Walter George 

of Georgia augued. 

So we come, Mr. P r e s i d e n t , to t h i s : I f our Republican 
f r i e n d s a r e i n e a r n e s t when they say they want to g i v e 
to the American farmer the b e n e f i t of the t a r i f f . . . 
where i s the l o g i c or c o n s i s t e n c y i n v o t i n g a g a i n s t the 
debenture p l a n ? 

I n the House, Marvin Jones, a long-time advocate of the debenture, 

p a t i e n t l y e x p l a i n e d , " I t i s not a subsidy, i t i s merely r e t u r n i n g to 

the farmer what i s taken away from him under the t a r i f f system, i n 

the form of i n c r e a s e d p r i c e s f o r the s u p p l i e s he must buy." Percy 

Quin a n g r i l y supported Jones, s a y i n g , 

We a l l know the man behind the plow i s f o r c e d to pay t r i b u t e 
to the manufacturer. He i s bound to r e a c h i n h i s pocket and 
pay out t h i s amount, m u l t i p l i e d by f i v e , t h a t you c a l l a 
t a r i f f , i n the t h i n g s he must consume, w h i l e the products 
t h a t he r a i s e s must go i n t o an open market. Two-thirds of 
h i s c o t t o n goes a c r o s s the sea to be manufactured i n t o 
f a b r i c . He i s prevented, u n l e s s you have the debenture p l a n , 
from r e c e i v i n g the same advantages t h a t the man who s e l l s the 
s t e e l t h a t he u s e s t o plow the ground.^- 3 

The f a c t t h a t the export debenture system would r a i s e the p r i c e 

of c o t t o n a p r o j e c t e d two c e n t s per pound was another important r e a s o n 

why the p l a n drew such broad Southern support. The p r i c e of c o t t o n i n 

1929 was s t i l l not up to the c o s t of production, and the a d d i t i o n a l two 

c e n t s could mean the d i f f e r e n c e between solvency and bankruptcy f o r a 

g r e a t many farmers. Senator H e f l i n spoke the views of many when he s a i d 



40 

Of course we export h a l f of our c o t t o n crop; but i n order 
to make t h i s p r o t e c t i o n p r i n c i p l e , which you say i s so 
b e n e f i c i a l , apply not only to American i n d u s t r y but to 
a g r i c u l t u r e we provided t h a t the farmers o f the U n i t e d 
S t a t e s should have two c e n t s a pound on the c o t t o n exported. 

I n view of these f a c t s i t i s l i t t l e wonder t h a t Southerners i n both 

chambers waged an i n t e n s i v e and n e a r l y unanimous campaign to save the 

debenture p r o v i s i o n s of the marketing b i l l . I n the Senate, Southern 

support was d e c i s i v e tn keeping t h a t s e c t i o n i n the Senate v e r s i o n . An 

amendment to s t r i k e i t was b a r e l y turned back 44-47. A c l a s s i c a l l y 

" s o l i d " Southern vote t i p p e d the b a l a n c e 1-21. Only R a n s d e l l of 

L o u i s i a n a voted yea. With t h i s k i n d of backing f o r the debenture, the 

Senate t w i c e r e j e c t e d House b i l l s without t h a t s e c t i o n . ^ 

But from the o u t s e t , the House opposed the debenture and even w i t h 

strong support from the South, the f r i e n d s of the farmer were simply 

unable to pass i t . " On May 17, 1929, the House, a f t e r approving i t s own 

b i l l , voted on a R u l e s Committee r e s o l u t i o n to d i s a g r e e w i t h the Senate 

v e r s i o n and to request a c o n f e r e n c e . The only r e a l d i f f e r e n c e i n the 

two b i l l s was the debenture p r o v i s i o n . The r u l e was adopted 249-119, 

but the South was a r r a y e d overwhelmingly a g a i n s t i t , 10-85. The 

Conference r e p o r t s t r u c k the debenture a t the i n s i s t e n c e of the House 

co n f e r e e s , but the Senate r e j e c t e d the r e p o r t and asked f o r a new con

f e r e n c e . Before the second conference met, the House approved a motion 

to i n s t r u c t t h e i r c o n f e r e e s to r e f u s e t o a c c e p t the debenture. The 

motion c a r r i e d 250-113, but Southerners s t i l l r e s i s t e d 14-71. The 

next day the House accepted the second and f i n a l conference r e p o r t 

without the debenture. The Senate h e l p l e s s l y a c q u i e s c e d , and on June 

14, the A g r i c u l t u r a l Marketing Act was sent to P r e s i d e n t Hoover f o r h i s 

s i g n a t u r e . 
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C l e a r l y , then, through 1929, Southern C o n g r e s s i o n a l l e a d e r s were 

s t i l l t h i n k i n g of the problems of a g r i c u l t u r e l a r g e l y i n terms of the 

dominant b u s i n e s s e t h i c . T h e i r dual commitment to the p r i n c i p l e s o f 

a g r i c u l t u r a l reform and the New South p e r s i s t e d to the onset of the 

Great D e p r e s s i o n . Both the McNary-Haugen b i l l and the export debenture 

p l a n were c h i e f l y attempts to make the p r o t e c t i v e t a r i f f work f o r the 

farmer a s i t seemed to work f o r the businessman. McNary-Haugenism 

r e c e i v e d only r e l u c t a n t Southern support mainly because the e q u a l i z a 

t i o n fee would not p r o t e c t crops t h a t were grown p r i m a r i l y f o r export. 

The debenture system, on the other hand, which sought the same goals 

through a d i f f e r e n t mechanism, r e c e i v e d s t r o n g backing from the Southern 

d e l e g a t i o n . 

The concept of a p r o t e c t i v e t a r i f f f o r a g r i c u l t u r e , l i k e the 

In t e r m e d i a t e A g r i c u l t u r a l C r e d i t s Act of 1923, r e p r e s e n t s an e q u i l i 

brium between the two extremes of Southern p o l i t i c a l t h i n k i n g . The 

South's long and b i t t e r h a t r e d of the t a r i f f had, by some c u r i o u s 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l d e v i c e , been transformed i n t o envy, and the workings 

of the debenture p l a n meshed n e a t l y w i t h t h i s a t t i t u d e . I f the p r i c e 

c o l l a p s e of the mid-twenties r e p r e s e n t e d an estrangement between 

a g r i c u l t u r a l reform and the New South, the f i g h t f o r the export 

debenture demonstrated a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . Four months l a t e r , the 

t w e n t i e s , an e r a symbolized by sounds, v a n i s h e d behind the most 

momentous one of a l l , the Great C r a s h . The Great P r o s p e r i t y was 

over. / 
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Summary and C o n c l u s i o n s 

The response of Southern Congressmen to the a g r i c u l t u r a l c r i s i s 

o f the 1920s was co n d i t i o n e d l a r g e l y by the i n t e r a c t i o n of two of the 

main themes of p o s t - R e c o n s t r u c t i o n Southern p o l i t i c s , the A g r a r i a n 

crusade and the v i s i o n o f a "New South." The A g r a r i a n s b e l i e v e d 

government had a duty to i n t e r v e n e i n the economy to p r o t e c t groups, 

such a s farmers, who were being e x p l o i t e d by l a r g e c o n c e n t r a t i o n s o f 

power. The "New South" creed p l a c e d emphasis on b u s i n e s s and "progress 

I t s proponents r e j e c t e d the r u r a l t r a d i t i o n s o f the South and sought 

to b u i l d an i n d u s t r i a l economy. T h e i r i n f l u e n c e was s u b s t a n t i a l , 

and by 1931, H. C. Nixon, one of the foremost a n a l y s t s of p o l i t i c a l 

t r e n d s i n the South during t h i s p e r i o d , wrote, " . . . though s t i l l 

l a r g e l y a g r a r i a n , the t w e n t i e t h century South i s not r a d i c a l , but 

r e f l e c t i v e of an i n c r e a s i n g k i n s h i p w i t h e a s t e r n economic orthodoxy."^ 

The l e a d e r s h i p of Woodrow Wilson s e r v e d to moderate th e s e two 

p o s i t i o n s and to squeeze Southern p o l i t i c i a n s toward a middle ground. 

Wilson's e l e c t i o n enhanced the p r e s t i g e of Southern p r o g r e s s i v e s , and 

the " r a d i c a l A g r a r i a n s " played a major r o l e i n shaping the course of 

the New Freedom. C o n s e r v a t i v e Southerners were drawn i n t o the 

W i l s o n i a n o r b i t by the p r e s s u r e s of p a r t y r e g u l a r i t y , the need f o r a 

r e c o r d o f p a r t y achievement, and the need f o r patronage.^ 

T h i s " W i l s o n i z i n g " o f the p a r t y tempered the "New South" i n f l u e n c e 

i n i t s ranks, but Wilson was u n w i l l i n g to attempt to purge the South's 
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c o n s e r v a t i v e c o n g r e s s i o n a l l e a d e r s h i p . During the post-war y e a r s , the 
South experienced a renewed z e a l f o r b u s i n e s s and i n d u s t r i a l development. 
These two f a c t o r s balanced the impact of the Wilson y e a r s and balanced 
movements f o r the reform of a g r i c u l t u r e . 3 

Both of these t r a d i t i o n s had appeal f o r most Southern Congressmen 

during the t w e n t i e s . Even the most ardent f r i e n d o f the farmer f e l t 

the l u r e of the "Kew South" concept, w h i l e few exponents o f b u s i n e s s 

were ready to abandon the farmer completely. The product o f the i n t e r 

a c t i o n of th e s e two a t t i t u d e s was a " b u s i n e s s - l i k e " approach to the 

problems of a g r i c u l t u r e . The s o l u t i o n to the farmer's woes was to make 

him i n t o a businessman. The main t h r u s t of the f a m l e g i s l a t i o n 

Southerners advocated i n the f i r s t h a l f of the decade was to provide 

the c o t t o n farmer w i t h the t o o l s of the businessman. I n a l l i a n c e w i t h 

Western Republicafts, they formed the Farm B l o c , and "succeeded i n 

e n a c t i n g the most advanced a g r i c u l t u r a l l e g i s l a t i o n t o t h a t date, 

l e g i s l a t i o n t h a t completed the program begun under W i l s o n i a n a u s p i c e s . " ^ 

But Southerners were not w i l l i n g t o move beyond schemes f o r e a s i e r 

c r e d i t and o r d e r l y marketing. I n 1924, a f t e r the I n t e r m e d i a t e A g r i c u l 

t u r a l C r e d i t s Act had been passed. Southerners d i s s o l v e d the a l l i a n c e 

w i t h the West and voted a g a i n s t the Norbeck-Burtness and McNary-Haugen 

b i l l s . These were measures which sought t o use government power to 

b r i n g about changes i n the economic s t r u c t u r e . Norbeck-Burtness o f f e r e d 

government loans to wheat farmers to be used f o r crop d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n , 

w h i l e the McNary-Haugen b i l l was e s s e n t i a l l y a p r i c e - f i x i n g p l a n . 

The South's s t e a d f a s t adherence t o the o l d W i l s o n i a n p o l i c i e s 

g r e a t l y weakened the Farm B l o c and l e f t i t unable to d e a l w i t h the 
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b a s i c problems of the farmer. A g r i c u l t u r a l p o l i c y f e l l i n t o the "same 

c o n s e r v a t i v e groove t h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e d the r e s t of the American 

economy i n the 1920's." The core o f the farmer's d i f f i c u l t i e s l a y i n 

s u r p l u s e s and p r i c e d i s p a r i t i e s , but Southerners continued to urge 

e a s i e r c r e d i t and o r d e r l y marketing. T h e i r o p p o s i t i o n helped t o doom 

any p r o p o s a l s to expand t h i s program and bound the Farm B l o c to a 

l i m i t e d approach t o the problems of a g r i c u l t u r e . ^ 

Even the second c o t t o n c o l l a p s e i n 1926 d i d not b r i n g any funda

mental change i n the Southern v i e w p o i n t . They r e l u c t a n t l y supported 

the McNary-Haugen b i l l s of 1927 and 1928 l a r g e l y because they could 

get no farm b i l l without support from the West, and the West demanded 

the McNary-Haugen formula w i t h the e q u a l i z a t i o n f e e . A m a j o r i t y of 

Southerners, a t l e a s t i n the House, p r e f e r r e d the A s w e l l s u b s t i t u t e 

which was based on an o r d e r l y marketing system. McNary-Haugenism was 

e s s e n t i a l l y an e f f o r t to make the t a r i f f work f o r a g r i c u l t u r e a s i t 

di d f o r i n d u s t r y . Southerners favored t h i s p r i n c i p l e , but r e a l i z e d 

t h a t the e q u a l i z a t i o n f ee would not work to p r o t e c t c o t t o n because two-

t h i r d s of t h a t crop was exported. Southerners thus remained i n d i f f e r e n t 

to the McNary-Haugen b i l l s but e a g e r l y supported the export debenture 

scheme designed to a c h i e v e the same end by a d i f f e r e n t mechanism. The 

Southern d e l e g a t i o n voted h e a v i l y to i n s e r t t h i s p l a n i n the A g r i c u l t u r a l 

Marketing Act of 1929, but was defeated by the determined o p p o s i t i o n of 

the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n . 

Southern p o l i t i c a l l e a d e r s h i p a t the C o n g r e s s i o n a l l e v e l had 

stagnated by the mid-twenties. The d i s a s t e r t h a t overtook c o t t o n i n 

1926 should have made p l a i n t h a t the W i l s o n i a n program was not adequate 
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to r e s o l v e the deep agony of Southern a g r i c u l t u r e . Yet Southern 

Congressmen continued to i n t e r p r e t the farm problem i n terms of the 

Agrarian-New South dualism. The Southern d e l e g a t i o n during these y e a r s 

was perhaps the most mediocre the South ever s e n t t o Washington. 

S e v e r a l members were l i t t l e more than e c c e n t r i c incompetents. J . 

Thomas H e f l i n o f Alabama, a member of the Ku Klux K l a n , was extremely 

paranoid about the Roman C a t h o l i c Church. He became convinced the 

p r i e s t h o o d intended to murder him and began l o o k i n g under h i s bed and 

poking a t h i s food. Cole L. B l e a s e , a p e r e n n i a l candidate and a 

p e r e n n i a l l o s e r i n South C a r o l i n a a f t e r 1912, s t i l l managed to win 

e l e c t i o n to the Senate i n 1924. His r e c o r d has been summarized by one 

w r i t e r a s " e x h i b i t i o n i s t r a t h e r than d i s t i n g u i s h e d . " T. Harry W i l l i a m s 

d e s c r i b e s Senator Joseph R a n s d e l l of L o u i s i a n a a s "one of the most 

i n e f f e c t i v e members of Congress, p r a c t i c a l l y a c i p h e r i n Washington's 

p o l i t i c a l community." W i l l i a m s r a t e s Arkansas Senator Thaddeus Caraway 

only s l i g h t l y a s a " c o l o r f u l but not p a r t i c u l a r l y a b l e man.""' 

Others, such a s Senator F u r n i f o l d Simmons of North C a r o l i n a and 

Senator Kenneth McKellar of Tennessee were p o l i t i c a l bosses and hacks 

who had come i n t o t h e i r reward. Simmons v i r t u a l l y r e b u i l t the North 

C a r o l i n a Democratic P a r t y a f t e r the P o p u l i s t wars of the 1890s. Using 

the p a r t y a s h i s p e r s o n a l machine, he won f i v e terms i n the Senate 

before being defeated i n 1930. McKellar, never a s competent or as 

e f f e c t i v e a s Simmons, became Senator from Tennessee through the c o u r t e s y 

of E . H. Crump and h i s "Memphis Machine." Capable p o l i t i c i a n s and men 

of some g i f t s , they were by no means ou t s t a n d i n g p o l i t i c a l l e a d e r s . ^ 



4 7 

The Southern C o n g r e s s i o n a l d e l e g a t i o n i n the 1920s l a c k e d i m a g i n a t i v e 

l e a d e r s h i p . They were mediocre men o f f e r i n g s t a l e p r e s c r i p t i o n s f o r a 

s i c k n e s s t h a t a f f l i c t e d the v e r y f i b e r of the Southern economy. No 

person or i s s u e emerged to g a l v a n i z e Southern p o l i t i c s and t u r n i t 

i n new d i r e c t i o n s . U n w i l l i n g , or unable, t o r e c o g n i z e the bankruptcy 

of t h e i r program, the South's n a t i o n a l l e a d e r s h i p could only fumble 

i n e p t l y w i t h the p e r s i s t e n t c r i s i s . 
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