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'f.HE DRirT A~tAY 1-'RJM If...EDIJM~SIZbi) i<'ARMS IN AMERICA, by M • .vlw.son G ... ffney 

Little he..;ded behind .c.ore ~ensii.tional news events, a ri...dic-.1 and 

portentous revolution has quietly been workin~ its way ov«- the American 

farm l~ndsc».pe. :"any a field h&s changed h ... nds these -iii.st decades, r>'I~ 
a-n~J:;::;__~~ ~ -fo~. individual / 

..::lfene e ::ea e,:er-. Although e.i.ch/tral'lsaction has h111.d its own 

t~~tttP~~t rnot1v~t1ons, persistent market force3 have produced for the 

aggregate ~n unmieti...ki-ble t-rend. The n;odium-sized. .Americ.-n farm 

enterprise, whose type ie the 160-acre nomeste .... d, i3 clearly on the 

w.me. ~t is yielding pli..ce to ...i. few farm.a ran_;ing from merely large 

up towards continental th~t nov, hold much of the uood fa.rm land, lii.nd 

many others rangin, from mod.ort.te down to bite-size th"t support most 

of the fj.rmerR ·) 

1''rom 1920 to 1950 the number of' f~rms cont.ining from 10 to 260 

acres dwindled from ~.S million to 4ol million. ~lmost one and. 

half million medium-sized in,iependent farm enterprises di~appekred 

from the American scene. What becatr.e of them'? .llany simply 0 .. ve up 
\ 

the ghof!t )--- the number of American fa.rrr s of all sizes fell in tw, .. t 

~\"c,""'. thirty year in tervw.l 
1\- . . 

(fas to the other h~lf 

by one millio~J(fro.11 6.4 down to 5.4 million}. 
-· _.. -------

million, they hi..ve moved mostly into tne smaller 

brackets by losing land (or been repl .. ced by new f&rms in these smaller 

brackets)o Many of these sm.:».ller f..,rms iii.re nini .... turc indee...1. There 

i3~t=- ~i'~~P., in the tale of the '·eet Vir,.,inib.. ant-;ler 

whose mornin.:; was disturbed by ..1. rn ... n spl"-s.n.inc; ¥.mong the fisi,. Before 

he could re1,1onstrate the m~n shouted: "Don't trJ me no furtherl l'hia 

be the second time toda_y I fell off my farml II J .. _ 
\ , I \ 

- _ ~•~ ynQ1rtl'( 

-~' •• Tfie ldnd yielded up by these dls.ppearinJ enterprises n~s~been ~ 
~ ~ by the la.r.;er farms. The acreage held b) f-.r.ns 1,000 .... cres 

/am& s l!I ect' 
\.___ 



and over increased ~wiftly from 221 million in 1920 to 495 million, 

or 43:~ of the f1o.rr:. ncrenge 1 by 1950. .rhese gi .. nts are only 2 .3,a of 

o-JJ: ..tbe,. farms. A8 they increased t:1eir acreage they .i.lso increased the 

average qu~li ty of t.:1e1r lands~ ~here never w .. s -. time ~,hen one could 

truly S<A.3 th~t the lar~;e spre~ds ,,ere all sagebrus1,, :altho..i_11 mlllnj' of 

ti em we!_..e. 'l1oday it i'.OulJ be less true t.tum ever.) Vt..lues per acre 

of the ll:lnd in farms 1,000 acres e.nd over .cave been risin.; noticeably 

relatlve to V!:ilues in smallor far.".'ls. In several e,stern st11,o.tes v ... lues 

per -.ere in farms 1,000 "'cres ilnd over &.re now a.ctuall_y hi_,ner than 

v~lues in sm11ller :'arms, aal though t111s is not true for the co ..... ntry Q!'! 

a whole. 

Nhat is tne b•ck~round of tr1is st:r•iking trend? Profes~wr c.v. 
once 

Dominguez, art,entine etuden(.; of land policies,/iutll ob3erved th&.t 

(equ~l parti t1ons of the eoil have usu"1lly proved impern:--.nent J In 

the Wbke of lr..nd reforr;is giant farm holdin s 11reconst1 tute therusel ves 

inexorably/ (he wrote.) Thie. does indeed seem to be the nistor:i of the 
-\--vJO \ \ lN2 _\. • 4" \, ' cl ..., 1- ' ~J I. 

} rnw.ny inst.meas --- ~oind it. is remark .. ble .tOV, very !!.any there .ci.,.ve been, 

bot .. recent c;.nJ hls~"ctl)-~- w.uen governments .tu,.ve undert ... ½:en to 

distrlb<-1.te l:;tnd more equb.lly amon 0 those ,·ho operated it. (our 

J-1.merlcw.n experience is perh&.ps anotlH,r inst~nce.) ~\'e had our lttnd 

reform in the 19tn ce:itury. We enter( d the 20t,, with ~ preponder&i.nce 

of m·ediurn-eized f&r:us, tne b.eri tage of equ"li ti.pi:.,.n policies of lt-.ind 

distribution which, while often ho ored in the hrea.011, still set us 

... part from, say, tne long-sufferin•~ i.atins. .11.nd where };'e.ieral 

policies failed our at~te knd loc~l governments often, by ~ccident 

or d. sign, broke up l1i1.rge neo-feudiil-1 or fipecul.ttive holdings tin 

the proc~ss of f1n8ncing public functions and improvement through 

tne property tax, on v.hich tr1ey relied he ... v lly . 



But today the public domwin is gone~ while tho income-:, ielding 

capacity of farm l~nd hae increased enormously, property taxes have 

receded to a minor place in the n•tionQl tax etructur&. In these new 

circur.1stances farm l•nd h.s become ,n attractive investment for t.ne 

well-to-do witb surplus funds s•eking an outlete :rheir spirited bidding 

r,'1.s driven lai.nd pr lees up beyond tne reac11 of m11tn;y em~ll farmers, ... nd 

farm l~nd, like most attractive investments, h~s tenued to become 

concentr'-.ted in .i. few 8trong hands. Thus the middle cl-.s::- fw.rmer• is 

losing numbers, while the giant noldin s 11reconsti tute t.11emselves 

inexorably . " 

Some have interpreted this trend as a move towo1.rd £reate.r 11efficiency." 

(Their relllsoning is '-.~o;ed la-rgely\10) the hi .her outputs per man and 

per maer·.1ne th ... t 11;.re possible when tnese h~ve more good llilnd to ra.n=-e 

over, --- for &.nEi.ly ets of mo~t persuasione agree tti~ t tne lar 6 er flii.rms 

in general use much less labo.l'.' and li"flt.Y,fj. equip.:nent per ·•lritt/<)f 
dollar of 1~nd v~lueo This narrow concept of "er1·101ency" h~s 

satisfied more influential people tn ... n frora its llierits one v.ould 

expect. unf one end of the ideological spectru.m the litr,.,est 1 .. no.hold.ers, 

and on the other the J1ttaricists find it very per•suasi ve to propat,u.te their 

f-.itn in lllgricultur.-.1 giga.nti~m. Its obvious we ... kness is in totlr.lly 
~n~tuu/ 

disreg&rding the goo-:1 land that may be Hstee to liicbieve high outputs 

per man and per m~chine. 

An efficien use of ztll resources would seec-, to C"-11 for sh f tin._: 

intensively to 

f'or la,.;,.ck of o.n 

princln~e of transferr 

l&o.nct b.ise. This follows t_t,e r;ood economlc 

resources from wnere they Iii.re ~bundant to 

tne land-glut ... e<., to _t.t~.., 1.nd-st ... rved. 
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·The smkller farmers, lacking enougn lknd fully to employ 

themselves, or tneir equipment, (or lar!.c,Sr 1 tems of equlpti1ent 

which they might hiii.ve if they h.-.d more j, 1.nd f,~ over which to 

epre•d their use, clearly need additional land more an.:.9 could put 

it to more r>roductive uee than tuose ... lre.i.dy oversutplied.. In 

1940 on f.1rms 1,000 acree ~nd over only 45.; of t1.e l•nd av1i1.il111.ble 

for crops wa~ used for crops .. An efficient use of -.11 resources 

,:ould ~eeni to call for- ehif tinv some lani. from those who have. more 
contriv-e to 

th:,m they c""n/work intensively to those who~e enterprise is cr~niped 

for l&ck of ... n a<lequ..ite land baso & This follo,,s the b .. sic economic 

principle of tr&-neferring resourc9s 1·rom where t.1ey -.re 1oLbund~nt 

to v;here t.t,ey are ecarco, in tu ts inst .. nco from tne 1 ... n,i--._,,1utted to 

the land-st~rved. 



X 

;l'he smaller f-.rmtH•s, liii king enoug._ l•nd full,1 to employ themselves, 

or their equipmont, or la cer item~ of equipr.ient \"mien the.; r..i~t have 
' . 

if they had more lc.nd to clearly need additlonal land more, 
c... t\,t'\tt... ( !r .-\.,l-t), -~- ___ _;, 

.... nd could put it to more pr di.le ti ve useJ than those .. lready so over-
on farms 1,000 acres ~nd over 

supplieu t.nat in 191+0/only 11 . .'.:>'k of the land a.v-.1lable for crops p-,{ 

f1'.na.Ji/ti¢¢¢l•rJrii/l¢i/t!f~f ,n1.s used for crops. 

But the trend in Ameriea h,~a been tho oppoe1 te. 'l'hoso wno have 

been lay in~ field to field are, on the whole, ex.i.c t.,1y those 111 trL 

enou~h and more thnn enough land to complement their lubor ~nd c~pital. 

'l'he _trend has been (further) to aepurate mo3t of. tne fit.rm pi·oprietors 

and improvements from most of the far ... 1:-nd. (It is quite strikin 6 
~ 

how unevenly our farm labor fo.!"Ce is now .:ii s tributed over tho l:.r.nd-) 

V.trious studies b.Y far.11 econon1ists have shown ten .ma twentJ t.i.mes 

more men per dollar of l~nd v~lue on sruall l'arms in suci1 .-.re .... s as tne 
zones 

Ozarks, app~l~chi.ns, iitnJ rr.arc.,irn .. 1/J/.rl>~, in vt ... n and New L.exico 
-rh()n'I r" ~~~, 
~ on/the Votst and fortile farms of Iowa, .fot· mccmple, 

The l~rger farms~ it i's true, have more capital equipment. lt is 

often overlooked th .. t t1iey have leae per dolli-.r of land value. l'he 

1940 Census, l8st to ~ive tnis informatlon, re .. orted th41.t thc.re were 

eixteen times more dollars of buildin~ v~lue per doll~r of l~nl v~l~e 

on farms 3 acres ~nd under th~n on farms 1,000 acres ,nd over {and 

between these extremes the proportion or buildinJ to land value 

became ste-dils less as the fillrms beO"'-llle larger). .1-\S to 1.nplement,s 

and maCL.1lner_y, &. much smkller i Le~1 th.tn b 1ldings, tne contrlil.st ,,ks 

loss marked ~nd regular, but in the same direction. 

new forms of large ~cale lP.~chinery. There ~re ma .. y srna.11 farms Wi!ich 
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could doubtless have benefited a great deal by exp~nding, but these 

ara not on the whole the ones that have exp-.nded. They have tended 

to gro .. smaller, or re replaced with sm .... ller far.ms. The expl,lnding 

farms have in general been thoee ~lready li-.rge enough to achieve ~.ny 

demonstrable) ~avinee 1·rom lar ~e sea.le operation. 

'I1he Census report!§ the number of f a.rme fall 1ng wi tuin various s1 ze 

brackets, as well •. s the tot.tl acreage held by the f1c.rms in each brw.cket. 

Fro~ these figures one C•n compute the aver~ge size of the f~r.ins in e-ch 

br~eket. Compi...rlnt 1920 witn 1950 again, in f,Vi,5//..f.i'fl.1'-/-eac.r1 of the upper 

brackete tho ¥Ver.ge h~s risen toward the top limit of the bracket, while 

in each of 1;he lowest it h•s descendad. (rt is strikin 0 to noto that, 

above 260 acres, the .higr.1er tho br-.cket the swifter the c,1.scent, botn 

absolutely and percentagowise. Below 100 i..cres the 101,er tue bre1.cket 

the swifter ie the fall, percent-gowise J On top of the he ... p the .verage 

size of farms 1,000 acres and over increased from about 3300 up almosv to 

4,100 aeros. At· the bottom the average farm under 3 acr·es fell fro!ll 1., 7 

to 1 .~. ii.Cree e 

This pattern of chan..:;e is hard to reconcile with the ide ... of• mecn­

anical revolution ... ~ the prime mover. If a tecnnologi~al impe.r.1.tive 

determined fa.rm eizes it ,,o~;ld make them clusteir, ono woJ.ld think., about 

some central optimum prescribod b_y operating economies. Tne f' .. ot is 
I 

they are rac1n., away from each other tow-.ra the tv.o extremes, the 1-.r~e 

getting larger and the smllll sni.-.ller e 

(,Vh1tt mig.,:1t expl.1.ln eucll perverse behavior? •he problem m-.s -.risen to 

bemuse soct~l philosophers and confound socially-minded citizens in a~e 

before &ge, and there are those wno bl~o it with destroylng m .... ny r.1v11-

izatlons. Evtdently a prime cause is financial.) Today, KS popul.ition 

h~s increa~ed, as new dem~nds, improved techniques 
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and farm pric• 3upports ha.vc enhanced tne .:.ncome-producing 0111.pacijy 

o.,., farm land, ~s int~rest rates have doclined w.bsolutelJ .nd land tll.xes 

relatively, farxr. land ti tlcs !Jave becon,e a much r11ore .tttra.ctive in­

vestment than~~ were. Pi>~ces of thos titles, vm.ile they 

h'1ve th&ir ;/.~,( do,;ns as well as their ups, have stood in tnis century 

on the v,hole much hit;her th¥n in the l"'-s t. l.d.is !iiO~ns tna t thoss who 

buy hmd witn surplus f'und~(more) "-S lin investment, sn 1nco..ne, a 

hedge ~g~inst infl~tion, a provision for 6randchildren, a vood 

speculation, or wnat you will, have knew ~dv~nt~ge over the im­

pecunious youn~ farmer tryinj to(ro~nd out ~n optim~l oper.t1ng 

unit~ In the(market•s)compstition for l~nd titles today, 6ood nusb~nary 

counts for less, fin.ncial power for more. hnd in the krena of 1·1n.nce, 

r1,ore than any other, 11h1m thflt h«s get.s." A large debt free land­

holding provides-. surplus of funds for addittonal investments, col-
/ 

lateral security for lo~ns, ~nd ,~i/~tli~¢~t soclQl position to 

facilitate advantageoUR ulli~nces. {and so the race for l~nd titles 

boes more ... nd .;!lore to /,"¢~/"tlfi~J those who ..tlr•ead~ hiil.Ve. 

ti 

(or course there ttre other causes j vne mi..,.:. t mention the e~per LOr 

libility of l•r~er landiiolders to secure politic ... l favors sue, .... s 

low L~X asse~~~ents, forgiveness of lelinquent taxes, access to cneap 

X ._ forei/n labor, .. nd t:;ovcrnment price sUpJ:.orte for tn.eir- products. 

,1~v1 ~1,Jl~ ~ - ~ 
'..I .} X (To the)r:.any slncer citizens (~ho) have reisretfully li>.Ccept 'for 

/ akricul ture the econo -1ic p,1ilo!'JOph;, of sc~rcl ty that they oonder .. m 

in other industries the p,eBent trenj ha.sits ~ompensati.ons. To 

look up much of our good l.:..n,.1 underused in l~rge holdint:.3, while 

much tJf/¢-./.f l~bor and capita.l hibern"te(?n lan!i!. too n1trro1.- fully to 

occupy them,) is a moat effective means to hol·l down prod1...ction. It 

i.lso tends to choke of.f' investment opportunities, flood. tne la.bor 
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market and raise the price of necessities. To those who ~Bree with 

'Iawney that "A societ;y i~ rich nhen materi~l oods are cheap and ••• 

hum-.n be1n£;s dear" the trend is not so welcome. 
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