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Wendell Berry

I am here today to give you my thoughts, and [ must
burden you as 1 have burdened myself with the
knowledge that I speak from a local, some might say a
provineial, point of view, When [ try to identily myself
to myself [ realize that, in my most immediatc reasons
and affections, I am less than an American, less than a
Kentuckian, less cven than a Henry Countian, but am a
man involved with and worrying about my family, my
neighbors, and the land that iy duily under my feet. It is
this involvement that defines my citizenship in the larger
cntities. And so I will rermermber, and 1 ask you 1o
remember, that T am not trying to say what is thinkable
everywhere, but rather what it is possible to think on the
westward bank of the lower Kentucky River in the
sumimer of 1998.

Over the last 25 or 30 years I have been making
and remaking different versions of the same argument,
It 1% not “my™ argument, really, but rather is one that I
inherited from a long line of familial, neighborly,
literary, and scientific ancestors. We could call it “the
agrarian argument.” This argument can be summed up in
as many ways as it can be made. One way to sum it up
is to say that we humans can cscape neither our depend-
ence on nature nor our responsibility to nature —-- and
that, precisely because of this condition of dependence
and responsibility, we are also dependent upon and
responsible for human culture,

Food, as T have argued at length, is both a natural
{which Is to say a diving) gifl and a cultural product,
Because we do not live in the Garden of Eden, but must
tse land and water and plants and animals to produce
food, we are at once dependent on and responsible to
what we use. We mmust know both how to use and how
io care for what we use. This knowledge is the basis of
human culture. If we do not know how to adapt our
desires, our methods, and our technology to the nature
of the pluces in which we are working, it we cannot fit
the farming ta the farm or the foreswy 1o the forest, so
as to malke it productive and to keep it so, thal is a cul-
tural failure of the grossest and most dangerous kind.
Poverty and starvation also can be cultural products —
if the culture is wrong.

Though this argument,
i my keeping, has
lengthened and acquired
branches, n its main
assumptions it has stayed

Originally published in

The Natursd Farmer, Fglf {998
{Northera Ovaanie Farmers
Association)

the same. What has changed — and T say this with a
good deal of wonder and with much thankfulness — is
the audicnce. Perhaps the audience will always include
people who arc not listening, or people who think the
agrarian argument is merely an anachronism, a nuisance
10 be waved away, or a form of cnlertainment. But
increasingly the audience also includes peopls who take
this argument seriously, becanse they arc involved in
one or more of the tasks of agrarianism, They arc twrying
to maintain a practical foothold on the earth for them-
selves or their familics or their communities, They are
trying to preserve and develop local land-based
ccomomies. They are trying to prescrve ot restore the
health of local communities and ecosystems and water-
sheds. They are opposing the attempt of the great
corporations to own and contro} all of Creation.

In short, the agratian argument now has a significant
number of friends. As the political and ecological abuses
of the so-called global economy become more notice-
able and more threatening, the agrarian argument is
going (o have more tiiends than it has now. This being
50, maybe the advocate’s task needs to change. Maybe
now, instead of merely propounding (and repeating) the
agrarian argument, the advocate must also oy to see that
this argument does not win friends oo easily. I think,
myself, that this is the case. The tasks of agrarianism
that we have undertaken are not going to be finished for
a long time. To preserve the remnants of agrarian lilc, to
oppose the ubuses of industrial land use and finally
correct them, and to develop the locally adapted
economies and culturcs thal are necessary to our
survival will require many lifetimes of dedicated work.
This work does not need friends with illusions. And so T
would like to speak — in a friendly way, of coursc —
out of my distrust of “movements.”

1 have had with my friend Wes Jackson a number of
useful conversations about the necessity of getting out
of movements — even movements ihat have seemed
necessary and dear to us — when they have lapsed into
sell-righteousness and self-betrayal, as movements seem
almost invariably (o do. People in movements too
readily learn to deny Lo others the rights and privileges
they demand for themselves. They oo easily become
unable to mean their own language, as when a “peace
movement” becomes violent, They often become too
specialized, as if finally they cannot help taking refuge
In the pinhole vision of the institutional intellectuals,
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They almost always fail to be radical enough, dealing
finally in effects rather than causes. Or they deal with
single 1ssucs or single solutions, as if to assure them-
selves that they will not be radical enough,

And so [ must declare my dissatistaction with
mevements to promoic soil conservation or clean water
or clean air or wildermess prescrvation or sustainable
agriculture or community health or the wellare of
children. Worthy as these and other goals may be, they
cannot be achieved alone, They cannot be responsibly
advocated alone. T am dissatsfied with such efforts
hecause they are 10 specialized, they are not compre-
hensive enough, they are not radical enough, they
virtually predict their own failure by implying that we
can remedy or control cffects while leaving the caunses
in place. Ultimately,  thinlk, they wc insincere; they
propose that the trouble is caused by otfter people; they
would like to change policy but not behavior.

The worst danger may be that a movement will
Tose its fanguage cither to its own confusion about
meaning and practice, or 1o preemption by its enemies, |

Abave: Paula Charnlee,

Jromp the series Fligh
Pladns Farm, T996

remember, for example, my naive conlusion al learning
that it was possible for advoeates of organic agriculturc
to look upon the “organic method” as an end in itsclf.
Te me, organic farming was attractive both as a way of
conserying nature and as a strategy of survival for small
farmers, [magine my surprise in discovering that there
could be huge “organic” monocultures. And so I was not
too surprised by the recent attempt of the United States
Department of Agriculture to appropriate the “organic”
label Tor food irradiation, genetic engineering, and other
deseeralions of the corporate food economy. Once we
allow our language w mean anything that anybody
wants it to mean, it becomes impossible (o mean what
we say. When “homemade”™ ceases 0 mean neither more
nor Jess than “made at home,” then it means anything,
which is to say that it means nothing. The same decay i3
at work on words such as “conservation,” “sustainable,”
“sale,” “natural.” “healthtul.” “sanitary,” and “organic.”
The use of such words now requires the most exacting
control of context and the use immediately of
iMustrative examples.

Real organic gardeners and farmers who market
their produce locally are finding that, to o lot of people,
“organic” means something Tike “trustworthy.”” And so,
for & while, it will be nsefnl for us to talk about the
meaning and the economic usefulness of (rust and trust-
worthiness, But we must be carclul. Sooncr or laler,
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Trust Us Global Foods, Inc., will be npon us,
safe, sanifary, natural food irradiation. And then we
must be prepared to raise another standard and move on.

As you see, T have good reasons for declining to
name the movement T think 1 am a part of. T call it The
Nameless Movement for Better Ways of Doing —
which [ hope is oo long and uncute to be used as a
bumper sticker. T know that movements tend to die wilh
their names and slogans, and T believe that this
Nameless Movement needs 10 live on and on, | am ree-
onciled to the likelihood that from ime to time it will
name ilself and have slogans, but T am not going to see
its slogans or call it by any of its names. After this
speech, [ inlend to stop calling it The Namecless
Movement for Belter Ways of Doing, for foar it will
become the NMBWD and acquire a headquarters and a
budget and an inventory of T-shirts covered with
language that in a few years will be mere spelling,

Let us suppose, then, that we have a Nameless
Movement for Better Land Use and that we know we
must try Lo keep it active, responsive, and intelligent for
a tong time. What must we do?

What we must do above all, I think, is try to scc
the problem in its full size and difficulty. If we arc
concerned about land abuse, then we must see that this
18 an economic problem, Every cconomy is, by
definition, a land-using economy. If we are using our
land wrong, then something is wrong with our cconomy.
This is difficult. Tt becomes more difficnlt when we
recognize that, in modern Umes, every one of us is 4
member of the cconomy Lo use the land (and the air, the
water, and other natural gifts) on our behalf. Adequately
supervising those proxies is at present impossible; with-
drawing them is for virtually all of us, as things now
stand, unthinkable.

But il we are concerned about land abuse, we have
begun a profound work of economic criticism, Study of
the history of lund use (and any local history will do)
informs us thut we have had [or 4 long time an economy
that thrives by undermining its own foundations.
Industrialism, which is the name of our ceconomy, and
which is now virtually the only economy of the world,
has been from its beginnings in a state of riot. It is bascd
squarely upon the principle of violence toward every-
thing on which it depends, and it has not mattered
whether the form of industrialism was communist. or
capitalist or whatever; the violence toward nature,
human communities, traditional agriculture, local
cconomies has been constant. The bad news s coming
in, litcrally, from all over the world. Can such an
economy somehow be fixed without being radically
changed? I don’t think it can.

The Captaing of Industry have always counseled the
rest of us to “be realistic.” I.et us, tharafore, be realistic.
Is it realistic to assume that the present economy would

advertising,

‘be just fine if only it would stop poisoning the air and

water, or if only it would stop soil erosion, or if only it
would stop degrading walcrsheds and forest ecosystems,
or il only it would stop seducing children, or if only it
would quit buying politicians, or if only it would give
women and favored minorities an cquitable share of the
Toot? Realism, I think, is a very limited program, burt it
intorms us at lcast thal we should not look for bird eggs
in a euckoo clocl, _

Cr we ¢an show the hopelessness of single-issuc
causes and single-issue movemenis by following a line
of thought such as this: We need a continuous supply of
uncontaminated water, Therefore, we need (among other
things) soil-and-waler-conserving ways ol agriculture
and forestry that arc not dependent on monocullure,
toxic chemicals, or the indifference and violence that
always accompany big-scale indusirial enterprises on the
land. Therefore, we need diversified, small-scale land
cconomics that are dependent on people. Therefore, we
need people wilh the knowledge, skills, motives, and
attitudes required by diversified, small-scale Lland
economies. And all this is clear and comfortable
enough, until we recognize the question we have come
to: Where are the people?

Well, all of us who live in the sullering rural land-
seapes of the United States know that most people are
available to those landscapes only recreationally. We see
them hicycling or boaling or hiking or camping or hunt-
ing or fishing or driving along and looking around. They
do not, in Mary Austin’s phrase, “sommer and winter on
the land ™ They are unacquainted with the land’s human
and natural economies. Though people have not pro-
gressed beyond (he need to eat food and drink waler and
wear clothes and live in houses, most people have pro-
gressed beyond the domeslic arts — the husbandry and
wifery of the world — by which those needful things
are produced and conserved. [n fact, the comparative
few who still practice that necessary husbandry and
wifery often are inclined to apologize for doing so,
having been carcfully (aught in our education systcm
that those arts are degrading and unworthy of people’s
talents. Educated minds, in the modern era, are unlikely
o know anything about food and drink, clothing and
shelter. In mierely taking these things for granted, the
modern educated mind reveals itself also to be as super-
stitious a mind as ever has existed in the world, What
could be more superstiticus than the idea that money
brings [orth food?

I ain nol suggesting, of cowrse, that cvervbody
ought to be a farmer or a forester. Heaven torbid! 1 am
suggesting that most people now are living on the far
side of a broken connection, and that this is potentially
catastrophic. Most people are now fed, clothed, and
shellered from sources, in nature and in the work of
other people, wward which they feel no gratitude and
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exercise no responsibility. There is o ‘;lgﬂlﬁ(..dnf, u1ljan -

constituency, no formidable consumers’ lobby, no
noficeable political ieadership, tor good land use prac-
tices, for good farming and good foresiry, tor restoration
of abused land, or for halting the destruction of land by
so-called “development.”

We are involved now in a profound lailure of
imagination. Most of us cannot imagine the wheat
bevond the bread, or the farmer beyvond the wheat, or
the farm beyond the farmer, or the history (human or
natural or sacred) beyond the farm, Most people cannot
imagine the forest and the forest economy that produced
their houses and Iumiture and paper; or the landscapes,
the streams, and the weather that Gl their pitchers and
bathtubs and swimming pools with watcr. Most people
appear to assume that when they have paid their money
for these things they have entirely met their obligations.
And that is, in fact, the conventional economic assump-
tion, The problem is that it is possible to starve under
the role of the conventional economic assumpiion; some
people are slarving now under the rule of that
gssLmption.

Money does not bring forth food, Neither does the
technolagy of the food system, Food comes from naturc
and tfrom the work of people. It the supply of food is to
be continuous for a long time, then people must work in
harmonry with nature. That means that people must tind
the right answers to a ot of guestions. The same applies
to forestry and the possibility of a continuous supply
of timber.

People grow the food that people eat. People
prodoce the lumber that people use. Peaple care proper-
Iy or improper]y for the forests and the farms that are
the sources of those goods. People are necessarily at
both ends of the process. The economy, always ohsessed
with its need to sell products, ihinks obsessively and
exclusively of the consumer. ¥t mostly takes for granted
or ignores those who do the damaging or the restorative
and preserving work of agriculture and forestry. The
economy pays pooarly for this work, with the unsurpris-
ing result that the work is mostly done poorly, But here
we must ask a very realistic economic question: Can we
alford 1o have this work done poorly? Those of ns who
know something about [and stewardship know that we
cannot afford to pay poorly for it, becausc that means
simply that we will not get it. And we know that we
cannot attord land use without land stewardship.

One way we could describe the task ahead of us is
by saving that we need to enlarge the consciousness and
the conscience of the economy. Our cconomy needs o
know — and care — what it is doing. This is revolution-
ary, of course, if you have a taste for revolution, but it is
also merely a matter of common sense, How could any-
body sericusly object to the possibility that the economy
might eventually come to know what it is doing?

Undoubtedly some people will want to start a move-

U mént o bring this about. They probably will call it the

Movement to Teach the Fconomy What It Is Doing -~
the MTEW!ID. Despiic my very considerable uncasi-
ness, [ will agree to this, but on three conditions.

My first condition is that this movement should
begin by giving up all hope and belief in piecemeal,
ome-shot solutions. The present scientific quest for odor-
less hog manure should give us sufficient proof that the
specialist 1s no longer with us. Even now, after centuries
of reductionist propagunda, the world is still intricate
and vast, as darle as it is light, a place of mystery, where
we cannot do one thing without doing many things, or
put two things together without putting many things
logether. Waler quality, for example, canoot be improved
without improving farming and forestry, but farming and
forestry cannot be improved withouot improving the edu-
cation of consumers — and so on.

The proper business of a haman economy is to make
one whole thing of ourselves and this world. To make
ourselves into a practical wholeness with the land under
our [eel is maybe not aliogether possible (how would we
know?) — but, 4s a goal, it at least carries us beyond
fusbris, beyond the utterly groundless assumption that
we can subdivide our present great failure into a
thousand separate problems that can be fixed by a
thousand task forces of academic and bureancratic
specialists. That program has been given more than a
lair chance to prove iiself, and we ought to know hy
now thal it won’t worlk.

My sccond condition is that the people in this move-
ment (the MTEWILD) should take full responsibility for
themselves as members of the economy. If we are going
to teach the economy what it is doing, then we need to
learn what we are deing. This is going to have to be a
privale movement as well as a public one. If it is unreal-
istic o expeci exploiiive and wastelul industries 1o be
conservers, then obviously we must lead in part the pub-
lic life of complaincrs, petitioners, protesters, advocates
and supporters of stricter regulations and saner policies.
But that is not enough. If it is unrealistic to expect a bad
economy to try to become a good one, then we must go
10 work to build a good economy. It is appropriate that
this duty should fall to us, for good cconomic behavior
is more possible for us than it is for the great corpora-
tions with their miseducated managers and their greedy
and oblivious stockhclders. Because it is possible for us,
we must ory in every way we can io make good econom-
ic sense in our own lives, in our houscholds, and in our
communitics. We must do more for ourselyes and our
neighbors. We must [earn to spend our money with our
friends and not with our enemies, But to do this, it is
necessary to renew local econoimies, and revive the
domestic arts. In seeking to change our economic use of
the world, we are seeking inescapably (o change our
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lives, The outward harmony that we desite berween our
economy and the world depends finally upon an inward
harmony between our own hearts and the creative spirit
that is the life of all creatures, a spirit s near us as our
flesh and yet forever beyond the measures of this obses-
sively measuring age. We can grow good wheat and
make good bread only if we understand that we do not
five by bread alone,

My third condition is that this movernent should
content itself to be poor. We need to find cheap solu-
tions, solutions within the reach of evervbody, and the
availability of a lot of money prevents the discovery of
cheap solutions. The solutions of modern medicine and
muodern agriculture are all stageeringly expensive, and
this is caused in part, und maybe altogether, because of
the availability of huge sums of moncy for medical and
agricultural research.

Too much money, moreover, attracts administrators
and experts as sugar attracts ants - -— look at what is
happening in our universilies. We should not envy rich
movemenis that are erganized and led by an alternative
burcaucracy living on the problenis it is supposed o
.’*101\«"3. WC want 4 movement that is a moveinent because
it is advanced by all its members in their daily lives,

Now, having completed this very formidable list of
the problems and difficulties, fears and feartul hopes
that lie ahead of us, T am relieved to see that I have been

preparing myself all along to end by saying something
cheerful, What [ have been talking about is the
possibility of renewing human respect for this carth and
all the good, vseful, and beautifal things that come [rom
it. [ have made it clear, I hope, that 1 den’t think this
respect can be adequalely enacted or conveyed by
tipping our hats to nature or by representing natural
loveliness in art or by prayers of thanksgiving or by
preserving tracts of wilderness — though I recommend
all those things. The respect [ mean can he given oaly
by using well the world's goods that are given to us.
This good use, which renews respect --- which is the
onty currency, so to speuk, of respect — also renews our
pleasure. The callings and disciplines that I have spoken
of as the domestic arts are stationed all along the way
from the farm to the prepared dinper, from the forest to
the dinner table, [rom stewardship of the land to
hospitality to fricnds and strangers. These arts are as
demanding and gratifying, as instruclive and as pleasing
as the so-called “fine arts.” To learn them, to practice
them, to honor and reward them is, | believe, the work
that is our profoundest calling. Our yeward is that they
will enrich our lives and make us glad.

Above: Paula Chamles,

froat the series High

Blains fann, Adrian,
Trrers, 1594
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The Folly of Trying to

Agrarian Impulse

Thoughts while watching weeds push up through
a shopping center parking lot

Grene Logsdon

In the spring of 1999, [or the first time ever, wban
people with no money Lo gain not only marched and
demonsirated to save Camland, but raised a cool million
dollars to make it happen. Although outside the local
area the event passed without fanfare, it may in retro-
spect come to be hailed as a turning point in this cycle
of history, the first indication that a largely urban society
is beginning to understand that lifc is Impossible wilhout
agriculture. The place was Yellow Springs, Ohio; the
land they kept out of the hands of commercial develop-
ers was Whitehall Farm which lay invitingly right next
to the town limits, in the center of a growing metropoli-
tan area bounded by Dayton, Columbus, Springfield and
Xenia, 1t was prime developmeni land, all in onc,
luscious 94{-acre chunk.

Yellow Springs (population 4,000} is not your
ususl midwestern village. Just getting a MacDonald’s
restaurant in town 20 years ago almost caused a local
civil war, Officials of most rural Ohio villages favor
“growth” — any growth, no questions asked — bowing
in adoration before the myth that growth is always good
for the local cconomy, except (cross yourself) growth in
whorehouses and bars. But in Yellow Springs even the
village leaders were suspicious of turning Whitehall
liarm into another sprawl of houses and business places.
The woman organizing a little army of demonstrators on
the day of the sale reflected the crowd’s mood: “When

we drive outside the town limits, we wunt (o see farm-
Jand, not a jam of strip malls and trash stores and houscs
that all look the same.” Or us another person said and
then vanished in the ctowd: “Look, we're not stupid. We
know that as long as population increases, therc’s going
to be urban sprawl. But why can’t there be places where
people by mutval consent are willing 1o limit family size
and spending to stop growth, If this is a fice country
why can’t we foster a fow no-growth comnumities?”

And so the lines of battle were drawn, onc side
asserting that comimercial growth was a necessary and
unavoidable fact of life, the other that there needed Lo be
places removed from this necessity — especially since
farmland acreage was contiiming to shrink at an alarni-
ing rate. (Ohio loses 77 ueres of farmland cvery day to
other uses.) Money always seltles conflicts about
growth, and since commercial developers usually hold
the high hand in these contests, they win, Yellow
Springs nnderstood that fact and so the people did not
just stand around talking piously and doing nothing
aboul the issue, but gol to work eaming money.

It was a genuine grassroots people-project. There
were some big donations, (rue, but also a lot of small
ones, the money raised dollar by dollar with bake sales,
car washings, local festivals and door-to-door solicila-
tions. Led by local lawyers, government oftice holders,
and professors retircd [rom Antioch College (the heart

Demonslration at Yellowar
Springs early L5495, [hota
by Gene Logsdun,
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of Yellow Springs), plus many just plain angry and [car-
ful citizens, the town established a Land Trust to act as a
legal emtity to buy the farm und place it under conserva-
tion easements in perpetuity. That meant the Tand could
be tesold only for Fanming or open space. It also meant
that the Trust would have to raise encugh money to
cover the difference between what developers would bid
for it at anction and ifs farmland value, so it could be
sold back to farmers at the laiter price.

Few businesspeople or cxpericnead observers of
farm preservation alleinpts thought the “Save The Farm”
coalilion had a ghost of a chance of success. The money
needed seemed an impoessible amount for a town of
4.000; some would rather have the land developed. They
also had to find farmers willing to buy land that would
remain farmland forever, (Most farmers piously lament
developmenta) pressure on their fanms bul when they
retire want to sell it to the highest bidder.)

To make a long story short (4 detailed secount of the
land sale can be read in “Showdown at Yellow Springs,”
by this auther, in LandOwner, Y01, 21, No, 6, April 5,
1999), the people did raise the money. Their lawyers,
who also were buying some of the land to keep tin farm-
land for themselves, simply outhid everyone ¢lsc, The
property sold for $3.2 millien. The Trust had no trouble
finding farmers to buy land under conservation sase-
ments for about $2000 an ucre, with $1.2 million raised
by the Land Trust covering the difference, Large cash
grain farmers and small organic market farmers were
cager to buy in fact, So another myth, the one that Lays
farmers won’t buy land in conservation easements, bit
the dust,

Burt the showdown al Yellow Springs was very much
the exception to the rule, at [cast so far. Whether it
heralds a new atitude about farmland on the part of

Abara:

ey Connilt,
Fane Cownry,
Wisennyin, 1505

hoth urban and nral people remains to be secn. In the
meantime, government 1s pretending (o want to save
farmland by pointing out the evils of urban sprawl.
Although 1o one has stumped more vigorously for farm-
land preservation than T have, there is much in the cur-
renl opposition to urban sprawl that seems to me to be
fruitless or deceitfa]. First of all, how can sociely take
the need for farmland preservation seriously when
landowners ave paid millions of doilars to tuke millions
of acres out of production under the Conservation
Reserve Program? How can pcople seriously believe
those of us who worry about land loss when farmers are
raising huge surpluses that drive down farm prices and
drive [armers out of business?

Ciose investigation reveals that “urban sprawl” is
the same thing that was called “rural development™ 20
vears ago, which wag not rural development but indus-
wial development in rural arcas. Tronically, the same
commercial, governmental and educational offices that
wompeted rural development now want to damn it ag
urban sprawl. An example of this turnabout is the huge
Honda plant that spreads over at least a hundred acres of
prime farmland near Marysville, Ohio. When the
Japanese were throwing “developmental” maney around
like holy water, their sprawling, land-wastetul plant was
hailed and hatlowed by bank, political party, university,
and the Farm Burcau, the mouthpiece of big agribusi-
ness, a5 great “rural development.” A company trying to
do that today 1s acensed of “urban sprawi”

Finding factory jobs for a wrecked rural culture is
not rural development but rural dismantlement. But that
didn't become apparent (o mega-agribusiness until rural
dismantlement began to compete with them, not just
with small family farmers, Then rural dismantlcment
became urban sprawl and had to be contained to
preserve the monopoly that industrial grain and meat
factory investors enjoyed in acquiring more land. It was
all right when mega-farmers could run the bid up on
land beyond the reach of small farmers; it was not all
right for commercial developers and private cilizens
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seeking a homestead in the countiy to btdupldndpﬂces .. Acguir
' o ~ten years of CRP payments will return $56,360.”

beyond the reach of mega-farmers.

But if, with small farmers gone, farmland is 1o be
preserved by blocking off huge chonks of Tand exclu-
sively for industrial food production (as some opponents
of urban sprawl suggest), how iy that farmland prescrva-
tion? I think it’s factory-farm monopoly preservation,
Industrial food conglomerates, aiming to control food
from seed to shelf, don’t want competition in land
acquisition and arc taking advantage of naive advocates
of farmland preservation to gain even more monopoly
powcr. Moreover, they arc themselves “urban sprawl.” In
fact, the cxpansion of large industrial grain operations
and huge animal factories displacing farms and destroy-
ing rural communities appears to me as a kind of “urban
sprawl” that is worse than strip malls and tract housing
development. Huge hog factories, financed by urban
money (even mutual funds) and operated by paid man-
agers and ili-paid immigrant workers, are just more
industrial urban development in the country.

The meetings held to discuss urban sprawl, which
were last winter’s agricuitural college craze, revealed
how divided and hypocritically society stands on the
subject. The group most legitimately opposcd o urban
sprawl {as they werce to “rural development”™) arc family
[armers who want to kecp their land in their familics
forever if they can but fear that commercial development
will bring property tax escalation forcing them fo sell.
Another group, large-scale animal factory operators,
oppose urban sprawl {(other than their ownt of course)
not so much for tax reasons (since they get propetty and
personal property tax breaks not available to small
farmers), but becansc they know newcomers will make
irouble for their stinking facilitics. The third and most
conspicuous opposition group, the ones that I say
agribusiness manipulates for its own cnds, are
ex-urbaniles who have already moved to the country and
now wish to keep other people from doing the same.

Most older farmers, land investors and devclopers
support urban sprawl just as they supported rural devel-
opment, for obvious financial reasons, Farmers want to
be able to sell out at the highest possible price when
they retire, as I have said; developers want to buy land
that is cheaper than property in town; and land specula-
tors, sceling a balance to the nervous jitters of the stock
market, want Lo be [ree to wheel and deal in lund while
raking in “Frecedom To Farm™ and CRP payments.
LandOwner magazine repotted last year that a wealthy
Llinois farm couple stopped by the big Plummer land
auction near Johnson, Kansas, whilc om vacation. On the
spur of the moment they bought a 160-acre tact out of
the cstate for an “investment.” Writes editor Jerry
Carlson: “Their “hobby” is collecting extraordinary
farmland buys. They felt the quarter section they

acquired for 565,000 would be a good investment. Thewr

The debale over urban sprawl scems o exhibit little
realistic thinking on either side. Therc has been no dis-
cussion over slowing population growth, precluding any
rational plans for saving farmland in the long term
unless people are forced to live on algae in tencment
housing and high-rise apartments. There has been no
discussion over the mad, ongoing cxtension of highways
over rich farmland. Little attention has been paid to the
unavoidable fact that growing towns and villages must
extend corporation lines into the countryside because
they don’t have any inner-city space to use more clli-
ciently. There has been no proposal to stop govermment
from acquiring farmiland whenever it pleases tor prisons,
parks, rescarch sites, hazardous and radioactive waste
dumps, airports, or vrlity rights-of-way. Indeed, when
Ohio State received, mostly as a gift, the 1500-acre
Firestone estate ncar Akron two vears aga, it had a
perfect opporfunity to practice what it was trying to
preach at the meetings and scll that land (or lease it
long-term) to young farm familics al a reasonable price.
[nstead, the university sold the property for $12 million
to a big-time developer who plans to subdivide it into
acre and a half lots, what opponents of wban sprawl
consider a “wasteful” use of land.

The best suggestion anyone has come up with so [ar
is [or the state to buy up developmental rights to farms
in cxchange for farm owners agreeing to keep the land
in farming permanently, much like the citizens of Yellow
Springs did. But as farmland preservation advocate and
Ohio state legislator (as well as one of the few bonafide
farmers on the Ohio Task Force for Farmland
Preservation) Gene Kreby pointed out, such legislation
has only limited application: “The math just doesn’t add
up,” he says. At $1700 an acre for developmental rights,
the average nalionwide, even a program with a budget of
$260 million a ycar, as has been suggested for Ohio,
could buy development rights to only “an infinitesimally
small amount of farmland.”

The most concerted cffort by farmland preservation-
ists seems 10 be to stop new homes {rom “sprawling”
into the countryside. I find this unconscionable because
most of this ciforl comes from people who have already
moved to the couniry and wish to stop others from
doing so. More importantly, a significant pumber of
people moving into the country do so to farm on a small
scale, or to raise huge gardens or specially livestock, or
to grow and perpetuate groves of trees. Ofien they com-
mit their small acreages to “wildlife sanctuarics,”
increasing the diversity of wild plants and animals. This
is an extremely beneficial type of “urban sprawi.” In our
county many such homesteads arc acquired and built in
the few remaining raral tree groves, saving them from
the bulldozers of industrial corn farmers gonc berserk.
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Development plans that would “block oif "':ai'b'iféagﬁsl._ .

and reserve them exclusively for industrial farming
would play right into the hands of the giant agribusincss
firms and their drive to monopolize the food business.
Such segregation would also repeat the mistakes that
cities have made. Jane Jacobs, noted writer on city
growth and development, argues in her latest book: that
human peighborhoods should be a little “messy,” that is,
they should avoid society’s hell-bent preoccupation with
segregating humans and human activities into neat,
cveryting-in-its-proper-place kind of development. That
feads to stagnation and decline, she maintains. All you
have to do is drive through Detroit, as I did recently, to
see what she means. Like so muny other large cities that
became domains of monolithic big business, this
metropolis containg widespread arcas that look as if they
had been bombed and the process of cleanup siill in
progress. What remains are decaying hulks of buildings
erceted during the heyday of the auto industry — when
the reigning philosophy was 10 zone sverything into neat
and proper places and use the automobile to move peo-
ple from one neat and proper place to anether.

The suburbs continued the “no mess” policy. A gas
station and repair garage close 1o houses where they
might be particularly useful, like they are in villages?
Heaven forbid. Chickens in the backyard and vegetables
on front lawns? How trashy. Backyard composters 1o
turn food waste, leaves and grass clippings into valuable
fertilizer? Might draw rats, Liltle [actories mingled in
with the homes? Might make a little noise to disturb His
Suburban Highness on Saturday morming — although
with the roar of lawnmowers, who could hear anything
else? Factories — without a neighborhood of active,
m[luential citizens, workers and owners rearby to
cnforee clean operation —— become more and more care-
fess about air quality control until the smokestacks belch
not just on the ghetto people who have to suffer their
proximity, but on the richer people in the suburbs as
well. The rich people move farther away. As condifions
become more inrhuman, and as the cconomic gods
demand yet more consclidation and expansicn of pro-
duction and sales, people tlee nice neighborhoods for
new ones on the {current} edge of the city, and the
whole round of growth and decay repeats itself.
Churches, always the last rool of a community to die,
tell the story. In the last decade over 50 of them have
been abandened in Detroit.

The same “development” now atfects rurul arcas.
Side by side, you can find yesterday’s animal fuctories,
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_now obsolete, with today’s animal factorics on Lheir way
(o obsolescence. The schools and churches stand aban-

doned becausé thé people who can afford to, move

away, hoping 10 escape the stench of huge animal facto-
ries, the cndless sirings of rucks rumbling in and out of
the factories tearing up country roads, Poor people must
stay behind. They work in the animal factories and stay

" poor. The ghetto moves to the country. Empiicd rural

areas and emptied city centers ot industrial exploitalion
slart looking uncannily sintilar,

Iromically, it is urban people who are showing that
this situation can’t last, that the agrarian impulse can't
be repressed. They we the ones moving to the country-
side in unprecedented numbers, at least here in industri-
alized Ohio, to establish new kinds of furms in spite of
and in defiance of the misplaced fervor to stop urban
sprawl. Andrew Stevens, editor of the Anterican Small
Farm magazine, in an April, 1997, editorial urges a posi-
tive attitude toward so-called vrban sprawl: “As farmers,
you should be looking at your new neighbors as friends
and potential customers for your products. Farms that
have flourished in raral/urban fringe arcas have done 5o
largely because they cater to the preferences of ncurby
residents, They tend to be more specialized in producing
high value crops, sell more products directly to con-
sumers, arc smaller and make more efficient use of
resources.”

But urban people are also bringing agrarianism back
to the cities, Developers build subdivisions that look and
function like yesterday’s villages or neighborhoods.
Gardens and home businesses are planned into the land-
scape, as are nearby retail and secvice shops, Some com-
munilies even utter the almost forbidden words, “neigh-
borhood schools,” again. New neighborhood houses of
worship in the ghettoes, small and homble and
unassoming, return in the shadow of the abandoned
cathedral-like churches. A surge of markct gardening
and farmers’ markets vecalls those years not so long ago
when thousands of tiny truck tarms, using horse manure
[or compost in their hotheds and coldframes, supplied
their cities with vegetables and fruits nearly year-round.
The term “urban farming” turns cui not to be an oxy-
moron. Chicago is even encouraging animal husbandry
as part of its urhan farming projects. In the heart of
Cleveland, in the shadow of slgyscrapers, horses plow
garden plots.

I think I hear a faint rustle under the blacktop of
shopping center parking lots, under the abandoned
animai factories of yesterday and those yel to be
abandoned tomorrow. Not only arc the weeds pushing
up through the cracking pavements, making way for the
trees, but the irrepressible agrarian impulse i pushing
through too. As long as hmmans are free to follow their
hearts, there is hope.
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Clear-Cutting the Last Wilderness
Compromising the genomes of our major crops

Wes Jackson

In April of 1997, The Economist carried a story entitled
“The Green Gene Glant,” featuring Monsanto and its
CLQO, Robert Shapiro. This well-known St. Louis
chemical firm annoonced that it was about to spin off its
central source of incoine, the chemical division which
was then vielding ulmost a third of its $9 billion in
annual sales, Mr. Shapiro wanted Lo make Monsante the
“main provider of the agricultural biotechnology the
world will need it it is to feed itself in the future without
despoiling the environment,” The company was already
selling genetically altered soybeans, potatoes and cotton.
Dozens more genciically altered products were in the
works including corn, sugar beeis, and strawberries,
This was no minor cconomic venlure for, as The
Economist reported, “one estimate is that there will be a
world market for genetically altered sceds of 57 billion
in 2005.” Monsanto had already been callcd the
“Microsoft of genetic engineering.” The price per sharc
at the time of the announcement had risen from $14 in
early 1995 to neurly $40. Shapiro and other top man-
agers had “promised to buy a large number of Monsanto
shares with an interest-bearing loan [rom the company.”
This means they conld owe the firm money if things
didn’t pan out,

The faith of Monsanto’s executives is not exactly a
blind faith. Productivity in the recent past has come
largely from improvements in some torm of technology.
Realized possibilitics in irrigation, fertilizer, pesticides,
plant breeding and morc have combined 1o give us low-
priced food for home use and a commedity for cxport to
help offset our balance of payments deficit. Countless
ecological and social costs attend our past successes and
cheap food policy, but they are largely ignored and
discounted, so [ew objected to Monsanto’s plans,

It is worth remembering, however, that several other
ships of promise in the area of crop improvement have
come and gone leaving little of value in their wakes. In
the 1930s great hope rested on the possibilities of poly-
ploidy, a reality far more prevalent in plants than
animals. A polyploid organism has more than the usual
two scis of chromoesomes. Early on there was a wide-
spread belicf that gigantism accompanied multiple sets
of chromosomes. In some carly examples that was the
case, Available at about the same time was a chemical
called colchicine which was discovered to brealk down
the spindle apparatus which pulls the chromosomes to
their opposite poles after they have divided but before

celi divisiom. Wiihout a spindle, without cell division, a
cell would display four sets of chromosomes instead of
two. Giant plants were to become the wave of the future.
The hopes never really materialized theugh the idea
persisted into the 1940s before it quictly subsided.

Radiation genetics, the rage of the *40s and early
"50s, came nexl. Simply stick seeds in a radioactive pile,
causing them to muiate, grow out the seeds and wait [or
a super plant to appcar. That era too subsided, came
back in vogue in the "60s for a while, then subsided
later. 'l explain the reason later.

Quantitative genetics came next and with this trend
came the increased understanding of the quantitalive
gene in the *50s and '60s. This era offered not a techno-
logical fix but a theorelical exercise for modeling the
changes in phenotypes through breeding. The "60s also
brought physiology and the importance of hormonal
conlrol. Each of these emphases added a wrinkle here
and there, bul nothing substantive. Finally, the *80s
ushered in the molecular biology and biotechnology
era — with 4 vengeance. In this climate of Gee-Whiz
genetics the enthusiasm over e possible positive conse-
quences surged, Thus Monsunto’s stock value tripled
from 1995 to 1997,

Some history may be useful here. Onc could argue
that the modern era began in 1944 when Avery,
MaclLeod and McCarty published their results suggest-
ing that DNA and not prolcin was the hereditary
material, Nine years later Watson and Crick elucidated
the molecular structure of DNA, and the world of
biology was destined to change. Over the next 30 years
we grew in understanding the nature of DNA, RNA, the
code and protein synthesis. Public policy was in its
infancy, but with morc research that, too, was destined
to change. A landmark meeting, which featured a physi-
cist who started work as a policy analyst at the Office of
Science and Technelogy Policy and an official from the
Rockefeller Institute, took place in June 1982, These
two invited a fow other people of influence and power to
a conference that summer at Winrock in Arkansas. The
group concluded that the land grant institulionys lagged
behind in basic research and therefore desperately
needed the new knowledge in hiology, Funding was
allocated to this new discipline. Biotech companies of
various sorts began to pop up here and there. A few uni-
versity professors began to guit their jobs for private
firms. University salaries in thesc arcas rose Lo compete.
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Sevenieen years have passed since 1982 and dur bigtech

era is fundamentally different from Watson and Crick’s
world of 1953, But that differeni world in biology is still
fueled more by promises than it is advanced by demon-
stration, It is fair to suggest that this is the way of
progress, The promotional Tanguage is of two types.
“New era in hiclogy™ trumpets one slogan, The other, a
defense elicited when critics challenge biotech as being
potentially harmful, claims this is “nothing new!”

So, what is my complaint? An ¢xamination of the
langnage uscd to justify increasing the scale of the new
technologies reveals a tone of industrial heroism. Heroie
phrases such as “We must feed the world” ring out. The
“we-must-feed-the-world” camp has Nobel Laureate
Norman Borlaug whose award recognized his role in
making what the press called the Green Revolution. Dr.
Borlaug has openly derided various thoughtfol and com-
passionate thinkers who have concluded dillerently
about hunger, its causes, as well as about the approaches
to the problem. These cautionary dissenters, in my vicw,
are erroneously accused of opposing increased crop
vields. This charge is unfair in that the cautionary camp

= gmpty.
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‘mostly argues that the debate should have more o do

with agronomic methods that are safe for farmers, farm
workers, consumers and the need for a healthy habitut.

No one has toiled deeper and longer in the trenches
in this discussion than my long time friend, Friend of
The Land and board member, Angus Wright, Angus’
book The Beath of Ramon Gonzalez delails the world-
views of the two sides. He and many others (such as
Deborah Toler and Peter Rossct of Food First, an organ-
ization in Oakland, California) have detailed and drawn
altention to the social and health problems of Green
Revolulion technologies, and to the documented fact
that these technologies “have lead to declining crop
yields after prolonged use, in addition to damaging the
environment and human health” When biolechnology is
promoted as a way to feed the world it iy supposed to
quiet the protesters and provide a ticense for more tech-
nology of this sort in the name of humanity. The work
of these people illustrates that the battle cry, "We must
feed the world,” ullered in the spirit of technological
hercism, distracts us from more produclive cngagement
with the problem of hunger and the need [or increasing
the food supply sustainably.

Harvard Professor Richard Lewontin, one of
Admerica’s top geneticists, in a letter to me wrote the
ollowing:

All this talk about the billions of people who are
hungry and need to be fed is a deliberate confusion
of the issue becanse it really has nothing to do with
genetically engineered crops. If one looks at what is
actually being done in the genetic engineering of
crops and especially in transgenics, which 1s what
we are talking about, the whole indusiry is not cen-
tered [on] increasing viclds or resisting pests. What
transgenics and other genetically engincered crops
are about is introducing specialty properties and
qualities into crops for industrial purposes. Palm oils
are being put into oil seeds like soybeans and rape-
secd. Monsanto has developed very special varieties
of potatocs for potato chips that give the so-called
“light” peotato chip, and genes are being put into
crops that resist particular chemicals, especially her-
bicides. The number of cases where there is an acti-
al attempt to incredse the productivity of land, lubor
and input resources which would benefit the nuuari-
tion of people around the world are very few indeed.
There is a program to increase methionine in the
protein of beans by introducing a gene from the
Brazil nut, and I suppose one could say that the
introduction of BT gene that gives direct resistance
Lo an insect also would increase prodioction. But
aside from these isolated examples, we arc really
talking about worl that is intended to produce a
commaodity for sate by a pharmaceutical company or
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a seed company and that will not, in fact, increase;.

vields. The real work done for yield, for veduction
in pathogen sensitivity, etc., s still being done by
the narmal procedures ov, at most, by introducing
genes from one variety into another even by
geneiic engineering.

Professor Tewontin also answers the argument that
such genetic wansfer is necessary because the major
crops lack the necessary genetic variation. He writes

It is simply not true (hal there is not sufficient
genetic variation in crops o produce the kinds of
advances in yield and pest resistance (hat are
needed. This is baloney. Virtually nothing is being
done o exploit the immense amount of genetie
varialion present in, for example, local races of cormn
and soybeans that could be used to select all kinds
of propertics of plants (and I believe it is probably
true in rice, too, although [ do not have that infor-
mation directly). The number of varictics in the
world germ banks is now immense, [on] the order of
100,000, and little or nothing is heing done to
screen these accessions for the kinds of genetic
variation that would be required for regular breeding
programs or for intraspecific gene transter.,

This entire business is a casc ol deliberately
misleading by calling attention to world hunger and
then using the techniques which are called for not to
solve the problem of world hunger but to solve the
problem of profit hunger. We need a strong reply
that calls attention to the actual state of transgenics
ay it really is operating now in the world. We are
certain {o be grected by the claim that all kinds of
possibilities might exist with transgenics, bulilis a
lie to say that they are being exploited or [that] any-
one is trying,

Please understand that neither Professor Lewontin
nor T maintain there 1s no role for biotechnology, both
now and in the fulure, to help mect humanity’s require-
ments for food and fiber, Biotechnology can be used to
speed up the evaluation of germ plasm, That is being
done now and represents a great service to the hreeder
who still has to do the traditional testing. Even with all
of this, the biotechnoelogist’s role should be as a member
of a team which includes the plani breeder and varlous
sorts of ceologists. Biotechnologists should not carry the
flag of biotech into the battle to feed humunity for some
very good reasons, Of primary importance is the fact
that alongside all our micro-technological sophistication
there is much naiveté about what we might call the
genome’s ecosysiem. Many molecular geneticists and
molccular breeders actually belicve that all one has o
do is insert 4 gene of choice into some clite genotype of

any of our major crops. They scem unable to learn or
remeimber the hard lessons from cven the recent past,
Bvery conventional biéeder knows that when one insetts
new malierial into a genetic line, that line then must be
tested against the real world. A few years ago, when
corn genelieist and Iowa State University professor
Acrnel Hallauer suggesicd o some molecular breeders
that they test after inscrtion of a new gene, the molecu-
lar breaders asked “Why?" Apparently they forgot or did
nol know of the experience with Texay male-sierile eyto-
plasm and the genetic restorer system developed and
used in the 19508 and 1960s. The Texas male-sterile
cytoplasm carried a gene outside the nucleus rendering
any plant carrying the gene male sterile. Labor to de-
tassel corn plants was greatly reduced, and breeders also
had genes for restoring the fertility when needed. Yet
even with the seductive labor-saving possibilitics, corn
breeders were caulious as they copverted various lincs Lo
carry the Texas cytoplasm. They tested extensively to be
sure they had the same lines, the same hybrids. The
genes that restored fertility were introduced with the
same level of conservatism. After conversion came more
exlensive testing. Well? It ali broke down by 1970! The
famous corn leal blight which took nearly a third of the
American corn crop, was the result — an episode that
should sober any budding gene splicer bent on crop
improvement with little or no testing.

What I have just described is a relatively simple
example. The reality is far more complicated for most
trails. All genes interact to some degree, and the traity
that arc strongly influenced by several genes working
together will stand as a barrier to the genes splicer, Some
traits (such as growth rate) arc affecled by many hor-
mones, including episndal ones that are present fer short
periods of time in low concentrations, When their cxis-
tence 18 known, isolation may begin, but if the gencs arc
from widcly divergent organisins, the new host may reg-
nlate these hormoncs in a way that is completely foreign
to the iraplanted gene. For cxample, the same quantity
of a particular hormone produced during development in
one creature may yield a very different effect in another.

A pene 15 oflen separated into several pieces and
located in widcly scparated places on the chromosome
or even on another chromosome. While this is a tricky
problem to overcome, it is no more tricky thun isolating
the varicus genetic components that regulatc a particular
gene in question. Once a complete gene and all of its
regulators arc isolated, there remains the problem of
precisely incorporating the cnlive assembly into the
genetic material of the recipient orguanisn.

Let us assume that all these barriers have been
overcome. We are now faced with a problem sinilar lo
what frustrated geneticists nearly 40 vears ago, during
the heyday of radiation genetics. The hope was that we
could improve crops and specd up evolotion by
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irradiating the germ plasm and then selecting the desir-.

able products. That gencration of genclicists and plant
breeders soon cenfronted the same problem that trou-
bled the previcus generation of geneticists — who had
believed that bielagical wonders could be pulled from
the progeny of very wide crosses. The problem in ques-
tion: how (o gel rid of all the variation they suddenty
found on their hands, and fow to reoptimize the desir-
cble fraits against such a scrambled genetic
backgrownd. Even when the background of spliced-in
genes is not 5o scrambled the problem of rcoplimization
remains. In other words, even if all the steps arc suc-
cesslul up to the point where the spliced gene and its
regulators from a distant plant family are transferred, n
untold amounl of breeding work remains before the
genetic background is shaken down enough to accom-
modate the newly introduced trait and its regulators.
Breeding programs require patience, persistence,
perseverance, hard worlk, tortuitous choice of germ
plasin, and more. Dramatic yield increases in many of
our major crops over the last 60 yvears, particularly in the

case of corn as Professor Hallauer noles, have come

trom “evolutionary breeding methods, not revelutionary

ones.” From a conventional breeder’s point of view,
what we are seeing and hearing now are $ome more-ot-
less mstant experts telling plant breeders how to conduct
their work.

Worse, we [ind oursefves in an era when the
products of hiotechnology are being forced on us —
the genetically modificd orgamsms the Europeans are
refusing to receive, for example. Proflessor Hallaver™s
worries thus are three-fold, (1} forcing-of-product,

(2) disparaging comments by some biotech pecople about
convenlional breeders who question the efficiency of the
new products at the expense of the conventional brecd-
ing methods, and (3) the naiveté about the need o test,

Back to The Economise arlicle for a moment. The
article states, “So far the vast weight of evidence is that
the products of agricuttural biotechnology are environ-
mentally sound.” This is a “business risk not a scientific
risk” The “genetically doctored seeds are safe.” Thesc
quotes assist in adding point to my advertised topic
“Clear-Cutting the Last Wilderness: Compromising the
senomes of our major crops.” The public in general is
wondering if these genetically altered seeds are safe for
humags or livestock consumption. That’s un understand-
able gquestion but the wrong question for it is u bit like
asking il the trees of a planted monceulture forest arc
saft to make 2 x 4’5 Lor houses.

Monsanto currcnily anticipates that the population
will become increasingly suspicious of the health and
safety of their industrial chemicals. Monsanto's leader-
ship sees the writing on the wall, to speak. They are
turning away from the single molecule approach o the
single gene approach. But have they learned the lesson
of Darwin as they trn to the emplovment of new
biotechnologices? ITave they really embraced the
Darwinian evolutionary ceological worldview? T suspect
that they bave not, They have 29,000 cmployces and on
a visit to Monsanto [ asked two top ranking officialy
about their ecologists. INo response. | pressed by asking
if they had any employed. The question was also met
with silence. We should not be surprised. Monsanto is a
chemical company and biotcchnologists of the modern
stripe emerged enamored of chemistry morce than
biclogy, let alone evelutionary biology. Now, what is the
harm, you may ask, so long as they are good scientists?

The harm from the wholesale employmeni of the
new forms of biotechnology will come in the threat 1o
the very architecture of the genomes of our major crops.
['11 repeat and then U'll cxplain.

Monsanto is backing off from chemicals because of
the public’s worry about poisonous consequences to
people and to ecosystems, especially agro-ecosystems,
We should applaud them for this. What is being more or
less ignored is thai some of the same principles and
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processes that govern an ecosystem, like a forest or a
prairie, also operate with genomes. The genome is a
miniatire ecosystent. The genes within the genome
interact with one another and collcetively interact with
the environment, all the way from the molecular and
cellular level to the ecosystem at large. [n other words,
the architecture of the genome results from the context
of the history of gene-carrying predecessors in times
past. At the level we are talking about the world s
grossly unknown, indeed unknowable. So much is sub-
tle; s0 much is small effect. The multicellular life forms
that have survived to the present feature gene assemblies
with small effects. l.arge-effect genes

represent @ minority.

Commercial outfits like Monsanto are unlikely to be
interested in selling the small-effect genes. It is a hit fike
trving io sefl the life of the soil. There is nothing easy
for sale there, nothing marketable there. [ow could the
myeorrhiza or the soil invertebrates of a forest or prairie
be harvested, packaged, and marketed? A company will
putent and wansler genes they can readily identify and
which will make big differances. Such a company can
do that for a while beeause the “genius of the genomes”
is in their design and can handle the various perturba-
rions that come at them, including genes from fong

Above:

Cheep Conmilf,
Meareh Pakera,
Faoq
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evolutionary distances — for a while! A ﬂ:rcst_;_ia'iﬁ-_"f
handle selective cutting with little change in the archi-
teeture of the forest, The forest can adjust and forest-
hood will prevail. The genome can absorb the shoclk of
an alicn gene even from very unrelaled creatares, such
as a bacterium or a virus. In fact it happens but at a slow
rate. Even so, adapted recombinants must be sorted out
over time, time that | suspect on the average [or cach
irait is roughly proportional to the evolutionary distance
belween the entides and the amount of material being
transicrred. So absorb the shock it will, bur in so doing
the genome must adjust to all incoming tratfic driven
there by the biotechnologisi. T use the word “adjust”
hecanse o genome doesn’t just bounce like a spring. As
that adjustment 1s made, small compromiscs are also
made. If the human js the agent of change, those com-
promises will mostly amount to an increased dependen-
¢y on the agent which induced them, Home Sapiens.

This is not new o humanmty, This is the way we
have intcracted with our domesiic crops beginning with
the first fow cuts of sclection 10,000 years ago. It is the
reason that eventually all our crops and liveslock
became dependent on Homo Sapiens. As the agents of
domestication, we created a dependency for humanity.
Now Hoemo Sapiens, variety corpo-technologicus is
crealing an ever narrower dependency. In such a manner
these corporaie disrupiers of coherent context creafe
problems for which they will sell future bandaid equiva-
lents as solutions to a broader systemic disorder. It is
faster treadmill on top of another treadmill. fn such a
manner capitatism expands its markets. The major threat
to the life forms atfected by some torms of biotechnolo-
gy will not visit us in one vear or tive, hut in 20 and 5{
years. That threat will come from a created dependency
on the need (o keep the weadmill going with an assidu-
ousness cqual or greater o what agriculture has required
of us since its invention cight w ten thousand years ago.

The positioning of most alien genes into & crop’s
genome witl likkely yield only short-term benefits. Dr.
Don Duviclk, Friepd of The Land, a friend of mine, and
former Vice President in charge of Research at Pioneer
Sced Company, has noted that such genes eventually
respond s though “tar has been smeared over them,”
which is to say that cventually the background of the
genome shifts and effectively isolates and inhibils
expression. But in so doing, 1 think it is safe to say that
we are compromising the self-regulating resilience of a
nanc-ecosystem by forcing that system, meaning the
genome, (0 adjust its architecture.

In foreswey, as the value of the products of rees goes
up, more and more of the best trees are cul and the
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~ criteria for selection is drastically changed. I understand

that old-growth redwood is more resilient to decay than
new-growth. But with the old- growth gone, new-growih
redwood will do. At some point conventional ceonomics
dictates that it makes more scnse to clear-cut, that is
abandon discrimination, and take it all, At this point, in
the interest of board feet, the loss of foresthood is com-
plete. The incentive to plant a monoculture of the most
commercially desirable trees increases. The tisheries,
agriculture, anything downsiream in the watershed and
elsewhere are now dislodged to some dogree [rom a
former set of relationshipy. The total ccononiic benelits
ot the tormer ecosystem in the watershed can never be
adequately calculated. Tn a similar manner the economic
benefits of the architecture of the genome can never be
culculated.

From Jamestown on, wrees on this continent have
heen understood as asscts for building homes and other
accommodations for the human enterprise. The ceologl-
cal benetits which ultimately have economic hencfits
have been ignored. It is the still-intact wildness of the
genemes of our major crops and livestock which stand
behind the domestic waits that sustain us.

After the clear-cut of the {orest it is nol uncommon
to see a near-monaculture planted as o replacement.
Timber companies stand to make a lot of money in the
short run on fast-growing trees, but it is during the
ecological unraveling, as we diminish the ecosystem’s
services, that we in one way or another say “Uh-ch!”

With recent developments in biolechnology we are
dealing more aggressively with evolution at the smallest
level on the biological scale. The irony here is acute.
Many evolutionary and conservation biologists under-
stand the need to respect ecological/evolutionary
processes at the forest or prairie ecosystem level, but
they lack adequate appreciation for ecological integrity
al the genome level.

- ] @

There have been other heydays loaded with
promises that went unfulfilled. Our ability to invade and
reorder the genome is rooted in technologies developad
for specilie purposes: to elucidate the nature of the
hereditary material and how it works., We have made
important strides, but still know only to a very small
degree the interaction of DNA with its products and
other components within the cell. Theretore, if biotech-
nology is the flagship commissioned to lead the fleet of
other food producing technologies, we are certain 1o
lose Lhe baitle to sustainably incrcase the food supply
and not just becanse the flagship iy loaded with genes
for industrial oils and light potato chips.

The naiveté of molecular breeders about the need
to test, and test, and test some more after genes are
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introduced will cost more than the company Whln,h '
introduces the genes primariiy because those products
arc being forced on us,

Finally, clear-cutting at the molecular level, the
clear-cutting of the genomes of our major crops malking
them overly dependent on Corpo-fechnologicus, will
force future geneticists 1o study the exits, none of which
are likely to be painless.

There s a better way, a less cxpensive way, a
Darwinian-evoluticnary-ecological way: Natural
Systems Agriculture, which acknowledges that the
cultural and technological realities are one with the
biological, especially in agriculture.

1 could end my examples here but perhaps you are
wondering if biotechnology has a role to play in our
research in Naiural Systcms Agricalture. It does, [f we
can move the genes for perennialism in wild grasses into
the annual crops in that family (for cxample, corn,
wheat, sorghum, and rice), it seems unlikely that the
archilecture of the genome will be much disturbed. In a
certain sense, the grass tamily can be seen as onc big
genetic system. With time, patience, and the breeder’s
repeated testing, after the biotechnologist’s introduction
and using the conventional technicues of the breeder, the
technology can be employed more safely than importing
genes from another family such as the legumes.,
According to my friend Dr. Charlic Sing, a professor in
the Department of Human Genetics at the University of
Michigan, we know “that the human genomc has a very
large amount of genetic material {with} a viral origin.
Estimates arc thal a significant percentage of our
genome is simply integrated viral information.” But that
integration has happencd over millions of years, not
over a decade or a century or cven g millennium, Tam
delighted that we humans are part virus, but I would not
have wanted us to get that way instantly or cven within
a fow hundred years.

liven so, by endorsing biotechnology at this level
are we validating what can easily become a slippery
slope? That is something (o worry about. But all slopes
are not equally steep or evenly greased. This means that
we climb the steps with caution, cyeing the slope, the
polential shipperiness and opportunitics [or safe exit.
This sort of rechnological assessment invites nuinerous
questions: How many people are going to be involved?
At what level of culture? What are the chances of back-
ing out if things go sour? Who makes most of the
money! To what extent is dependency created? And per-
haps the most important question of all: What are the
polential consequences for both ceosystem and human
health? On the other hand, we need to worry aboul a
deeply fundamentalist position of saying “INe” to all
new brands of biotechnology ... for fundamentalism
usually takes over where thought leaves off.
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The New Conquest
Stuart Chase, The Laned, Vol 1, No. 1 (1941)
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save us. There has been ground for that expectation in
the past. For three generations an apparently limitless
wealth of unspoiled soil, water, game and minerals
was spread betore us. We grabbed and used it greedi-
ly, like children at a feast.

Now we know that our resources arc not limitless.
Alfeady we are running short of good soil. We know
now that we must bend our best brains, will and ener-
gv 1o make restitution for the wrong we have done
and to develop our resources anew.

We shall need research men, rechnicians and hus-
bandmen on the land who are as skilled, in their way,
as electricians, power cngincers, surgeons, induscrial
chemists and airplane-makers. We can do wonders if
we put our minds to it. But we can not expect to pro-
dU.CC (e ﬂlinUI new \N()ndcf I—lrld t]:lCﬂ ].El}" Df{:‘, ::Lrld.
count on that to save us.

I think immediately, in this connecrion, of pro-
posals to grow crops in mincral-wacer, withour any
soil ar all. Certain rare crops in time may be produoced
this way, possibly; but it is the extremc of folly to sup-
pose thar without goud soil mankind can survive. No
real scientist advances any such claim. But there is a
general Sunday-supplement attitude that again, with-
out taking thought, we stand facing new frontiers of
exploiration, opencd by the magic of chemistry; and
that, now as in the past, we can surge right on, hell-
to-leather, without taking stock or raking thought.

Natute always comes into the equation at base.
Science eannot save us this reckoning. Science can
help us meet ir, only if it recognizes basic realities, and
the unified order of enduring life,

We are creawures of chis earth, and so are a parc of
all vur praities, mountains, rivers and clouds. Unless
we feel this dependence we may know all the caleulus
and all the Talmud, but have not learned the firse les-
son of living on this earth.

Hugh Hammond Bennett
Jenathan Danicls, The Fand, Vol. 1, No, 1 (1941)

Anson County, North Carolina, where Hugh Benneur
was born, is on the Pee Dee River. Up above the big
powet plants and the huge alaminum works, it is
called the Yadkin River and runs, swift and yellow,
from green mounrains behind the estates of the
Winston-Salem millionaires rhrough big lakes to
make morc power and drain more land than any other
river in Nerth Carolina, Earth has gone off with the
rain. The river is not to blame. Riches grow now
behind the blue windows of textile facrories bestde it
and far away, too, at the end of the long power lines
which run back from it, but riches also went down it
to South Carolina and the sea for decades before it
was harnessed. Rich earth goes down ic sull, not o
come baclk.

Hugh Benncur is geuing on toward 60 now. He
has been a long way off since he was born on the plan-

tation in Anson and went bevond the University of

North Carelina where nobody raughe him what he
needed to know abour the earth. Burt he comaes back.
He came South once as Chief of the $Soll
Conservation Service and stopped on the way at
Shadwell, the hill plantation in Virginia where
Jefterson was born. It is just another worn-down red-
land farm now, with its steeper hills washed bare,
“Let’s get out of here,” Bennetr said. “It turns my
stomach.” He drove home, There he said something




which, also, was the last ihing Tom Wolte, the state’s
great native novelist, wrote.

“There is really no such thing,” he said, “as
returning to the places and people you rcmember
from your youth. You realize that, on this old earth
with its endless changing processes, we are all tran-
sient visitors; and you begin to count your score.

“Even in my time this part of the country has
changed. The old swimming holes I remember have
fallen away to shaliow litde red wmoud-puddles. The
lines of the hills, the entire landscape has changed.
Many a field I remember in virgin woods or thick
gfﬂ.s.‘i h'&lS bt’,t‘.n CUttUﬂCd aut H.Dd. gU.tte(J.. "

From the high road the change does not seem dis-
turbing. The road down from Winston-Salem is not
poverry road, Part of the land within the drainage of
the Yadkin is the richest industrial region in the
South. On that read, which runs down the way the
‘adkin docs, one cxecutive in Reynolds, which has
grown rich processing the product of the land, has an
estate four miles long — a green estate, well tended.
"I'he present looks rich and all the memorties of the
past in the South are somehow poor. It does not seem
that way o Hugh Bennett. New factories do not
replace an old carth, Nothing can do thar quickly. The
rivers here are red, and all America has been going
dewn its rivers with every rain.

Bennett’s hair is getting white now and scant. Bue
he still looks like the Anson farmer, quiet spoken but
ready for laughter. The country boy is still in him.

[Dressed like a man who has lived in the cities, he is
stil] the rall, ungainly native with big hands and big
feer; Red-faced as a farmer, he remembers how rich
the land was and how important it is that the feruilivy
be kept, even i a mechanical age, for farming in the
future. His native hills were never very rich. They had
no productive limestone soil, no grass lands like the
corn belt, only narrow strips of fecund alluvial soil.
From tdewater Maryland even into Mississippi men
cleared morc and more forest as land wore out under
continuous cropping. They tried to save the land but
often they were pushed up the hillsides to feed their
families.

“loday,” Hugh Bennett told me, “about 15 per
cent of this typical lower Piedmont county has been
made valucless for further farming, alchough much of
it is producing titber Neatly seven-tenths of the
ternaining area of arable lund from now on must be
cultivated under modern conservation methods if it is
to be retained as a capital asset.”

Much of the damage has been daone in his own
lifetime. It bappened not so much because the land

was less capable of producing foodstufts as because,
under changing labor conditions, the average farmer
considered it more profitable and sadsfactory o grow
a larger acreage of cotton. It happened when the mills
were rising, in a period in which the state believed —
and believes stll — that it was stirring in progress.
Maybe it was. It was certainly poor in the nineties.
Hugh Bennett can testify to that himself. But what he
remembers makes the poor past a confusing mixrure
of poverty and pleasantness, of more independence
and good sense than cash.

Of course, cvery man docs come home again in
his heart a thousand times. He may go back, also, to
times when he was younyg with av much sentiment as
recollection. And big IHugh Bennett must be under-
stood not merely as scientist but as having rthose qual-
ities of the poer, also, which may turn a scientist with
a faith almost inco a fanatic with a mission.
Nevertheless, looking back acress the damage to the
land in which he participated, he remembers in his
North Carolina vouth inconceivably bad reads in
winter and spring, five- to eight-cent cotton, walking
to school when the mules were oo busy for him 1o
ride, chopping cotton as well as hunting and fishing,
He recollects thac the old folks mlled about crops, the
Democratic party and the Civil War, Now, especially,
he remembers the deep gullies on the Wooten Place
neatby. All the same, he recalls a picture of North
Carolina and the South which is as pleasant as valid.

It is difficuic now, 1r, Bennere told me, o make
people understand the good life in the hard times. It
is hard to give them a conceprion of the vast fascina-
tion of cotton-ginning time or of the delight of corn
shuckings and big August meetings. There were not
many visitors, but those who came attived for leisure-
ly stays at the end of roads fust passable during geod
weather,

“In those times,” he said, “it was not casy for
farmers o borrow moncy. They could get credit for
goods purchased at the store in town but cash was not
to be had. Accordingly, at the end of the year there
were no debis to be paid ar the bank, and gencrally it
was possible for diligent farmers to produce somc-
thing more than enough to pay rheir storc accounts.
Economically speaking, my recollections go back to a
long petiod of definitely low prices and perennially
unpromising outlook on the farms — the decade of
the nineties. ‘I'hat was 2 long lean ten years on Anson
County farms,”

But it was a strange poverty by that which con-
tinucs now, and rich as remembered.




“Qur family — there were nine children — as’

well as some of the neighboring families, managed
during those years to send most of the children to col-
lege, solcly on the proceeds of the plantation. When
my father died, about 23 years ago, no mortgage or
indebtedncss of any kind stood against the place. This
degree of success had come abeout partly because the
‘live-at-home plan of farming had been followed in a
very full sense of the word and partly because it was
not very easy for a farmer to mortgage his land.”

Usually on other tarms as on his father’s place,
he remembered -— there was ample production of
corn, wheat, potatoes, milk, butter, chickens, turkeys,
egrs, hogs, beef, honey and a long list of vegetables for
home needs, with frequent surphuses for sale.
Whatever cotron was grown was largely on the surplus
side of the farm ledger, so that cotton prices did not
entitely govern the economic situation, Cotton was
ginnied and comptessed on the plantation by horse
power, All blacksmithing, horse-shoeing, and iron
work were done in the farm smithy. Other repairs
were made in the carpenter shop. Nails and staples
werce made of scrap iron, even plows, bolts, nuts and
washcrs, The lifc of a farm wagon was practically end-
less. If a part broke or wore out, whether of wood or
iron, it was quickly replaced, usually withour a cent of
expenditure. Homemade fertilizer was liberally used,
he said, a compost of forest liteer, cottonseed and
barnyard refuse, heaped stratum on stracum, with
sometimes a sprinkling of store-bought acid phos-
phate. T'he compost grew after the soructural paern
of a layer cake.

There were home knitted socks of homespun and
hemegrown corton, and cloth woven on the looms of
Aunt Jane, a remarkably versatile ex-slave. The cloth
was dicd bluish with a concoction of copperas and
tulip poplar bark and was of exeraordinary durabiliry,

“Trousers made of it,” Bennert recalled, “became
as stiff as leather when they dried our after you were
caught out in the rain.” (Stiff as the leather they gor
from the local tannery for making and repairing shoes
at home.} .

He remembeted food again, as a man will during
his whole life-time, from the appetite of bovhood:
“Flour, meal and grits were ground at neighborhood
grist mills, and big hominy was made at home by hoil-
ing shclled corn in ashes. Ash hopper Iye was used for
manufacturing an excremely uscful soft soap that had
an excellent edge for cutting dirc. Fragrant hickory-
smoked hams, link sausage, bacon, and hog-jowl
always hung in the smokehouse. Red pepper, sage,
horseradish, and other condiments came from the

home garden, whére grew, also, lavender for the
clorhes chests. Coffer, on occusion, was brewed of
parched okra seed. Sometimes this was sweetencd
with sorghum syrup or brown sugar crystallized lrom
homemade syrup.”

Bennctt interjected in wry-faced honesty, “But a
cup of this particular brew failed racher dismally as a
source of good cheer.”

Not even the memory of okra coffee, however,
troubled his remembering,

“Thus, so recently as a little more than a gencra-
tion ago,” he wld me, “many of the old-time cotton
plancations of North Carolina and neighboring states
were profitably opcrated through a long period of
hard times. The profits were not large, to be sure, but
the mere facr that the cost of farming was becter than
balanced argues well for the system — hat is, if vou
are speaking of people who can feel any almost-lost
nostalgia for travel by horse-and-buggy, kerosenc
lamps, bome-churned buttermilk, persimmon beer,
and sillabub,”

I do not know how many Farmers there are in
Anson County now, or North Carolina cither, who
would regard such homesiclness as something less
than a disease. A good many looking back remember
that those years had not seemed to all men sweet.
They were the years in which the Farmers' Alliance
prew in terms of farmer fury, when men in North
Carolina heard and answered the big-voiced woman
from Kansas who cried that it was time to raise less
corn and more hell. In North Cazolina they kept on
growing more cotton — and tobacco, too — burc they
were angry enough to vote as Populists with the
Republicans against the Democrats. And that was
angry in the South! But light did not come with the
heat,

In Wadeshoro now, there are more than 23 stores
which help feed che farmers, more thar clothe them,
There are as many places to take care of their cars.
Even an undertaker has a flling station as a side line.
The livestock dealer sells autos, (oo, Something has
happened to ourselves as well as our soil. It began, of
course, with the shift from slavety to tenancy and the
emphasis which sharing put on cash. Not all that shar-
ing was between landlord and tenant. In the credir
system it extended to people far away who could only
keep the books of business in moncy and were not
concerned about subsistcnee.

Also, in those years across the whole Seuth the
land answered the world’s increasing demand for cot-
ton. It spread from 15 million acres across 45 million
(now it has fallen back ro 25 million}. More smokers




paid morc cash through the enriched companics for
tobucco. More, but not ennugh, cash went to the
countryman. He spent more in town. Store soap
stunk sweeter than that made in the old black iron
pot. Not even Hugh Bennctcs ingenious father could
have devised a homemade substitute for gasoline, 'The
schools helped the newspapers — cven the farm
papers which ralked “live-at-home™ — teach new
desires. Coca Cola took the place of persimmeon beer,

All that was progress, like the higher taxes which
had to bc paid in cash. But the whole process has
sometimnes mcant spending more in town and having
less at home. And I think the people prefer it even
when it impoverishes them. A girl could save money
making her own clothes, but chain store dresses do
something to her soul that maybe Hugh Bennerr and
I could not understand.

But what Hugh Bennetr tried to make me under-
stand and what he has tried to make Amcrica
understand, I think — is that the good soil does
underlie the good life. And chat good life was his
North Carolina bovhood. It was not merely sound
agricultural economics. It was not merely che farm
leisure during winter and the springtime rush of plow-
ing and seeding. [t was satistying also, or it scemed so,
after fifty vears. Maybe you have to love the land (o
save ir. The ficld hands then sang loudly and cheer-
fully, he said, to a crescendo in July when the season
of culovation closed, o a plaintiveness in Ocrober,
which matched the changing foliage of the trees, Ie
remembered particulatly “laying-by” time on rhe cor-
fon Farms, = We]l carned recess from late ]ul}f to late
August when tenant and landiord found respite from
crops and labor, and the fields were left to sunshine
and rain. It was a timec of hot day and the cool of the
evening. Then were the big mectings where, as he told
me, spiritual affairs mingled indiscriminarely with

neighbarhood gossip and baskets sumpruously laden
with pound cake and fried chicken.

“Tust sittin’ was a form of recteation not 1o be
despised,” he remembered. “Delicate fragrance spread
across the cotton fields. The miracle of countless blos-
soms, changing from natal yellow of forenoon to del-
icate pink with the sctting sun, and finally, to deep
pink of matunty the following morning, was a beau-
dful thing. Lhose who lived by the side of cotron
ficlds had a deep affection for them — the same kind
of fecling rthat makes the rusding of comn a merry
sound to the Towan.”

Beyond summer: “Ocrober morning! Like phan-
tom mountains, cumulus clouds paraded the heavens.
Beneath them throughout cotton land millions ot
acres of fleecy fiber gleamed in aurumn’s warmth.
Corton harvest was on. Every day hundreds of chou-
sands of human machines, long sacks strapped to
shoulders, marched up and down the fields gathering
with their bands the fluffy locks of vegetable fleecc.
On sheets spread by the side of fields, small piles of
silken whiteness grew into conc-shaped hillocks as the
day progressed; they were weighed, recorded and
hauled to the nearest gin.”

Obviously such talk is poetry. Even then, as Dr,
Bennett knows betrer than the rest of us, the soil was
being sold with the cotron. Fle helped the process
along himsclf and in doing so began his education
and, maybe, the cducarion of America. [t was a
strange joke that he did it uying to help earn the
meney to pay for his college which was supposed o
teach him to be a scientist. During the winter of
1896-97, with a colored farm hand named Wau
Gaddy, he cleared abour 30 acres of hill and botrom
land — on whac he called the Rocky Ford tract. It was
all good soil, but some of the hill Jand was oo steep
for caltivation. Also, he had had some share in clear-
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ing a very steep slope near the house of Aunr Jane, the
old weaver of the leather pancs.

By that rime most of the virgin stand of roixed
hardwoods and pine that once covered the Piedmont
region from Virginia to Alubama had been cleared off
and the land brought into cultivation. Maay stands of
second growth pine were being cleared for the reculd-
varion of land that had been abandened mainly as the
result of soil impoverishment by erosion, Farmers all

up and down the country were no more ighorant than
young Hugh Bennett was, But that was pretty igno-

rant. He was less ignorant, years later, when he came
back to look at the old home place. He spoke sadly
abour it

“Tt scemed to me as 1 walked over fields and aban-
doned liclds that werrific changes bad taken place. The
Rocky Tord hillside Wat Gaddy and I had cleared of
virgin timber was pouring its soil into the Pee Dee
draihage systeni. Rambling through the pine woods
near the ‘Jane’ place, | found much land that had heen
teriibly slashed with gullies. There were exposures of
rock in the ficld T had helped clear as a vourh, The




magnificent oaks, hickories and forest pine that once
covered these hills were gone — along with the pro-
ducrive soil and the people. Forest fires had left only a
vestige of Aunt Janc’s house.

"1 found, also, that Gould's Ford Creck, which
had been canaled by convicts of the State Tarm in
1899, had again filled with the debris of erosion. Land

V\-’hCIC onCe I had h(}t‘.d cotton Ell'ld COrly Wwas C(}VCIC(].

with lakes and 2 swampy growth of cattails, rushes and
willows. The most beauriful piece of virgin hardwoods
I had known in my youth — that on the Grace tract
of an adjoining plantation — which had been cleared
about the close of the centary, had been largely
washed to a condition of sterility.

“Nothing could be dene abour it. No one was
interested.”

Well, not quite no one. He was, The North
Carolina story might have ended right there in the
gullies if Bennett had not made an American scory,
too. I think he made it by hammering and harassing,
wotking hard and raising just a litele hell. Even then,
he needed the dust storms of the West to convinee the
senators.

Beyond the University of North Carolina, he
began to get his real learning on a soil survey which he
helped make in Louisa County, Virginia, There he
made the simple lesson of sheet crosion which washed
off the topsoil so gradually that both [armers and agri-
cultural scicntists had not scen the change.

They would not see it even when Bennertt showed
it to them. As late as 1909 the Burean of Soils offi-
cially declared, “The soil is the one indestructible,
immutable asset that the nation possesses. [tis the one
resource that cannot be exhausted, that cannot be
used up.”

“That was written under the dircction of my
chick,” Bennett satd and Bennetr knew i was absolute
foolishness.

“Ten years ago,” Bennett told ne, “not so many as
fitty people in the United States knew what sheet ero-
sion was. T'he average person did not know what you
were talking about when you discussed the subject of
erosion,”

It took a lot of educaling when vou had 1o edu-
cate not only the farmers but the scientists as well.
Meantime, his chiefs sent him off looking at the soil
of this whole hemispherte, from Alaska to eru, while
he kept talking about the condition of the land
beneath their feet. Finally, in 1929, an appropriation
was made by Congress to investigate the cffects of cro-
sion and develop measures for its control. The Soil

Erosion Service was established in 1933, Then there
was the dust storm of May 12, 1934,

“Tt had considerable educational effcer,” Benneu
told me with the gift of understarement which farm-
ers sometimes have in North Carolina as well as
Vermont.

‘I'he next year he was testifying before the Senate
Public Lands Commiteee on Public Bill 46, 74ch
Congress, the first soil conservation act.

“The hearing was dragging a lictle,” Bennete said.
“T cthink some of the scnators were sprinkling a lew
erains of salt on the tail of some of my astronomical
figurcs relating to soil losses by erosion. At any rate, I
recall wishing rather intensely, at the time, that the
dust storm then 1'ep01‘ted on Its way eastward would
arrive. | had followed the progress of the big duster
from its poinc of origin in northeastern New Mexico,
on into the Ohio Valley; and had cvery reason to
belicve it would eventually reach Washington.

“Tt did — in sun-darkening proportions — and at
abour the right time — for the benefit of Public 46.

“When it arrived, while the hearing was srill on,
we took a little rime, off the record, moved from the
great ma]mgany table to the windows of the Senate
Office Building for a look. Fveryihing wenr niccly
thereafter,”

The big Anson County farm boy faughed. T was
not sure in his trivmph whether he was scientist or
evangelist. I do not think it martters. The important
thing is that an army of men set out to 1y to do sonte-
thing to the lands that had been scratched and bearen,
wasted and gullied so long. Some of them came w0
Naorth Carclina and Ansen where Bennere himscll
hacked the old Rocky Ford tract long ago. Much has
already been accomplished, but it is a job that is not
finished and will not be finished soon, even in
Bennetrs own Anson County:

Rain In Kansas

Mrs. Frances V. Stegeman, Kansas,

The Land, Vol. 1, No. 4 (1941)

Following an entire season of excessive moisture when
even the straw and hay stacks and the shocked feed
reeked to high Heaven with must and mold, a super
ten-inch flood followed countless minor deluges of
from four- to five-inch rains. The highways here were
blocked with water. They wete virtually impassable in
places for days afterwards, because of chassis-decp silt
deposits from the farms,




We are two people on this four hundred acre
farm. My husband s in the way of becoming a casu-
alty, since farm help is non-existent. His painfully
constructed terraces and topsoil are swepr away. (I
recall a neighbor just across the road who brooded
upon the gullies that were consuming his farm until
he became unbalanced and blew his head off with a
shotgun.) My husband, who is one of the best farmers
by oldtime standards, is sutely shortening his life in
this struggle. Yot the poor ar sloppy farmers whe do
not, like my husband, disc or harrow following cach
rain have proven this vear kinder to their land and
have saved more soil than be has. With them the
weedy top growth helped hold the soil.

In this country we have lost more topsoll through
heavy rains in preparing land for alfalfa than the crop
could build in many vears. These swept tablelands
make the heart bleed. There is no permancnce here,

—Mts. Prances V. Stepeman, Kansas

White Trash and Fanatics:
An Exchange of Letters
Angus McDonald, The Land, Vol. 1, No, 1 — 1941

Dear Angus:

You suggest that | read what Archibald Macl cish,
Frskine Caldwell, Paul Sears, John Steinbeck and
other literary bigshorts say about eroded land and peo-
ple. Well, T have read some of the books these men
have written and I've scen some of the picrure books
t0o that show woebegone people and big gullies and
ali that. And T wanr to say o you, Angus, that I am
abour fed up with such stull. Here in Oklahoma a lot
of these Crapes of Wrath peoplc are just poor white
trash. They were born that way and nothing the gov-
crnment can do will help them in the long run. A lot
of them got purt off their land because they were too
trifling to take care of ir. I think you government
fanatics and literary people should stop writing and
taking picturcs of erosion, I'm sick of the subject. ...

— Sincerely, Joe

Dear Joe:

‘Theee thoughts in your letter angered me, and
one thought saddened me. I am going o rell you just
what [ think. First, I do not like thar crack against
good writers such as Seats who have done so much to
press the tragic facts about soil misuse out beyond the
ficle rim of technicians and scholars, inte general
knowledge. Second, your sneer at white trash.
Genetically, there is no ground for considering poor

white Southerncrs” or their occasional strays w the

North inferior. Feed them better; give them a chance;
and they will become our “contemporary grandlia-
thers.” {See Fenry A. Wallaces dollar book, The
American  Choice; Chapter 1,
Resources.™)

And now the third thing, which saddened me, 15
that you, Joe, who write for papers with a large farm
following, as well as city people, should ke such a
blind and brutal vicw of soil waste and human waste
in our own state, Oklahoma,

You ate an old-timer in Oklahoma. You know
that in the heginning land was almost free. The early
scetlers didn’t know about conscrving the soil, They
had come from the East where it rained and they did-
o't know those sandy land farms would blow away. So
they plowed up the prairies and in a few ycars the
wind began pushing the sand around.

That was in the West; in central Oklahoma the
farmers didn't know that when they cut the timber off
these blackjack hills the soil would wash off, Nobody
was interested in erosion then. There weren't any pic-
turc books. There wasnt any Soil Conscrvation
Service, and there weren't any Deserts on the March
people. There were a few pioneers but they didn't have
the skill to create a work of art like T'he River and they
couldr’t wiite as well as T.orentz, MacLeish, Sears, or
Caldwell.

One of these ploneers was John Fields, Probably
you knew him. Another was “Bermuda Grass”
Mitchell of Lincoln County; another was Harry
Kelley of Fort Smith and another was J. A, McDonald
of Saltisaw. All of these men made nuisances of them-
selves. T know because | used to ride up and down
those Sequovah Couney hills with my father and peo-
ple would wink and say to me, “I'he old man
Mclonald is a fanatic en soil conservaiion. People are
just about fed up with all his talk about the country’s
going o rack and ruin.”

It was the same way with Harry Kelley. He said to
mc last summer, “In the eatly days people said they
didn’t want to hear any more talk about bermuda
grass. We don’t want to hear any more about sail con-
servation, they said.”

And one man wrote in to John Fields’ paper once
and had his subscription cancelled because he wrote
so much about bermuda grass. But these men didn’t
stop preaching soil conservation ideas. They knew if
the farmers didn’t start practicing solil conservation
they would be ruined. They would lose their farms.
They would become less prosperous. They would
become poor as church mice and their children would

“People and




be called white trash, and would be blamed because
they hadn’t picked out better homes w be born in,

Bur these men did a lot of good even though cro-
sion increased as Oklahoma grew older.

T'he first area to be washed away was the black-
jacks. The fload year of 1908 ruined a lot of farmers.
[ suppose youd call that year a white trash maker, for
a lot of farmers lost their farms. And when they
became renters the landlord said “Raise cash crops.”
So the land suffered and as vime went on wind erosion
increased. A lot of people were blown out in 1901,
1903, and 1911. A lot of people losr their farms. Tt
didn’t rain much those years and some people let their
farms go for taxes or sold out for a song. They becamne
renrcers, sharecroppers, white rrash.

And John Ficlds and Bermuda Grass Mitchell
preached on — said the country was going to the dogs
if somebedy didn't do something. They cried to rouse
all of the people to the menace of crosion. But people
didn' take their advice — not many at least.

The land’s not all washed away vyet, they said. So
the land continued to be mined instead of farmed.

This went on for years and years and more land
became submarginal and meore farmers couldn’t make
a living. I knew some of these people who werc
washed out. T knew a young fellow who lived in the
county where | was raised and to begin with he had 80
acres of the besc hill land in the county. Tom was a
good hard-working man, part-Indian, bur the only
kind of farming he knew was cotton farming and he
ran his rows the long way of the field regardless of
whether they were up or down or on the conrour. He
moved onto this farm just before the World War. I

think it was'in*1916: He had as preuy a livde wife as

you ever saw bur she could pick and chop more cot-

ron rhan most men in the communiry. Yes, Tom and
his wife were hard workers. In crop time they were out
in the ficld by sun-up and lom was one of the first
larmers to ger his corton to the pin.

Well, for a fow years he prospered, He got 30
cents a pound for his cotton and on Sarurday he and
his wife would get inwo the new John Deere wagon, as
is the custom in Oklahoma, and go (o town. Tom was
proud of his wife and she wore pretry dresses and even
had high-heeled shoes. And after the babies started
coming they had one every year. e dressed them
well, wo.

But Tom never did raise anyching much bur cot-
ton. Oh, he had a few acres of corn for his mules and
he had a little hay for his old scrubby cow and he usu-
ally had a little meat in his stmokehouse but ihe main
thing was cotron. And why noe? It was the only waya
farmer could ger any cash motey.

Then the seven lean years came and cotton went
to siz cents and soon Tom was right where he started.
He had saved up a litde money during the far years
but it dide* last long and soon he was borrowing
money at the bank. And after a few vears of low prices,
when sometimes the cotton wouldnt much more than
pay for picking, 'lom had to go down and get a loan
on his farm. He thought times would get better and
he could make a good living again. By this time 'lom
realized he should have taken the advice of men like
my father, but it was 00 late. He had to raise cotton
because the bank wouldn' lend money on any other
Cl'()p‘.

So every year 'lom went down and got money to
live on uncil his crop was made, and in the fall he
often couldn’t pay it back because prices didn’t come
up.

Tom went on like this for en vears, [ guess, and
finally he lost his farm. The bank closed him out. It
got 50 hc C(}llldI'.l.‘t cven pﬂy thc intCIcSt, ﬁJr C\"ﬁt}" j—’t‘a.t
the bank had let him have a little more money until
finally they had let bim have more than the farm was
warth.

Well, finally the bank had pur out so much
money on farms like Tom’s that it couldn’t make any
money either and it had to close it doors. About
1927, 1 think, the bank failed and then the people
who took it over closed Tom onr,

Well, Tom continued co farm the same old farm
as a renter but now there were big gullies down che
slopes and in some places the soil was almost yellow.
Tom didn’t make a5 much corton as he used to. He
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didn't avetage mote than 200 pounds to the acre in
the seed.

So, of course, Tom made less and less money, He
mortgaged everything he had, his cow, his team, his
tools, and even his chickens and the fow picces of fur-
niture,

To make a long story short, Tom finally lost
everything. Creditors came and ook his mules and his
wools and about all he and his wite and kids had left
was the clothes on their bagks, 8o he moved inte town
and got a job on W.RA.

Now there are a lot of people like ‘lom in
Oklahoma and for that matter all over our country.

People began to say, well, m;l_).-'bc we should Uy o
get all the people aroused to the menace of crosion.
Maybe if we'd show some pictures of people who had
been washed or blown our, that would help. And
some literary big-shots wrote books written in such a
way that a person didn't have 1o be an expert to under-
stand them. The hopcful parc of it is that peaple liked
to learn about these conditions. They said, “We are
sorry. We will try to help those people. You cant
blame those children even it their parents arc whire
trash,”

So a Soil Conservation Service was started n
Washington and men were senit out all over the coun-

oy to try to help the people stop the blow and the
wash and give them a fresh stare. Of course, a lot of
these poor people were ignorant and had to be shown,
but the government said they cooperated almost 100
percent, And for the first time almost everybody
became interesred in the land.

A lot of people saw rhat if the land wasnt saved
the country would g6  rack and ruin, as my father
said ewenty veats ago. They knew also that our people
could be improved as well as the land. They knew ic
was a big job and that it would take a long time o
make soil savers out of soil wasters, but they resolved
to do everything they could in any way they could, be
it ever so little. Mavbe they couldnt write a novel, or
a Deserts on the March; maybe they could onky write
bulletins and ariicles abour soil conservation,

I hope in your nexe columa that vou will putin a
sood word for soil conservation. John Ficlds made a
compact with Harry Kelley in 1906 that he would
never publish another issue of the Oklahoma Farm
Journal withour an article devoted to bermuda grass as
a means of erosion control, 1 wonld like to make such
a compact with you.

— Sincerely, Angus McDonald
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[ Kings. Chapter 5~

AND Hiram king of Tyre sent his scrvants unto
Solomon; for he had heard that they had anointed bim
king in the room of his father; for Hiram was ever a
lover of David.

2And Solomon sent to Hiram, saying,

Flhou knowcesl how that David rmy father could not
build an housc unto the name of the LorD his God for
the wars which were aboul him on every side, untif the
Lorn put them under the soles of his feet.

4But now the Lorp my God hath given me rest on
every side, so that there is neither adversary nor evil
occurrent.

5And, behold, I purpose to build an house unto the
name of the LORD my God, as the L.ORD spake unto
David my [ather, saying, Thy son, whom [ will set upon
thy throne in thy room, he shall build an house unto my
name,

Now therefore command thou that they hew me
cedar trees omt of Lebanon; and my scrvants shall be
with thy servants: and unto thee will I give hire for thy
servants according to all that thou shalt appoint: Tor thou
knowest that fhere is not among us any that can skill to
hew timber like unto the Sidonians.

TAnd it came o pass, when Hiram heard the words
of Solomon, that he rejoiced greatly, and said, Blessed
be the LorD this day, which hath given unto David a
wise son over this great pcople.

gAnd Hiram sent to Solomon, saying, I have
considered the things which thou sentest to me for: and
I will do all thy desire concerning timber of cedar, and
concerning timber ol fir,

9My servants shall bring them down from _ebanon
unte the sea: and I will convey them by sea in tloats
unte the place that thou shalt appoint me, and will cause
them to be discharged there, and thou shalt receive
them: and thou shalt accomplish my desire in giving
[vod lfor my housshold.

080 Hiram gave Solomon cedar trees and fir trees
according to all his desire,

1 And Solomon gave Hiram twenty thousand
measures of wheat for food o his household, and twenty
measures of pure oil: thus gave Solomon to Hiram vear
by vear,

12And the 1.0RD gave Solomon wisdom, as he
promised him: and there was peace between Hiram and
Solomon; and they (wo made a league together.

13And king Solomon raised a levy ount of all lsrael;
and the levy way thirty (housand men.

14And he sent them o Lebanon, ten thousand a
moenth by courses: & month they were in Lebanon, and
two months at home; and Adoniram was over the levy.

15And Sclomon had threescore and ten thousand
that bare burdens, and fourscore thousand hewers in the
TOUnLEing,

T6Beside the chiel of Sclomon's officers which were
over the work, three thousand and three hundred, which
ruled over the people that wrought in the worl.

17And the king commanded, and they broughi
great stones, costly stones, add hewed stones, to lay the
foundation of the house,

18And Solomon’s builders and Hiram’s builders

did hew them, and the stonesquarers: so they prepared
timber and stones to build the house.
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Prairie Festival 2000

“The Art of Living in Place” is the theme for the
Prairie Festival 2000 to be held May 26-28, 2000,
Terry Evans, board miember and Land Institute Arts
Associate, is coordinator of the upcoming [estival.
Artists and scholars will address the interrelatedness of
aesthetics, beauty, place, sustainability, and the art of
living in relation to these concepts. There will be per-
formances, presentations, and panel discussions.

The weekend Prairie Festival also features masic,
dancing, guided prairie walks and birdwatching,
children’s activities, and food. It gives the Institute an

Abhaove;

Dreep sea sediment organized nlo
this patterned glage during fring on
Ihis ceramic howt by Joan
Lederman.

opportunity to host visitors while providing entertain-
ment, education, and a social cvent Tor area residents
and visitors alike. Campers are welcome on our grounds
during this event (primitive facilities).

Registralion information will be available in carly
March 2000. Current information can be found in the
events section of our websile al www.landinstitute.org,
For information, e-mail theland @ landinstitute.org or

call (785) 823-3376.

New Website!

www.landinstiinte.org was born this september.
Look here for Organization, Programs, Events, People,
Publications, Giving, and photos. Read about our
Graduate Research lellowships with due date and
application. Find timely information about events —
including Tand Institute speakers in public programs
across the country and our Prairie Festival dates and
program. Gradually we will be tilling in all of the
program arcas and archiving essays, papers and
research reports from The Land Institute, This first
edition will evolve in response o reader conumnents, So
please let us know your reactions: c-mail our collector
of suggestions and webmaster Liz Granberg at
webmaster@{andinstifute. org.

About the Photographers...

In the third 1ssue of this special series on agrarianism,
we again feature the photographs ol [our photograhers
committed to an exploration of the human relationship
to land and landscape; Paula Chamlee, Greg Conniff,
Scott Jost, and Terry Kvans. Please look for Scott
Jost’s new book coming around Thanksgiving, Blacks
Run: An American Stream. [t 1s available at the Center
for American Places, PO. Box 836, Harrisonburg, VA
22801-08306; 540-433-1180; www.amcricanplaces.org.
This hook brings cach of us back to the places we
cherish in owr own home landscapes, with his eloquent
expression in photographs and words about the abuse
and restoration of a stream near his home.
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About the Authors. .. ' Paula V. Smith 1s 4 prolessor of English al

Grinnell College in Grinnell, Towa. She flourishes in the
cnterprise of sending forth rhizomes from central lowa.

Her poems, fiction, and essays have seen publication in

many literary journals.

We are again featuring articles by Wendell Berry,
Donald MeCaig, and Gene Logadon in this third issue
of the special series on agrarianigm,

3l
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The Agrarian Mindg in an industrial Worlie-—The Industrizal Blind
in an Agrarian Wowrld
Presented by The Land [nsiitule, Salina, Kansas, May 28-30, 1999

Saturday, May 29

51 The Urbran Agrarian Mind David Orr
__ 82  An Agrarian's Approach to a Shrinking Domestic Livestack Gene Pogl Maurcy Tellzen
_.. 83 AReading Wendell Berry
___ 84  If Pork Belly Futuras ars Getting You Down, Try Poetry Futures Bill Halm
__ 55  Ecological Design: Integrating the Industrial Society with the Imperative of the Land John Todd
56 Chautaugua: Julia Louisa Lovejoy & John Brown Armitage & Stottlernire
Chautaugua Discussion: with Wandall Berry, Conn Nugent Don Worster, modaerator

Sunday, May 30

___ BU1 Cukan Responses te the Crises of Industrial Agriculture Chris Picone
___ 88Uz Communicating Intelligence: Larger Mind and Common Sense Mancy Jack Todd
___ S5U3 Homesteading Annick Smith
o BL4 Peasant Economy and Minj-indusky Eduardn Casas Diaz
__ 8Ubs This Land Is Your Land—0Or |5 It? Angus Wright
___ 8U8 In Dialague Casas Diaz & Wright
SU7  Praitie Festival Wrap-Up Wes Jacksan
]
@ P@Fp@ﬁu&j M@WM Unlirmitzed
Total number of tapes x $8.00= __ For Ganada, DOUBLE Narme _
__ Full Set{s) x $24.00 shipping amount. For
Subiotal: _ MexicofOverseas, Company Mame
Far Mail Crders within the .S, TRIPLE shipping amount.
add Shipping and Handling: QOrders are sent Air Malil Address
{$1.50 first taps, and are guaranteed far 60 '
$.50 each additicnal tape days. City
$18.00 maxdimurn)
Colorade Residents add 7.46% Sales Tax State ) Zip Code _____
Grand Total:

Phone [ 3

Credit Card: __MC __ VI8A _ Discover

Card # Exp.

Perpetual Motion Unlimited Signaturs . e e
4500 19ih Street, Suite 195
Boulder, GO 80304

Phone: {303} 444-3158
Fax: [303) 444-7077
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- Michael 3. heiners

Pt Michuclis

Tohn C. Widler & Sandra Boi-Miller

Jamay Minor & Sharon Magee-
Miner

Suzanne Meyer bictenelal

Juedith AL BMolling

Willium ¢+ & Faye Monlgomery

Marti Muncy

Anne Morphy

Professor Wayne Nufziger

Nalure Conservancy ol Ilinois

Kurtis & Gladys & Naylor

Frank Neitzert

Karen Nichuls

Wendell T, & Waitstill B. Nickell

Jorge L. & Paticia . Nobo

Adlen Patlier & Elin Woodys

Olivia Parry

Eris Pastoriza & David Goodwin

Don & Susun Meach

T.erow C, Philippi

Kathleen Pierson

Tom PMschka

Michae! Polera

David Pacter

Robert C. & Susanna R, Monroe
Lorier

Danu Price & Jirm Horlburt

Georgs B, Pyle

Willinm Raven

Theresa M, Ripley & Juhn 3,
Loughary

Thomis M, Rundle

Toseph T2, & Nancy F. Sarpent

Robert Allen Schledwitz

Dean M. Schmanke & Sara Noonan

Amily Schomdl

Kash Schriefer
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Thean [ & Goraldine G, Schwire
Charles A, & Toan Sndrmann Shapiro
E. M. Sharpe

Florenee R Sheprrd

Steve & Karen Bess Smith

toel Spector

Yohn W, & MaryAm 8. Spence
Arte Stokstad

Janice 8, & Randatl 1. Stone
Hiancu Slorlage

Marjoric Tu. Streckius

Michael E. Stubbs

Liwiris 1% Studer

Karen Taylor

Gina Temple

Helen b Thompson

Tomy & Mark Thompson

Tean Thulemeyer

Ruth Anma Thurston

Tor. Rowf Tomey

Andre & Rutk Anne Toth

Ray Travars

R Kluus & Gail A Lrenary
Teslic Tottle

Mar Veatch

Dun Ve

Stdmey 7. Weller

Todd A. Wetzel & Karen Andersen
Steva Wlarron

Woendelt & Naurs Wicho-Powsall
Trelbert Wiens

Byron Wiley

Karen K, Wilken

Wallace Wimer

Franklin P & Tean ITowell Witte
Nuoey L. Wygant

Tlisgheth Zall

Jin & Judy Zanardi

Frunk Zem

Randall 1.. Ziglar
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