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ABSTRACT 

Gallaher, Art Jr. 

A RESTUDY OF PLAINVILLE, U.S.A.: Structural Changes in the 

Status Ranking System of a Rural Community. (261 pp. -iii) 

This dissertation is concerned with changes in the status 

ranking system which have accompanied economic changes in a 

small rural community, and more importantly the processes by 

which these changes have occurred through changes in ranking 

criteria. The ranking system chosen for analysis is that 

based on social prestige. 

The community analyzed was Plainville, U.S.A., previously 

studied by another investigator in 1939• The latter study 

demonstrated a relationship between the economic organization 

and the status ranking system of Plainville. This, combined 

with a survey of the literature, resulted in the formulation 

of the hypothesis that changes in economic methods, organ

ization, and values in the rural community are accompanied 

by structural changes in the status ranking system of the 

community. The verification of this hypothesis, and more 

importantly, the way in which the change occurs, formed the 

basis for the present study. The concept of status ranking 

was employed to analyze the processes of change that have 

occurred in the culturally determined criteria for the estab

lishment of differential social ranking in Plainville. 
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There is a statement of problem and field procedures, 

followed by a discussion of change in the physical setting, 

economic structure, religion, and general social organ

ization, The status ranking system is then analyzed to de

termine changes in the ranking criteria and the processes 

that have resulted in these changes. It was found that the 

1954 status ranking system had changed considerably from 

that identified in the 1939 study. Economic changes have 

been accompanied by a new importance assigned to achievement 

of status measured primarily in terms of money and its 

manipulation. This contrasts markedly with the emphasis 

upon ascribed criteria mentioned in the first study. Mention 

is made of several factors associated with the present 

Plainville social status system that indicate the possibility 

of a future crystallization of status differences. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The Problem 

This dissertation is concerned with changes in the 

status ranking system which have accompanied economic changes 

in a small rural community, and more importantly the processes 

by which these changes have occurred through changes in 

ranking criteria. 

The information embodied in this dissertation repre

sents part of the data developed during a larger research 

project concerned with culture change in a small midwestern 

community between 1939 and 1954. The community investigated 

was initially studied by James West (pseud.) during 1939-40, 

and was later reported as Plainville, U. S. A. (West, 1945). 

One of Wes^s central interests was in Plainville*s 

social structure. His analysis of this aspect of Plainville 

society, particularly that pertaining to "social classes," 

provided the basis for the present writer's field work. This 

dissertation is concerned with the social structure of 

Plainville, more especially with that part of the social 

structure that deals with social differentiation. 

All societies classify their component members accord

ing to the roles they play and according to certain ascribed 
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qualities and personal achievements. Ascribed qualities 

are those over which the individual has no immediate con

trol, whereas personal achievements are more dependent 

upon individual accomplishment (see esp. Linton, 1936, and 

Davis, 1949)* The differentiation of a society's members 

according to these criteria results in a ranking of individ

uals for a variety of purposes, and according to the interests 

of the group. For example, different societies may rank 

individuals according to their social prestige, ceremonial 

position, physical strength, or in a number of other ways. 

The ranking system that will be discussed in the 

following pages is the one based on social prestige. Pres

tige is that quality which a person is accorded by others 

when he "does," or "is" or "owns" or "stands for" or is asso

ciated with something which is valued (Cuber and Kenkel, 

1954:5)* The individual derives social prestige through the 

mechanism of criteria, ascribed or achieved, which are cul

turally defined as having social value,. The sum of all per

tinent personal qualities and attributes and the roles he has 

played, produces his status rank in the social prestige sys

tem of the community. This generalized sort of status is 

also referred to as social status (Hoebel, 1949:287). 

Once an individual is assigned to a status rank he 

is expected and permitted to play roles which may in them

selves serve as criteria for future status ranking. For 

example, in a specified situation an individual, through the 



3 

accumulation and proper manipulation of wealth, achieves a 

high status putting him in a position to play certain politi

cal roles, thereby achieving legitimate power and the pres

tige associated with this criterion. Thus, the status rank

ing system exhibits a self-influencing quality in that the 

status rank which the individual occupies places him in a 

position which influences his future status ranking. This 

is one of the differences between "status ranking" and "class 

ranking." The latter is characterized by a degree of rigid

ity not found in the former. "Class" refers to a group, 

"status ranking" to individuals. "Class" connotes definite 

strata, ranked by the society as superior and inferior, the 

members of which conform to a particular way of life and, 

most importantly, are aware that their group is distinctive. 

The concept of status ranking has been used in this 

study to analyze the processes of change that have occurred 

in the culturally determined criteria for the establishment 

of differential social ranking in Plainville. The status 

ranking system of Plainville, as described b3r West 

(1945:116-123) was characterized by six criteria: residence, 

lineage, technology, wealth, morals, and "manners" ("style 

of life"). With modifications, to be discussed later, some 

of these criteria are still considered important in the 

assignment of social status by most Plainvillers. The latter 

derive social prestige on the basis of roles they perform, 

behavior in accordance with certain values, and personal 
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qualities, according to each of the ranking criterion. The 

social prestige derived from various combinations of the cri

teria results in individuals and families being assigned to 

a positional rank, or social status, relative to other indi

viduals in the Community. People occupying different social 

statuses conform to certain expected behavior patterns de

pending upon their relative position in the system of status 

ranking, and these in turn have a prestige value. 

For example, higher status Plainville families are 

identified by farming and business achievement as indicated 

by the accumulation of property. These families and indi

viduals have the reputation for being ambitious and industri

ous. Their farms are larger, more mechanized, and homes are 

more modern. Most often they are beef or dairy specialists. 

These higher status families comprise most of the membership, 

and contribute all of the leaders, in agricultural and social 

organizations. They are expected, and in fact do, take the 

lead in community affairs and religious duties. They attach 

the highest value to education and take the greatest interest 

in the local school. Most of them belong to the Christian, 

Methodist, and Baptist churches, and they ridicule the 

"emotional" goings-on of the Holiness and certain factions 

of the Methodist and Baptist. Their church attendance is 

not necessarily regular, but they are seldom criticized for 

this. High status families devote more time to expensive 

leisure pursuits, such as annual vacations, expensive sporting 
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equipment, trips to the city, etc. However, the most obvious 

of all status differences is that found in the possessions 

of farm and home identified with superior economic position. 

This i3 particularly true of impressive homes, cars, clothing, 

and farm machinery. 

The least respected families, those occupying the lower 

status positions in the community, are those who are least 

energetic and the least successful. It is obvious that 

those with lower status rankings are those who have failed 

to achieve economic success, who have smaller property hold

ings, who do not have the means for obtaining the symbols 

associated with the higher status "style of life." These 

people take little active interest in community, particularly 

school affairs, and few of them participate in local organ

izations. There is little effort on the part of higher status 

families to induce them to participate in such activities. 

Their visiting tends to be more along familial lines. Moral 

criteria are more important in according prestige to these 

people than to higher status families. The latter make an 

effort to conform to certain moral standards whereas lower 

status individuals frequently flout moral traditions and 

criticize higher status families for being too conscious of 

"what people think." Higher status Plainvillers believe that 

their lower status neighbors "should" attend church, "should" 

be industrious, "should" be trying to "better themselves." 
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Lack of industriousness is a frequent criticism of lower 

status families. 

The gradations in Plainville society, then, can best 

be observed in cliques, membership, and leadership in various 

organizations, and possession of obvious status symbols 

associated with economic achievement. 

It is obvious from the above that economic achievement 

is an important underlying factor in the assignment of social 

status in Plainville today. West's discussion (1945:116-128) 

of the status ranking criteria previously mentioned indicated 

that in 1939 there was an obvious economic thread running 

through technology, wealth, and "manners" criteria. However, 

he does not imply that this is the sole determinant of rank 

in Plainville, but indicates that considerable importance 

is attached to status resulting from moral behavior, lineage, 

and residence. The ascription of status ranking on the basis 

of lineage and residence, however, is closely related to the 

other criteria. For example, prairie residence was identified 

primarily, although not altogether, with "modern" technology 

which resulted in greater farm income manipulated to give 

the prairie family a "style of life" markedly different from 

hill neighbors. Most of the people identified as "prairie" 

placed a high positive value upon their use of technology 

and their manipulation of wealth to achieve a desired "style of 

life." In marked contrast to the "prairie style of life,w was 

that of the "hill" people who resided on the "worsts land. 
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These individuals attached little importance to "prairie" 

technology, most of which was not suited to their small 

farms. Their values regarding wealth, "style of life," and 

certain moral criteria, were in opposition to those held by 

prairie families. Most "hill" people attached a high posi

tive value to certain pioneer virtues that not too many 

years previously had been accepted by most of the community. 

These values upheld their subsistence-level livelihood 

based upon patch-work farms, complemented by strong reliance 

upon hunting, fishing, and timbering. Technology, wealth, 

and "style of life," then, contributed to the fact that 

individuals were identified as to "hill" or "prairie" lineage. 

The salient feature of the 1939 Plainville status ranking 

system was that economic symbols underlay some of the status 

determining criteria, and that primary importance was attached 

to the values assigned to the status symbols in each respec

tive group, as evidenced primarily by "style of life," rather 

than to achievement of one set of symbols valued by all the 

community. 

A survey of the literature indicated that the interre

lation of the economic system with the status ranking 

system is not unique to Plainville. For example, Taicott 

Parsons (1949:17^-180), Robin Williams (1952:92), Bennett 

and Tumin (1949:472), and Warner (1949'.294), among others, 

agree that in American society the economic factor of wealth 

and its manipulation contribute importantly to the ascription 
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and achievement of status. There are many studies to indi

cate the status-determining importance assigned to occu

pational roles. Concerned more specifically with rural 

America, Paul Landis (1943:269-, 275), Arthur Raper (1949:309-32), 

Carl Taylor (1942:350-852), T. Lynn Smith (1940:332-333), 

Useem, Tangent, and Useem (1942:331-332), and others, stress 

the importance of economic factors underlying status ranking 

in farm communities. 

In view of the significance accorded economics as one 

of the factors underlying status position, the following 

general hypothesis was formulated: changes in economic methods, 

organization, and values in the rural community are ac

companied by structural changes in the status ranking 

system of the community. The verification of this hypothesis, 

and more importantly, the way in which the change occurs, is 

the basis for the present study of status ranking. 

It should be noted that West described the Plainville 

status ranking system of 1939 as social classes. However, 

the concept status ranking, as employed in this dissertation, 

is not synonymous with "class," and does not connote definite 

strata such as class involves. 

There are several reasons why Plainville is an excellent 

community for testing such an hypothesis. 

(1) It had been previously studied, in 1939-40, by an

other investigator. The first study had established the pri

mary status ranking criteria for that time level. There was 
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an obvious interaction between the economic system and the 

status ranking system of the community, 

(2) At the time of the first study the community was 

characterized by relative homogeneity of occupations; there 

was no large laboring group, and no particular stigma at

tached to renting as opposed to owning land. There were no 

ethnic minorities to complicate an analysis of status rank

ing. Essentially the community was almost wholly dependent 

upon agriculture as an economic base. A basic assumption 

was made that this community had participated in the general 

economic prosperity that characterized American agriculture 

from 1940 to 1950. 

(3) The first report indicated that isolation was be

ginning to break down in Plainville, that the impact of 

government interference at the local level was beginning to 

be felt, and that agricultural technology was becoming in

creasingly more important. 

(4) Government programming in 1939 and 1940 was focused 

on shifting agricultural emphasis from subsistence to cash. 

Involved in the latter was an attempt to stress new means of 

production capable of deriving greater cash income than had 

been received prior to 1939. The first report criticized 

government innovating agencies for working through the pro

gressive farmers in the county and neglecting those that 

needed assistance the most. 
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The real problem of the present study has been to 

observe the entire community as it functions today and to 

show what economic influences are activating changes in the 

status ranking system of Plainville, and to attempt to dis

cover how these changes are shaping a system of status rank

ing different in important respects from that of fifteen 

years ago. A general presentation of change in Plainville 

is included in chapters on the physical setting, economy of 

Plainville, religion, and general social organization. These 

are followed by an analysis of the status ranking system 

at Plainville, and a final chapter devoted to conclusions. 

Field Procedure 

The author and his wife resided in the village of 

Plainville from August 1954 to August 1955• During this 

period the investigator devoted full time to field work with 

his wife assisting intermittently. Most of the latter*s 

time was occupied with teaching a one-room "country" school, 

situated about eleven miles south of Plainville, in an ad

joining county. Most Plainvillers were aware that the re

search was being done to fulfill the requirements for a Ph.D. 

degree at the University of Arizona. Unfortunately, there 

were some who were never convinced of the author's motives. 

The primary research methods consisted of analysis of docu

mentary data, participation and observation, and interviews 

with informants and casual acquaintances. 



Available documentary sources consisted of two his

tories of the county, one published in 1889, the other 

published locally in 1907, the original study by West, and 

an autobiography written by a minister who formerly resided 

in a nearby village* In addition, there is a weekly county 

newspaper, published locally since 1885, file of which was 

made available to the author. A clipping file was maintained 

for two metropolitan dailies which are subscribed to by com

munity residents. A file was also maintained for agricultural 

pamphlets, news releases by farm organizations, etc., appear

ing during the period of research. Personnel of various 

county offices were interviewed, and particularly valuable 

interviews and data were received from the county welfare 

director and county superintendent of schools. The superin

tendent of Plainville schools also provided school records. 

The county extension agent submitted to many hours of inter

views and made records available, the most important of which 

were annual narrative reports covering each year since the 

county has had a full-time extension agent. Interviews with, 

and data provided by, the "native-born" supervisor of the 

federal Farmers Home Administration were especially valuable. 

State and county Agricultural Stabilization Conservation 

personnel made some records available and provided pertinent 

interview materials. County and state officials consulted 

were generally cooperative, and all or part of the records 

in the various organizations were provided for analysis. 
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Many individuals in the community made personal papers avail

able to the investigator, and he was permitted to read diary 

accounts, some of which amounted to life histories,. 

As nearly as possible, the investigator and his wife 

became functioning members of the community. The role of 

research student for the researcher, aid school teacher for 

his wife, were generally accepted by most people. Identity 

was maintained with the Christian Church, but revivals and 

occasional services were attended in the other churches. The 

researcher became a participating member of the local busi

nessmen^ organization, participated in occasional PTA and 

county education meetings, served as assistant scout master, 

played basketball with the local "town team," served on the 

committee for the Plainville "march of dimes" carnival, and 

took part in numerous other community functions throughout 

the year. Neither the investigator nor his wife participated 

in any controversial issues during the research project. 

Observations were made at sports events, political meetings, 

church and social gatherings, extension functions, and of 

various other special and everyday community activities. 

The primary body of data was derived from formal and 

informal interviews. During the course of field work the 

researcher and his wife met probably half the people in the 

community. Information was recorded from 154 individuals 

representing 105 nuclear families. There were fifteen "na

tive Plainville" informants, actually heads of households, 
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from whom the major part of the data were obtained. These 

individuals were selected on the basis of age, occupation 

(if retired, former occupation), religion, and general social 

position in the community. The following table records the 

heads of households by age and occupation. Actually, in 

six of the informant situations the woman of the family con

tributed just as much information as did her husband. Con

sidered in this manner, twenty-one informants were utilized: 

seven women and fourteen men. 

TABLE I: PLAINVILLE INFORMANTS BY AGE AND OCCUPATION 

Inf ormant Age Occupation 

1 7S Business 
2 72 Hill fkrmer 
3 71 Business 
4 69 Hill farmerTs widow 
5 65* Business - Farmer 
6 52* Laborer 
7 50 Laborer (subsist, level) 
g 49 Laborer - Cattleman 
9 4S* Rentier 
10 44 Business 
11 40 Dairyman 
12 3^ Business 
13 37* Dairyman 
14 34* Cattleman - Gen. Farmer 
15 30* Cattleman - Business 

* Indicates that majority of the interviews were in the 
presence of both husband and wife, both contributing equally 
to interview; also, researchers wife present. 

Religious affiliation of the informants is as follows: 

three Christian, although one is inactive; three Baptist, 

two of whom are inactive; four Methodist; two Holiness; and 

three do not profess membership in any church group. One of 
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the latter, if he had to make a choice, would choose the 

Christian, one is from a Holiness background, and the third 

has never attended church, and declined to express a prefer

ence for any congregation. Holiness informants were the most 

difficult of any of the congregations to contact. 

Three of the informants were retired on pensions. Five 

of them are definitely classified as extremely high status 

by most of the community, and four are definitely categorized 

as extremely low status. Lower status informants were the 

most difficult to contact. 

Interviews with all informants were directed and non-

directed. It is believed that the best data were developed 

through social visiting relationships in which the researcher 

and his wife visited with a family. Such visits were nor

mally informal, but informants were aware of the research 

interests and the latter topic normally dominated the conver

sation. Some of the first individuals contacted advised 

against notetaking in the presence of the informant, and 

throughout the year of research occasional negative references 

were heard regarding the note-taking activities of the first 

investigator. With few exceptions, notes were not taken in 

the presence of the informant. One obvious exception had to 

do with the recording of figures developed during interviews. 

However, even in this situation some informants objected to 

certain types of information, particularly financial data, 

being recorded. Two informants did not object to the record

ing of notes during the interview, although both expressed 
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the opinion that it made them "nervous." 

In interviews where notes were not spot recorded, the 

author attempted to commit the structure of the interview 

outline to memory ahead of time, and then direct the inter

view along desired lines. There was an attempt to limit non-

recorded interviews to not more than two hours. Immediately 

upon leaving an informant notes were outlined in long hand 

as nearly as possible in the same order in which they had 

been developed during the interview. At the earliest possi

ble time, usually within a few hours, notes were typed. One 

exception applies to this schedule; during the last month of 

field work notes were transcribed in great detail in long 

hand, but were not typed until returning to the University of 

Arizona. Most of the final month in the field was devoted 

to checking out information, and time did not permit typing. 

Three copies of typed notes were filed under the headings of 

chronology, culture category, and informant. A fourth copy 

was mailed to Dr. Spicer, director of the research project. 

Accuracy was attempted by cross-checking and re-checking in

formants. In all interview situations in which the author*s 

wife participated, she served to check the data ultimately 

recorded. Informant disagreement with findings in the first 

report were checked as closely as possible to determine if 

the criticisms were justified. 

A large body of pertinent information was obtained 

from ex-residents of Plainville, contacted either in the 
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community or away from the village. In some instances, in

formation desired from individuals known to be antagonistic 

toward the restudy was obtained for the researcher by certain 

informants. Informants were also interviewed to check the 

role of the investigator at particular periods throughout 

the field study. Business men in surrounding counties were 

contacted to determine attitudes regarding Woodland County 

customers. The only former Woodland County extension agent 

available was interviewed, and several state officials, 

particularly those working in agricultural programs, were 

contacted. James West (pseud.), author of the first report, 

spent a few days in the community during the closing weeks 

of the research, affording the researcher opportunity to 

make his acquaintance and to discuss mutual problems. 

Interviews with teachers and the school superintendent, 

and observations made by the latter, contributed greatly to 

the data on school-age children. Some information was ob

tained from this age group through conversations conducted 

at teenage loafing spots, sports activities, etc. Three 

series of themes were obtained from junior and senior English 

classes in the Plainville highschoolo Theme topics discussed 

were "What I hope my future occupation will be, and why," 

"Community changes since my grandfathers time," and "Super

stitions that I know." 

A particularly valuable body of data was compiled on 

individual visiting patterns, including over four-hundred 
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individuals throughout the community. This was accomplished 

by cross-filing every Plainville visit tint was recorded in 

the extensive Plainville column of the weekly Discovery 

Beacon. Visits that became known to the researcher, either 

through interview or observation, were also recorded. 

Accessory data, such as reason for visit, kinship affilia

tion, etc., were recorded when available. The body of in

formation pertaining to visiting patterns was checked with 

certain informants who, near the end of the study, had ex

hibited excellent lines of communication throughout the 

community. 

One valuable body of data was destroyed a few months 

prior to the beginning of the field work. This constituted 

the complete records covering participants and activities 

of federal agricultural programs in the county. Federal 

regulations passed shortly before the field work began de

creed that only a two year file need be maintained, and the 

local office complied by destroying a large volume of data 

covering more than twenty years. Some of the data, on the 

county level, not individuals, were obtained through a la

borious search of related records on file in the state 

Agricultural Stabilization Conservation organization's office. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE SETTING 

Plainville is a small agricultural community situated 

in Woodland County. The latter lies within a midwestern 

state, in a region categorized by rural sociologists as a 

"general and self-sufficing" farm area. 

Physical Environment 

The minimum and maximum elevations of Woodland County 

are 800 and 1200 feet above sea level. The topography is 

characterized by a predominance of rough, hilly terrain, 

covered rather profusely with oak and hickory timber. There 

are two major streams in the county, one of which is rela

tively unimportant because of its location along the extreme 

eastern boundary. The other, the Apple River, follows a 

meandering course through the hills, rather uncertainly 

dividing the county into two parts. Along primary and secon

dary streams are found occasional bottom fields of varying 

size but of maximum fertility. Away from the streams, lying 

between the north-south ridges of hills, there are three rela

tively level prairies, each sharply contrasting with the 

irregular outlines of surrounding brush and timber. The 

larger of the three prairies, extending in a north-south 

direction for some twenty miles, and in an east-west direction 
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for about five miles, is called the "twenty-five mile," or 

Plainville Prairie, The village of Plainville is situated 

on the eastern edge of the latter. 

The best soils in the county are the thick alluvial 

deposits found on bottom fields. The next best productive 

land is found on the prairie, although here the top soil is 

relatively shallow, averaging from four to eight inches in 

deptho The least productive soils are the rocky hill lands, 

where the depth of top soils probably averages less than 

four inches. The following major soil types, with total 

percentages of county land for each, are found locally: 

TABLE II: WOODLAND COUNTY SOIL TYPES 
Type Percent of County Land 

Crawford Gravelly (red limestone land) 8.30% 
Huntington Silt (bottom land) 6.23 
Cherokee (prairie land) 20.07 
Clarksville Gravelly (hill land) 49.83 
Clarksville Stony Loam (rough timber land) 3.81 
Lebanon Silt (post oak flat land) 11.76 

(SOURCE: Woodland County Extension Agent's Annual Report,1954) 

The following table indicates precipitation during normal 

years. The county average is normally 40 to 44 inches. 

TABLE III: WOODLAND COUNTY PRECIPITATION BY QUARTERS 
Quarter Inches 

March-April-May 12-13 
June-July-August 12-13 
September-October-November 11-12 
December-January-February 5- 6 

(SOURCE: Agricultural Atlas of (state), 1955) 



20 

Woodland County water resources are such that yields of 150-

600 gallons per minute of fresh water can be obtained at 

varying depths up to 1,000 feet (Agricultural Atlas of (state), 

1955)* Greater quantities are available at greater depths. 

Until recently water for human consumption could be obtained 

by digging, or drilling, relatively shallow wells. Good pro

ducers from twenty to fifty feet were not uncommon, and a 

"water witch" commented that in the "old days" it was just 

a question of "where a man wanted to sink his well." Stock 

could normally be watered from springs, running creeks, or 

natural ponds, with certain of these noted for never having 

been dry. However, surface water has been, for several years, 

gradually diminishing. Since 1939 a standard practice of 

federal conservation programs has been the building of earthen 

dams and reservoirs, primarily for livestock water, and more 

recently, for the encouragement of rotation grazing and 

better grassland management as .a means of protecting established 

vegetative cover. During the period of field work Woodland 

County was undergoing its third successive year of rather 

severe drought, complicated by excessively hot summer months. 

This resulted in many shallow wells going dry, dependable 

springs disappeared for the first time in history, and sever

al "branches" stopped running. There was a critical shortage 

of water. Unfortunate farmers had to haul stock water from 

available sources, some neighbors found it necessary to 

"borrow" water for household purposes, and several families 



with modern plumbing conveniences were forced to "revert" to 

their abandoned outdoor facilities. Many farmers and towns

people drilled "deep wells," i. e., from 250-500 feet.* With 

the appearance of deep wells in the village area many shallow-

well owners became apprehensive that the deeper wells of 

neighbors would "drain off" their meagre water supply, 

Plainvillers recognize four seasons, spring, summer, 

fall, and winter. The growing season, normally about 175 

days, begins with the last killing freeze, around April 5-20, 

and continues to the first killing freeze, around October 

15-20. The following minimum-maximum mean temperatures 

normally prevail for the months indicated. 

Month 
. , : 

Temperature 

January Minimum 22-24°E. Maximum 42-44°F. 
July Minimum 67 Maximum 91-92 

(SOURCE: Agricultural Atlas of (state), 1955). 

Temperature extremes may run as high as 115°E. during July 

and August, and drop to several degrees below zero during 

January or February. 

Woodland County mineral resources, none of which are 

presently produced in commercial quantity, are confined 

* A determining factor in the decision of a few to 
drill deep wells appeared to be the possibility that exist
ing wells would not supply their modern plumbing facilities. 
One "water witch" told the researcher that so many "town" 
houses were now'!modern" that he had difficulty "witching" 
because septic-tank lines fouled his calculations. 
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primarily to barite, with some lead and zinc (Agricultural 

Atlas of State, 1955)* i'here is the possibility that bar-

ite could be mined commercially. Many older people expressed 

the conviction that "with all these rocks we*re bound to 

have u-ranium." 

Despite the fact that over half of the county is covered 

by medium to heavy timber and underbrush, only a small part 

of the total county income is derived from the sale of timber. 

Few of the bottom-land hardwoods, primarily walnut, remain 

in the county, and the different varieties of oak and hick

ory are of poor quality. Nevertheless, some of the latter 

are processed into rough siding at local sawmills. There 

are several varieties of wild berries, some wild fruits, per

simmons, and pawpaws, none of which figure significantly in 

local diets. 

Many primary and secondary streams contain edible varie

ties of fish. These streams serve as an outlet for local 

sportsmen and as an important source of food for a few fami

lies. Coon, fox, wolves, skunk, oppossum, rabbit, squirrel, 

and deer are found locally. However, few families rely to 

any great extent upon wild game as a source of everyday food. 

Coon is eaten by a few people, but by and large it is, along 

with the fox, principally game for hound hunters. Wolves 

are trapped for bounty, but only two individuals spend any 

amount of time in this pursuit. Skunk and oppossum were 

formerly hunted for pelts, but at the present "it ainTt 



worth, the trouble to skin one." Rabbits and squirrels are 

hunted for dog and rifle sport, and many people enjoy 

squirrel as an occasional food. Rabbits were formerly con

sumed but now the risk of contracting infectious diseases is 

considered so great that few families will eat them. Thanks 

to the efforts of the state game commission, deer are be

coming more plentiful in Woodland and adjoining counties. 

Specified areas are opened for a brief deer-hunting season 

each fall, and many Plainville males, and some females, par

ticipate. There are a few families who kill deer, and other 

animals, out of season in order to supplement their food 

supply. If the game is utilized for food most Plainvillers 

consider illegal hunting justified, and firmly believe that 

existing state laws are an imposition. However, if someone 

wantonly kills wild-life, just for the sport of it, he is 

condemned by most of the community. 

Settlement 

The early settlement of Woodland County was character

ized by two different "waves" of migrants out of eastern 

states (West, 1945*-4). The first of these, primarily from 

the hills of Kentucky and Tennessee, began arriving sometime 

around 1830. The county was surveyed in I838, and by October 

of the same year official land entries had begun to be re

corded. In 1S45 the county seat was platted and the county 

was officially recognized by the state. 
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The first settlers were frontiersmen and prospective 

farmers, both of whom preferred to divide their subsistence 

activities between hunting, gathering, and such minor agri

cultural activities as growing.... 

corn and vegetables, such as potatoes, cabbage 
and onions. As the settlers increased crops of oats 
and rye and small crops of timothy and red top hay, 
and wheat began to be raised, but it was not fully 
understood by the farmers until the close of the 
Civil War how valuable the hay crops could be made 
(Wilson, 1907:25). 

Farm lands of the early agriculturalists were either small 

bottom or hill fields, cleared of timber employed for build

ing materials, and always near fresh-water springs or streams. 

Pioneer merchants accompanied these early settlers and small 

village areas were soon established,, The situation remained 

pretty much as described until about i860, when another group 

of immigrants arrived and began settling the prairie. 

From 1860-70 the latter was being "homesteaded," and 

in 1869 the village of Plainville was platted on the edge 

of Plainville Prairie. With prairie settlement there came 

modern agricultural technology and numerous affiliated traits 

associated with prairie living. The breaking of the prairie, 

fully accomplished by 1890, marked the appearance of a new 

"way of life" for Woodland County. Prairie settlers were 

the first to depend almost entirely upon agriculture for 

subsistence. 

Since the disappearance of available land, emigration 

has far exceeded immigration. Descendants of the first land

owners have, for many years, been forced to emigrate to other 
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areas in order to make a living. The few people who have 

immigrated to the county have done so primarily for business 

or retirement purposes, or, in the case of farmers, to obtain 

cheap land. In recent years several "outsiders," farmers and 

stockmen, from drought-stricken neighboring states have pur

chased relatively cheap land in Woodland County. 

The Community 

Woodland County encompasses an area of approximately 

400 square miles. There are five primary communities in the 

county, all of which are rural, and each of which is identi

fied by a small village that inadequately supplies services 

for surrounding farms. Plainville is such a community. For 

purposes of definition the community is considered to be that 

area falling within the Plainville consolidated school dis

trict. This area extends for some eighteen miles in a north-

south direction, about five miles in an east-west direction, 

and includes the major part of two of the county's nine town

ships. There are an estimated 250 nuclear families in the 

community, plus many elderly persons who reside alone. These 

people all have one thing in common, the Plainville school. 

Trading, visiting, and worshipping, are largely confined to 

this area, but in many instances such activities transcend 

the limits of the community as defined here« 

The village of Plainville, situated near the geographi

cal center of Woodland County, serves as the focal area 
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of the community. It is surrounded by several neighborhoods, 

each of which is centered about some minor service agency 

which now functions, or formerly functioned, to supply cer

tain needs for a localized group of people. Inhabitants of 

these neighborhoods generally maintain a feeling of community 

identity with the village of Plainville. 

Plainville is located about twenty-five miles north of 

"Y," the nearest urban center. This is a town of some 3,500 

people and the location of a small denominational college. 

Further to the south, about sixty-five miles, is Largetown, 

an urbanized area of 100,000 persons. Metropolis with a 

population of 700,000 lies 120 miles to the north. These 

three urban centers, particularly Largetown, receive the 

major part, although not all, of the "outside" shopping 

done by Plainvillers. The reasons most often advanced for 

shopping away from Plainville are (1) for goods and services 

not available locally, and (2) for goods and services that 

can be purchased cheaper than in the home community. Out

side communities also serve as important recreational cen

ters for many Plainville youths and adults. 

The hub of Plainville is the "town s.quare." The square 

has changed little over the years. It is covered with broad 

shade trees and during the spring and summer months the 

green lawn is kept carefully mowed. There is a bandstand 

situated in the center, a town pump at one corner, and loaf

ing benches along one side. Recently, a few tables were 
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added for the convenience of picnicking tourists who travel 

the main highway passing through the edge of the village. 

Dwellings are located along one side of the square and busi

ness houses line the remaining three sides. The surrounding 

business buildings present a contrast of frame and rough 

stone construction, a contrast of repair and deterioration. 

There have been few additions to Plainville's business area 

in recent years, and merchants operating in the old struc

tures have been under little pressure to "modernize" their 

stores. 

The first impression of a person entering Plainville 

varies markedly with time of day, week or year. Through all 

of these times, however, one impression persists—that Plain

ville is an "old town." This feeling of age is particularly 

engendered by the appearance of business buildings and the 

large number of elderly people, i. e., sixty-five and above, 

which are readily noticeable in the community. 

The normal week-day cycle of activity is somewhat as 

follows: before nine o'clock village children wander up the 
i 

streets to school, and businesses begin opening. Busses 

converge from all directions to deposit farm children at 

the school entrance. Merchants take advantage of the early 

hour to clean their establishments, arrange stock, and, per

haps, swe.ep their front walks. Delivery trucks from urban 

centers service the local grocery houses with perishables. 

A few farmers may arrive for early-morning shopping. In 

general, the appearance is that of a waking community readying 

for the day's work ahead. 
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At 9:30 tlie first, and largest, of the two daily mail 

deliveries arrives via truck. In addition to personal mail, 

daily papers from Largetown and Metropolis arrive with this 

delivery. Within the next hour and a half a representative 

from practically every family in the village, and from near

by farms, either walks or drives to the post office to check 

their mail. Many people arrive early to visit with neighbors 

during the thirty minutes or so that it takes the postmaster 

and his assistant to file the mail and open the general de

livery windows. News of "out-of-the-ordinary" community 

events and happenings, and of personalities, at home and 

away, are exchanged during the morning gathering at the post 

office. More often than not the small postal lobby is 

crowded, and in pleasant weather there may be small clusters 

of people visiting in front of the building. The next mail 

arrives at 1:30 in the afternoon. It is much smaller in 

volume and does not create the excitement of the larger morn

ing arrival. 

Throughout the remainder of the day there is a mild 

"bustle" of activity created by a few farmers arriving to 

shop or loaf. Housewives may shop the local grocery stores, 

and during the noon hour a few school children are found 

milling about the post office, stores, or pool hall. During 

pleasant weather male loafing is primarily confined to benches 

on the square. Inclement weather brings many loafers and 

idle farmers into one or two business houses that do not 
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discourage such activity, or into the pool hall. This es

tablishment opened for "business during the period of re

search, and many "old-timers" expressed the opinion that 

it was a "god-send" for the retired males who have nothing 

better to do than visit with their fellowmen. 

Most business houses, in contrast to former years, 

seldom remain open beyond seven or eight in the evening. Ex

ceptions to the above are establishments located on the high

way, where outside traffic largely determines closing hours. 

Aside from merchants on the highway there are three excep

tions to the early evening-closing rule. The pool hall 

operator, for instance, remains open only if there are play

ers. One of the village barbers, a farmer by day, maintains 

irregular business hours on weekday evenings. The other ex

ception, an elderly storekeeper residing in the back of his 

store, usually remains open for business, or loafing, until 

around 9pm. There is no movie in the community, and aside 

from occasional school or church functions there is little 

organized evening activity for Plainvillers. Most people 

remain at home viewing television, listening to radio, or, 

perhaps, visiting. On weekday evenings the square normally 

presents a deserted appearance. During warm weather a few 

old men may congregate on benches, or sit on the curb, under 

one of the street lights. This situation contrasts sharply 

with Plainville which was, until recent years, identified as 

the "night town" of Woodland County. Business houses formerly 

remained open during the evening, and there were customers to 
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justify the late hours# A skating rink was patronized by 

young people from Plainville and adjoining communities, and 

a small "honky-tonk" (dance) operated. This was a time when 

"there was always something going on." 

Saturday, normally the "big" trading day in rural Ameri

can communities, is only slightly more active in Plainville 

than other days. The Saturdays of today are in sharp con

trast to those of fifteen years ago when, "the town was 

filled with people." Occasionally during Saturday afternoon 

Plainville appears quite crowded. However, the crowds no 

longer remain into the evening, nor do they, as in former 

years, return in great numbers for evening visiting. There 

is, however, epough business that Plainville merchants feel 

compelled to maintain Saturday evening business hours. Sev

eral factors have contributed to the decline in Saturday 

and weekday trading, the most important of which is the 

simple fact that residents do much of their shopping else

where. It is significant that many Plainvillers do not shop 

for necessities only once a week as in former years but, 

rather, prefer to "run" to town" whenever something is needed. 

Sunday, traditionally a day of rest and church-going, tends 

to remain so. Sunday morning finds many automobiles and 

pickups clustered around each.of the four churches. However, 

it is not uncommon for men to drop their wives and children 

at church then loaf in one of the local service stations, 

or on the square, until services are over. All business 
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establishments on the highway, with the exception of two 

service stations, remain open for Sunday business. In 

addition, the elderly storekeeper, previously mentioned, -

opens his general store at different times during the day. 

On pleasant afternoons there are occasional male loafers on 

the square. Plainville youth may drive about town in their 

cars or, during basketball season, practice basketball in 

the highschool gym. However, generally speaking the village 

square presents a deserted appearance on the Sabbath. 

Clustered about the nucleus of service establishments, 

arranged along shade-lined, gravelled streets, are 121 dwell

ings. These are occupied primarily by operators of business 

establishments, a few professionals, laborers, and people 

who have retired, .fanning out in all directions from the 

village, over prairie and hills, are found the farms. Most 

farmerfs homes are a quarter to a half mile apart, and ex

cept for a few "timber" homes are usually near, or at least 

visible from, the road. In compliance with tradition most 

Plainville farmers still reside upon the land that they 

till. Essentially, the village owes its existence to the 

continued productive activities of the surrounding farms. 

It is readily apparent to citizens of Plainville that 

since the close of the second world war there has been a 

pronounced rise in living standards. This is particularly 

evidenced by construction of new dwellings, remodeling, re

pairing, painting, and adding to older structures. Further 
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proof that the level of living has risen for most families 

is found in a greater awareness of, and desire for, electri

cal appliances, "better plumbing facilities, different methods 

of heating, and, in geneial, more comfortable living con

ditions all around. Plainvillers generally credit this to 

the influx of cash into the area in recent years, and poiht 

to the small, neatly kept homes of some pensioners as ex

amples of what can be accomplished with "only a little money." 

Aside from increased income for most farmers, an important 

factor in the betterment of farm homes has been the Farmers 

Home Administration (old Farm Security Administration), an 

agency of the U. S. Department of Agriculture which has, 

since 1937, functioned toward providing farm and home owner

ship in low-income farm areas. This program is discussed 

more fully in the following chapter. 

The major part of Plainville's dwellings are frame. 

However, it is not uncommon to find frame houses that have 

been covered with imitation brick cloth or asbestos shingles. 

There are a few stone structures, and the few log dwellings 

remaining are considered oddities. In 1950 the median number 

of rooms in Woodland County houses was 4.5 (U.S.Bureau of 

the Census, Housing:1950). By and large Plainville house 

size conforms to the 4-6 room classification. However, pro

bably one-third of the houses in the community are referred 

to as "little houses" of one to three rooms. There are a 

few "big houses" in the community, some two-story in height, 
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containing six or mare rooms. 

Practically all dwellings have a front and back porch, 

but most of the newer homes lack the large front porches 

characterizing the more "old-fashioned" structures. During 

the hot summer months older people spend much of their time 

sitting on their porches either "coolin," visiting, or watch

ing passersby. A few houses have basements but most people 

consider them too damp to be practical. All dwellings have 

a front and back yard, and well-kept front lawns are a source 

of pride to the owner. It is not uncommon to find power 

mowers among the yard tools of both farmer and village. 

Flowers are planted by many, and several families have land

scaped their yards with shrubbery purchased in urban nurserys. 

One owner of a new home, constructed during the period of 

research, had a nursery from a nearby urban community land

scape his front yard with trees and shrubs. Many people 

commented on the beauty of the plants but criticized the 

family a«5 ostentatious for having had them planted by the 

nursery. This particular farm home is considered by most 

Plainvillers to be the ultimate in beauty and comfort. The 

owner and his wife are considered "some of the best workers 

in the community," but "simply couldnTt have enough money to 

build (and furnish) such a fancy home." Shortly after the 

home was completed and newly furnished throughout, rumors 

circulated that the family was delinquent in "their payments," 

and that various appliance firms were making repossessions. 
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So far as is known the rumors were fallacious. 

Garages, today considered more essential than formerly, 

when present are normally located to the side or rear of 

the house. Those dwellings with outdoor privys always lo

cate this building to the rear of the back yard. Many 

homes, particularly farm, have small storage buildings at 

the rear. Passing out of the back yard of farm homes norm

ally brings one to the complement of outbuildings for the 

care of animals, storing of feeds, or, perhaps, the new 

grade A dairy barn. Machinery and equipment for operating 

the farm are stored in the open, near the barn, or, perhaps, 

the more well-to-do farmer may have a machine shed. Gardens, 

property of the woman, are normally located to the side, or 

rear, of the dwelling«, 

The seventeenth annual United States Census of Housing 

indicated that of the 2,000 farm and non-farm homes recorded 

for Woodland County in 1950, over 1,200 had been constructed 

prior to 1919. However, of greatest significance was the 

fact that between 1945 and 1950 there had been over 200 new 

units constructed. The Woodland County Extension Agent's 

annual narrative report for 1949 notes the following: 

"There were approximately 43 farm homes built in Woodland 

County this year, and 18 homes remodeled. This consists of 

the largest building program in a decade in this county 

pertaining to farm homes." According to informants there 

have been fifteen new farm dwellings within a five mile 
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radius of the village since 1940, most of which were con

structed after 1948. The sixteenth annual United States 

Census, 1940, indicated that there were ninety-seven dwell

ings in the village of Plainville, and since that time there 

have "been twenty-four additions, the major part of which have 

been constructed since 1946. 

The single-story compact units, well insulated, and 

preferably with modern plumbing, stand in sharp contrast to 

the formerly preferred one and a half story structures. Most 

Plainvillers appreciate a good, comfortable home, well stocked 

with labor-saving and comfort-contributing appliances and 

gadgets. Such a home, to most observers, is indicative of 

the financial achievement of the owner. 

In 1950 the following valuations were recorded for 

318 owner-occupied, non-farm dwellings in Woodland County. 

TABLE V; VALUE OF NON-FARM DWELLINGS. WOODLAND COUNTY. 1950 
Value % Number of Dwellings 

Less than $2,000 
$ 2,000 2,999 

3.000 3,999 
4,000 4,999 
5,000 5,999 
6,000 7,499 
7,500 9,999 
10,000 —— 14,999 
15,000 —- 19,999 
20,000 or more 

(SOURCE: U. S. Bureau of the Census, Housing: 1950) 

The median value of the above non-farm dwellings is $2,318. 

Approximately twenty-five percent of the valuations listed 

108 
87 
26 
23 
15 
14 
4 
1 
1 
1 
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in the preceding table are from dwellings in the village 

of Plainville. However, not more than two homes in the 

village would be valued at more than $10,000. 

Most Plainvillers prefer to have the money "ready" 

when they build their dwelling. However, an outlay this 

large quite often necessitates a mortgage. In such instan

ces the owner actively works to "pay-off" the obligation as 

rapidly as possible. Most people consider that "every man 

should own his own house." The following table indicates 

that the number of farm and non-farm home-owners in Woodland 

County is increasing, and at the same time the number of 

mortgage-holders is decreasing. 

Year Number Percent of total 
— - - i — v -r~ x" 

Percent of Owner-
Dwellings Ownet-0ccupied Occupied Dwell
Reporting ings Mortgaged 

1940 1,886 57*3% 23 .k1o 

1950 1,766 72.9# 10.91° 

(SOURCE: TJ. S. Bureau of the Census, Housing: 1950) 

Building costs have risen in Plainville oust as in 

other parts of the country. However, prospective builders 

can still depend upon relatively cheap local labor, and many 

building materials can be obtained cheaper than in urban 

areas. Lots and property near the business area and on the 

highway are considered more valuable than in other sections 

of the village. The former are considered valuable because 
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older people retiring to "town" prefer to live "close-in," 

and the latter are more valuable because of desirable business 

locations. Most homes built in Plainville in recent years 

fall into the $3,000 to $7,000 classification. There may be 

one or two above this figure, and certainly several fall be

low it. 

Wo technological innovation in recent years has had 

more direct influence upon Plainville dwellings than has 

electricity and the complex of appliances associated with 

this source of power. Since 1926-27 the village has received 

electricity from a private utility. However, it was not un

til after the second world war that REA made electricity 

available for the majority of Woodland County's farmers. 

In 1939 West reported that "Two thirds of all the houses in 

town 'have lights.' The rest, like nearly all the farm houses, 

are lighted by kerosene lamps (West, 1945:13)." In 1954 every 

dwelling in the village was wired for electricity, and farm 

homes throughout the county were rapidly being serviced by 

REA expansion. For example, the U.S. Agricultural Census 

for 1940 indicated that only 7.2% of all Woodland County 

farms were serviced by electricity. However, the same source 

reports an increase to 11.2% of all farms in 1945, followed 

by a sharp rise to 59 • 7% in 1950, and by 1954, 91% of all 

Woodland County farms had electricity. 

The kitchen, with its many electric appliances, indi

cates the importance assigned to electricity by present-day 



Plainvillers. Practically every kitchen in Plainville will 

include some of the following: refrigerators, washers, dry

ers, home freezers, mixers, toasters, coffee-makers, elec

tric ranges, hot water heater, irons, etc. Of all the appli 

ances mentioned, electric refrigeration and washers are con

sidered the most necessary by Plainville housewives. The 

seventeenth annual United States Census, 1950, reported over 

fifty percent of Woodland County's farmers owned refrigera

tors, and more than sixty percent of all non-farmers owned 

refrigeration units. These figures are certainly much high

er for 1954, particularly on farms where there has been a 

marked increase in availability of electricity. Few people 

in the village of Plainville did not have an electric re

frigerator in 1954, and any individual expressing dislike 

for such a convenience is considered either too tight, or 

"backward," to purchase one. Lack of money is no longer 

considered justification for not owning this "necessity," 

....one can always purchase such items "on time." Home 

freezers are increasing in popularity. Farm census reports 

for 1950 and 1954 indicate an increase from fifty-five freez 

ers on 1,19B farms in 1950, to 157 freezers on 1,012 farms 

in 1954. Figures are not available, but many people in the 

village have freezers. In addition, many Plainvillers, far

mer and villager alike, rent locker space in the Discovery 

frozen locker plant, five miles to the east. 

An appliance dealer in an adjoining county reported 
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sales of "over two hundred" refrigerators and home freezers 

in Woodland County, primarily in the Plainville community, 

since the close of the second world war. Most of the units 

were sold on "time payments," and repossessions are quite 

rare...."We seldom get a repossession. People seem to do 

about anything to keep their refrigerators....just wonft 

part with them." One refrigerator salesman makes shopping 

easy for Plainvillers by loading a new unit on his pickup 

and driving through the community in search of customers. 

He contends that he will take "anything" as trade on a new 

refrigerator. 

Practically all village families have an electric 

washing machine of some sort, and indications are that 

few farm homes are without this convenience. The 1950 cen

sus of agriculture covering 1,198 farms, reported 716 with 

electricity, and of this number 546, or 76.2f>t reported 

electric washing machines. A few Plainville women without 

washers travel to nearby urban communities with "help-ur-

self" laundries, and some women with washers have their 

clothing dried at these facilities during inclement weather. 

Most of the new dwellings being constructed in 

Plainville today include modern plumbing, and many older 

homes have "modernized" in this respect. For example, the 

1940 federal census of housing, covering 1,539 Woodland 

County farm dwellings, reported only twenty-seven with 

"running water in the house." However, the 1950 census, 

covering 1,427 farm dwellings, reported a total of 168 
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units with this plumbing feature. The latter census also 

indicated that over twenty percent of the non-farm dwellings 

had "running water in the house." West (1945'• 32) reported 

three modem bathrooms for Plainville village in 1939-40. 

In 1954 the number had increased to 25, exclusive of highway-

service stations. Indications are that this number would be 

higher except for the high costs involved in installation, 

purchase of fixtures, and in most instances, the drilling 

of a "deeper" well to obtain the additional water required 

to service modern bathrooms. Spetic tanks for sewage dispo

sal, and occasional professional servicing of these tanks, 

are an added cost. 

Current drought conditions, prevailing for the past 

three years, have forced many people with, and without, 

modern plumbing facilities to drill deeper wells. Prior to 

the falling water table, presently accentuated by drought 

conditions, it was seldom necessary to go beyond 100 feet 

to get plenty of water for average household use. However, 

most village and farm wells being drilled during the summer 

of 1954 were between 250-400 feet. The charge for drilling 

was |1.50 per foot for the first 100 feet, $2.00 for every 

foot thereafter. Drilling costs, well casing, electric 

pump, and "weather-proof (against freezing)" pump house, 

cost the owner of a new well from $1,000 to $2,000 depending 

upon type of equipment used. In addition to this initial 

outlay, plumbing costs for dwelling, dairy barn, etc., must 
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be added. An Important item of expense in the installation 

of modern plumbing is the hot water tank. Most Plainvillers 

install electric tanks, and at village utility rates the 

operating expense of this unit should add between $1.50 to 

$2.50 per month to the electric bill. 

One of the most radical, and most recent, of the inno

vations affecting Plainville living has been that found in 

heating and cooking fuels. The most recent federal census 

indicated that as late as 1950 approximately eighty percent 

of all Woodland uounty homes utilized wood as a primary 

heating fuel. Plainville was no exception. However, within 

the past few years most Plainvillers have begun heating 

their homes with fuel oil. There are a few who heat with 

propane gas, some with coal, and a few still adhere to "old-

fashioned" wood-burning heaters. One of the reasons most 

frequently advanced for the shift to oil as a heating fuel 

is that it is much more convenient and easier to use than 

wood or coal. The oil sells locally, delivered to the user, 

for thirteen cents per gallon. Amount used depends, of 

course, upon conditions and size of dwelling, and warmth 

desired by the inhabitant. One family of five, occupying 

a typical five room, non-insulated dwelling, reported a fuel 

bill of $148. for the 1954 winter, and "even then we couldn't 

keep our place warm," A couple reported an oil bill of |65. 

"to keep two big rooms warm." An oil delivery mail estimated 

that his firm controlled "ninety percent of the business in 
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fuel oil," in the village, and that his customer load, ranged 

between eighty and eighty-five. There are a few families in 

town who purchase oil from another agency, and there are a 

few heating with other means. This would indicate that pro

bably not more than twenty families in the village still re

ly upon wood for a heating fuel. The price of wood, sawn 

and delivered, during the winter of 1954-55 was $3.50 to 

$4.00 per rank. The few individuals dealing in wood com

plained about the lack of customers and their few customers 

complained about the poor quality of the wood. At least three 

wood-users confided to the researcher that "next winter" 

they were going to burn fuel oil. There are still enough 

people burning wood that when fires are "banked" for the 

night a smell of hickory smoke permeates the air. It should 

be noted that more farmers rely upon wood for fuel than do 

villagers. Most farmers process their own wood. It is in

teresting that many people burning oil supplement it with 

a small "woofire." Another innovation that promises to 

increase in popularity is the use of central heating units. 

According to the 1950 census there were only twenty-five 

such units in the; county, but this number has certainly in

creased as more new dwellings are constructed. 

There has been an even more pronounced change in the 

use of wood as a cooking fuel. The 1950 federal census in

dicates that approximately fifty-five percent of all Woodland 

County dwellings reported the use of wood as a primary 
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cooking fuel. Today, the most popular cooking fuels are 

bottled gas, electricity, and fuel oil. In 1954 informants 

knew of no one in the village still using wood for cooking 

purposes, and few farm women are known to still rely upon 

this source of cooking heat. Appliance dealers in the county 

report little demand for wood ranges, but increased demand 

for gas and electric. Electric ranges are particularly in

creasing in popularity in farm homes. 

Air-conditioning has not, as yet, found its way into 

many homes. The local doctor installed refrigeration units 

in part of his dwelling, and others have expressed an in

terest when they "see how Doc's works out." One business 

man professed a desire to air-condition his home but ex

pressed the fear of being criticized by his customers for 

being too ostentatious. Many families and business houses 

employ electric fans during the hot summer months, but the 

majority of Plainvillers just "tough it out." 

Plainville homes are divided into a living room, kitchen, 

and one or more bedrooms. Depending upon size of house, and 

likes or dislikes of the owner, there may also be a dining 

room. Floors of most rooms are covered with linoleum, vari

ous kinds of rugs, or left bare. Rugs are generally pre

ferred in the living room, and quite often these are attrac

tively handmade. The most popular type of floor covering 

in terms of cost, cleanliness, and attractiveness, is lin

oleum. In many of the older homes, with rough wood flooring, 



linoleum is necessary for added warmth. Wallpaper is gener

ally used throughout the house, although some newer homes 

have painted walls. Wall decorations normally consist of 

calendars, framed pictures of friends or relatives, religious 

pictures, or framed scenic lithographs. Plainville home 

furnishings are characterized by a wide variation in style, 

ranging from pieces of "home-made" to "modern." Quality of 

furnishings largely depends upon financial position of the 

owner. Most people seem to prefer over-stuffed living room 

furnishings. Many homes have pianos in the living room, 

usually topped by photographs, and there are the usual com

plement of occasional tables, lamps, radio and, perhaps, 

phonograph and television. When the latter is present it is 

not uncommon to find living rooms arranged around the set. 

Windows are normally covered with curtains, window shades, 

or draped; some of the newer homes, and a few of the older, 

have Venetian blinds. Bedroom furnishings, like the living 

room, are highly variable depending upon the taste, likes 

or dislikes, and financial position of the family. Most of 

the older homes are conspicuous in their lack of closet space 

many families have purchased ready-made wardrobe units, and 

all newer homes have "built-in" closets. The kitchen in 

many older homes has been remodeled to include "built-in" 

cabinet space, and all newer kitchens are built along such 

lines. 

The 1950 U.S.Census indicated that of 1,766 occupied 

dwelling units in the county, including both farm and 
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non-farm, 72.9% were owner occupied. This means that slight

ly more than 25?& of the occupied dwellings were rented. The 

median rent paid by non-farm tenants in 1950 was $13.67. 

This figure contrasts sharply with $6.90 median rent recorded 

for the village of Plainville in the 1940 federal census. 

During 1954-55 small two and three room, non-modern, dwellings 

in Plainville rented from $5. to $20. per month. Modern 

three to five room dwellings, of which there were only four 

rental properties, rented from $30. to $45. per month. 

Demography of Plainville 

The economic structure of Woodland County is, and al

ways has been, primarily dependent upon the small family-

type farms that have prevailed in this area. The first mi

grants to the county were mostly farmers looking- for "new 

land," and by the late 1880's all available farm land in 

Woodland County had been occupied. Migration to the county, 

except for small numbers, ceased, and emigration became the 

valve which siphoned off the natural population increases. 

For many years, particularly during the first part of 

the 1900's, Plainville youth could emigrate to "new lands" 

in states further west. As these "new lands" in the west 

began to diminish, laborers were absorbed into the rapid 

industrial expansion that began sweeping the United States. 

"The industrial expansion of the next thirty years absorbed 

many (Plainville emigrants), especially as farm and ranch 

hands, miners, rough carpenters, and unskilled machine 
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operators (West, 1945:25)." During this period, particular

ly the 1920's, many people made their way to California and 

other western states, ramifying Plainville kin bonds over 

a wide area. 

There followed the depression of the 1930's, during 

which time more people returned "home" than had been leav

ing. The population of Woodland County rose 1.2% between 

1930-40. However, this small gain was quickly abolished 

when, during the war emergency years of 1940-1945, the 

population sharply declined. Many young men went to service, 

and others left the farm for better paying jobs in urban 

war plants. Following the war, from about 1945 to 1949, 

there was a period of prosperity and some Plainvillers re

turned home. A few civilians returned from war jobs with 

the hope of going into business in the village or purchas

ing a farm in the community. Most of the discharged ser

vicemen were enrolled in veteran's agriculture, vocational, 

or on-the-job training programs. Plainville was the center 

of veteran agricultural classes for Woodland County. The 

period of prosperity was shortlived....many people, either 

unable to find suitable farms, make a go of the farms they 

had, or who became dissatisfied with rural living, returned 

to salaried jobs in the cities. The large veteran's agri

culture classes were turning out more men than could be 

absorbed on the limited number of farms in the county, and 

it became a common joke that once their training was 
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completed, "the day their checks was stopped, they posted 

a sale bill and high-tailed it to the cities." Local agri

cultural authorities estimated that not more than ten per

cent of those veterans participating in the pre-1950 agri

culture classes are today engaged in farming activities. 

1940 to 1950 was a decade of considerable movement in 

and out of Woodland County. When the final census tabula

tions were made in 1950 it was revealed that the population 

differential amounted to a net loss of 17.2% for the county. 

The two townships, most of which are included in Plainville 

community, showed a loss of 12%. However, during this same 

ten years the village exhibited a gain of 11.1$. The follow-

ing table illustrates the population changes for each of 

these three divisions over a twenty year time span. 

TABLE VII: COMPARATIVE POPULATIONS FOR WOODLAND COUNTY, COM
MUNITY* AND VILLAGE OF PLAINVILLE, 1930-1940-1950. 

1930-1940 1940-1950 
Area 1930 1940 1950 % Increase % Increase 

County 6,430 6,506 5,387 1.2% — 17.2% 

Community 1,573 1,692 1,438 7.6% — 12.0% 

Village 237 269 299 13.8% 11.1% 

(SOURCE: U.S.Bureau of the Census, Population!. years 
indicated) 

* Not all of the people in the two townships recorded 
as "community" belong to Plainville community. The Plainville 
school district encompasses the major part of both townships, 
but this consolidation has only been achieved in recent 
years. 
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During the ten years of population decline recorded 

above, there were approximately one third more births than 

deaths recorded in Woodland County. During this same period 

there appears to be no significant trend evidenced in infant 

mortality, although, as indicated in the section on family 

(Chapter V, Social Structure), there has been a sharp rise 

in the number of births attended by physicians in hospitals. 

TABLE "VIII: WOODLAND COUNTY BIRTH, DEATH, AND INFANT MORTAL
ITY RATES FOR YEARS SPECIFIED. 

Year Births Deaths 
Infant Mortality 
(deaths per 1,000 
live births) 

1940 99 65 11.0 
1941 105 64 62.5 
1942 93 75 43.0 
1943 92 75 32.6 
1944 86 57 23.3 
1945 71 46 14.1 
1946 71 42 9.9 
1947 108 53 55.6 
1948 96 65 10.4 
1949 102 64 19»6 
TOTALS 923 S05 

(SOURCE: U.S.Bureau of the Census, Vital Statistics: years 
indicated) 

In 1950 the population density of Woodland County was 

13«1 persons per square mile. The sex distribution, accord-, 

ing to farm and non-farm populations, was as follows: farm, 

1,887 females, 2,110 males; non-farm, 743 females, 647 males. 

Of the 5,387 persons recorded in the 1950 census of Woodland 

County, 25,$fo were classified as non-farm population, and 

74.2fo were classified as farm population. During the 1940-50 
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period, of marked population decline, the farmers of Woodland 

County lost a greater percentage of their total numbers than 

did the villagers. 

Area 1940 1950 
—1 r.-" 

Percent Decrease, 1940-50 

Farm 5,027 3,997 —- 20.5% 

Non-farm 1,479 1,390 6.0 fo 

(SOURCE: U.S.Bureau of the Census, Population:1940 and 1950) 

It is interesting that the village of Plainville has 

gained in numbers while the general non-farm population of 

the county has declined. This can be generally attributed 

to the fact that retiring farmers moving to town have more 

than replaced youths who have departed for the cities. The 

author's census for 1955 revealed a total of 304 persons re

siding in the village area, 32.5% of whom are above the age 

of sixty. Many villagers complain that Plainville is becom

ing an "old town," that the steadily increasing number of old 

people constitutes a conservative block opposed to community 

progress... .."because it'll take a few cents outa their pension 

checks." There are others, particularly some of the merchants, 

who comment that "the town would fold up if it wasn't for the 

old folks." Both points of view have some merit....certainly 

pensioners residing in the village subsist almost entirely 

on a "cash" basis, and few merchants would deny that the 

large number of pensioners in the village provides a large 
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amount of money spent in the community every month. However, 

cash income of this particular group is barely enough for 

subsistence needs, and any small amount contributed to commu

nity development via taxes, etc., is surely felt by the pen

sioner. 

The village of Plainville is not unique in the fact that 

it is becoming an "old town." Indications are that older age 

levels are gradually comprising a greater percentage of the 

total county population. The following table indicates the 

slight percentage increases in the older age levels of 

Woodland County's population. 

TABLE X: COMPARATIVE AGE LEVELS, WOODLAND COUNTY. 1940-1950 
Age Level fo of Pop. % of Pop. fo Increase 

1940 1950 1940-1950 
Under 5 years 8.0 i° S.&fo 0.8% 
5 — 9 8.3 8.4 0.1 
10 — 14 9.7 8.5 - 1.2 
15 — 19 10.3 7.1 - 3.2 
20 — 24 7.0 4.3 - 2.7 
25 — 29 6.4 5.6 - 0.8 
30 — 34 6.2 5.9 - 0.3 
35 ~ 39 6.4 5.9 - 0.5 
40 — 44 6.2 6.6 .4 
45 ~ 49 5.3 6.6 1.3 
50 — 54 5.5 6.3 .8 
55 — 59 5.5 5.6 .1 
60 — 64 4.3 5.8 1.5 
65 — 69 3.9 5.7 1.8 
70 — 74 3.3 3.7 .4 
75 and over 3.7 5.0 1.3 

(SOURCE: U.S.Bureau of the Census, Population:1940-1950) 

It is significant that the greatest gains in the 1950 

age levels are to be found in the forty and above groups. 

There has been a decrease in the ten to thirty-nine levels, 
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with the most obvious decline occurring in the fifteen to 

twenty-five year levels. Gains and losses are noted for 

comparable age levels in both farm and non-farm populations. 

However, it is interesting that the gains in the older age 

groups have not been so pronounced among the farmers as 

they have among the villagers. This is particularly true 

of persons fifty and above. For example, 29.1# of the 1940 

non-farm population was listed as fifty and over, and in the 

same year 25«3fo of the farm population was recorded as fifty 

and above. However, in 1950 the percentage of the non-farm 

population above this age level was 40.5$, and that for the 

farm population had risen to only 29.2fo The percentage 

rise of older individuals in the village areas can be attri

buted to the fact that many farmers move into the village 

when they retire. This is particularly t^ue of farm widows. 

Communications 

One of the most significant communications changes with

in the past fifteen years has been the completion, in 1939-40, 

of a national, cross-country highway which passes through the 

edge of the community. The effects of such a highway upon a 

relatively isolated community, such as Plainville was in the 

late thirties, are difficult to determine. However, one of 

the more immediate effects was to place Plainville on the 

mainstreet of an extremely busy artery of national traffic. 

This has resulted in approximately one fourth of Plainville's 
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business firms becoming directly dependent upon customers 

off the highway. These firms are attuned to "outside" busi

ness and regulate their activities accordingly. For example, 

establishments on the highway maintain longer hours, advertise 

with neon signs, and, in general, cater to tourists. At the 

same time, highway customers are expected to pay more for 

goods and services than do local citizens. This is particu

larly true of those things pertaining to automotive transporta

tion. For instance, people "off the highway" are charged two 

cents more per gallon for gasoline than are local people, 

and the unfortunate tourist who has mechanical difficulties 

is normally charged more for repair services than "hornetowners." 

A highway cafe operator was strongly criticized for charging 

Plainvillers tourist prices, ten cents, for coffee and cokes. 

"Hometowners" thought they should be charged only a nickel, 

and a few individuals felt so strongly about this that they 

refused to patronize the cafe. In addition to increased 

business and personal contacts with "outsiders," the "main 

highway" serves to remind Plainvillers that it takes only a 

few days driving time to reach "anywhere in the whole country." 

In addition to the national highway, which serves as 

the primary east-west route across Woodland County, there is 

a network of state and county highways connecting the various 

communities and outlying neighborhoods. Prior to about 1946, 

inclement weather often resulted in impassable rural roads. 
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However, in recent years, with their greater reliance upon 

modern machinery, transportation, and consolidation of edu

cational and religious facilities, people in the rural areas 

have clamored for better and more dependable highways. One 

of the primary factors underlying county road improvement 

has been the gradual transfer of highway responsibility from 

county to state. During recent years the state department 

of highways, under a ten year development program, has taken 

over the maintenance and construction costs of many Plain-

ville roads. The initial effects of this program were just 

beginning to materialize during the period of research. A 

few roads were being straightened and gravelled, bridges 

constructed, and several miles of new roadbed were completed. 

One of the most significant improvements was the beginning 

of an all-weather surfacing project on a state highway lead

ing south out of the village to "Y." Approximately half of 

the twenty-six miles have been completed, and it is anticipated 

that the project shall be finished within the next two years. 

The state department of highways has constructed a large 

equipment center near the village, and there are several 

Plainville men employed on state road crews. 

Automobiles are the most important means of transporta

tion within, and beyond, the county. Practically every Plain

ville family has a car, truck, or pickup. Farm census figures, 

covering 1940 to 1954, indicate consistently that about sixty-

five percent of all Woodland County farmers own automobiles. 



However, the percentage of those owning pickups and trucks 

has increased from seven percent in 1940 to thirty-five 

percent in 1954. Comparative figures are not available, but 

informants report that there are more automobiles in the 

village today than there were fifteen years ago. Of the 

120 households recorded in the author's 1955 census, there 

was a total of eighty-one cars and pickups. Nine individuals 

owned more than one vehicle, usually a pickup and family 

car, and there were three families in which an offspring 

owned a separate car. This means that of 120 households 

in the village area, sixty-nine had ownership access to an 

automobile. This percentage is rather high considering 

the large number of elderly people in the community, many of 

whom are not physically capable of driving. Of the eighty-

one vehicles, seven were 1955 models, twenty-five were 1950-

1954 models, thirty-seven were 1940-1949 models, ten were 

1930-1939 models, and two were older than 1930. Of the 

total number there were thirty-eight Fords, twenty-five 

Chevrolets, three each of Nash and Mercury, and two each of 

Plymouth, Dodge, Cadillac, Buick, Jeep, and Pontiac. Most 

older models are owned by elderly people, many of whom have 

little occasion to travel outside the community. Today the 

big ambition of most Plainville boys is to own their own 

automobile, and some of them work toward this goal while 

still in high school. It is a standing joke among Plain-

villers that young couples moving to the city to work, "come 
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home in a new car the first chance they get." There is pride 

of ownership in possessing a good car, and there is prestige 

in being able to always afford a current model. The "bigger" 

automobiles are admired and are not considered ostentatious 

providing, of course, the owner can afford such a car. How

ever, any individual who purchases an expensive automobile 

for "show," is criticized, and the phrase, "his big car 

don't impress me none," is heard quite frequently. Those 

people not having access to an automobile can usually "hitch" 

rides to adjoining villages, or, perhaps, to Largetown, "Y," 

or Metropolis. The star mail carrier's route takes him to 

Stanton and Discovery, and he usually transports one or two 

passengers for a small fee. Women shopping in urban centers 

often travel in groups of two or more, and males frequently 

do the same. If something is desired in Metropolis, Large-

town, or other "outside" community, a friend or neighbor who 

has business there can be prevailed upon to procure the de

sired merchandise. One individual, who formerly operated 

a milk truck between Plainville and Largetown, developed a 

reputation for his accommodating manner...."why, he'd drive 

clear cross town to pick up some little package for you." 

This individual was recently elected to a county office, 

and informants were agreed that such friendly overtures had 

garnered him many votes...."folks felt an obligation." 

The nearest railroad to Plainville is located at 

Stanton, fifteen miles west. This line by and large func

tions only for freight service, and even then, for Plainville, 
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in a minor capacity. Most of Plainville's freight is brought 

into the community via truck. This is particularly true of 

goods being delivered to local merchants. It is significant 

that large department stores in nearby urban centers schedule 

regular deliveries to Woodland County, and purchases made 

from these firms are delivered free of charge to the Plain-

villerfs door. Local merchants do very little delivering. 

The feed store operator may deliver feed and fertilizer to 

some customers, and two grocerymen deliver to elderly villagers 

who have no transportation.. 

Radio and television are important means of communica

tion for many Plainville residents. Radios have long been 

popular, both in village and on the farm, and indications 

are that practically every family in the community owns a 

set of some sort. The farm census for 1945 reported radios 

in seventy-five percent of the farm homes in Woodland County. 

This number is undoubtedly higher today, particularly since 

there has been an increase in the number of dwellings with 

electricity. Informants knew of no family in the village 

without a radio of some kind. Farmer and villager alike 

listen to a variety of network and local shows. "Hillbilly," 

and folk music are preferred by most, and news, market, and 

weather reports are "musts" for most families. One weather 

forecaster, on a Largetown station, intersperses his weather 

reporting with folklore, personal experiences, and "folksy" 

dialogue. This reporter has a tremendous listening audience 

in the community, and is often quoted and referred to in 
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conversation groups. A recent innovation rapidly being 

accepted by most Plainvillers is television. The 1950 

general census reported only forty sets in the entire county, 

thirty of which were in farm homes and ten of which were in 

non-farm homes. The 1954 farm census indicated that the 

number of television sets in farm dwellings had increased 

to 147; a total of 14.5% of all county farm dwellings. During 

the same period the number of sets in the village of Plain-

ville increased from two in 1950 to forty-seven in 1955. 

This is approximately forty percent of the total number of 

families in the village. Indications are that this number 

will steadily increase. This particular innovation is rather 

expensive for Plainville families. The village is in a 

reception fringe area, and in addition to the regular cost 

of the set the owner normally must purchase expensive 

aerials, gadgets for rotating the aerial, and "booster" de

vices for increasing set power in order to tune in distant 

stations. 

An owner of one of the first TV's in Plainville recalled 

that his small living room was crowded with curious neighbors 

"every night for a week." It is true that the greater part 

of the community has accepted this entertainment and news 

innovation, and but for the expense involved, most families 

would own a set. However, despite the positive attitude of 

most residence, there are some severe critics of TV. Probably 

the most rabid of these are certain of the Holiness and 
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Baptist church members, who criticize television because 

of tobacco and liquor advertising. It was pointed out 

to a few objectors that the same thing is heard on their 

radios. However, the critics did not consider hearing 

the advertising as objectionable as "seeing it." There 

are others in the community who criticize the fact that 

television has disrupted traditional visiting patterns. 

Several non-owners lamented the fact that set owners always 

assume that a visitor comes to watch television programs. 

On several occasions the researcher has heard TV criticized 

as a prominent factor contributing to poor attendance at 

P.T.A., farm meetings, "Commercial Club," scout meetings, 

etc. "Hillbilly," news, weather, sporting events, particu

larly wrestling, variety programs, and "good stories," 

appear to be favored by most. Several "old-timers" mar

velled that they had witnessed things on their television 

screens that they never "dreamed was real." 

Another important communications fixture for most 

Plainville residents is the telephone. In 1955 eighty-four 

of the village's households had a telephone. In addition 

to this number, the local exchange services 130 farmers, all 

of whom own and maintain their telephones and lines. Eighteen 

of Plainville^ business establishments have telephones. 

Here, as elsewhere, elderly women are constantly accused of 

always "listening in" on the party line. Local telegraph 

service is handled by the lady operator of the telephone 
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"switch office." She calls telegrams to the depot agent 

in Stanton, or, during the night, to "Y." 

There are three important newspapers in the community. 

The most widely read of these papers in the DISCOVERY BEACON, 

published in the county seat of Woodland County. The BEACON 

has been in circulation since 1885 and today is read by 

practically every family in the Plainville area. In addic

tion, it is received by many ex-Plainville residents re

siding in other states. This paper devotes space to each 

of the Woodland County communities, and in the community 

columns there appears news of visits, births, deaths, and 

community happenings. The BEACON also devotes a full page 

each week to agriculture. Most of the data for the agri

culture section are supplied by the local extension agent, 

and by news releases from various state and federal agricul

tural organizations. There is also considerable attention 

given to the various churches in the county. The favorite 

daily paper is still the LARGETOWN BEE. There are fifty-

four village subscribers to the BEE, and probably a third 

as many people in the rural area subscribe. The paper 

arrives by mail six mornings a week, and on Sunday mornings 

is delivered by a local highschool boy. The "BEE is quite 

region conscious in its news coverage, and devotes considera

ble space to agriculture news. Another daily, the METROPOLIS 

SUN, also arrives with the morning mail. This paper proba

bly has half as many subscribers as the LARGETOWN BEE. It 

is not so regional, nor- state conscious, as the BEE, and 
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devotes a greater percentage of its space to national and 

world events. Both of these papers carry a mass of urban 

advertising, and many advertised items can be ordered by 

mail. The latter is certainly an extension of the mail-order 

houses and their catalogs, all of whicfi. still operate, and 

are used by local people. In addition to the above papers, 

many farmers subscribe to one of a few weekly farm papers 

that are available. Most farmers also subscribe to a month

ly farm journal. This Journal may be devoted to general 

agricultural coverage, or, perhaps, one of the specialized 

breed magazines for a specific type of beef or dairy animal. 

Many farmers also purchase, or receive free of charge, various 

agricultural pamphlets distributed through the agricultural 

extension office. 

Some Plainville women belong to book clubs, and books 

are often exchanged among different readers. There is a 

small library in the village, begun during the WPA days. 

It is open on Saturday and several people patronize it each 

week. However, there are few funds available for the pur

chase of new books, and most people indicate little interest 

in the project. A few families in town subscribe to LIFE 

and TIME, and some of the other news magazines, but these 

are at a minimum. The local drug store maintains a well-

stocked news stand, including a few copies of LIFE, LOOK, 

and THE SATURDAY EVENING POST, all of which he normally sells. 

Some of the better known news magazines are not stocked 
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"because "most of the people who would buy those subscribe 

to them anyway." Other magazines carried include LADIES 

HOME JOURNAL, BETTER HOMES AND GARDENS, SPORTS AFIELD, 

FIELD AND STREAM, TRUE, ARGOSY, REAL, NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC, 

various HIT SONG publications, READER'S DIGEST, CORONET, a 

wide range of comic books, and a large supply of confession, 

confidential, romance, and western stories. Confession and 

westerns are described as "popular sellers." In addition to 

the magazines, the store also carries paper-back novels. 

These cover a wide range of subjects, and because the store 

owner must purchase them in package "deals" he has no selec

tion, consequently, much of the material does not sell. During 

1955 the local school system subscribed to READER'S DIGEST 

and SUCCESSFUL FARMING, both of which were used in classroom 

instruction. The school was also on the mailing list of 

several free magazines, such as THE FORD TIMES, FRIENDS, etc. 

A few years ago the school subscribed to LIFE, but the sub

scription was discontinued when several parents objected to 

liquor advertising. During the period of research the school 

superintendent subscribed to TIME and LOOK, and usually saw 

that his used copies were made available to the students. 

Another teacher made copies of LIFE available on the same 

basis - no complaints were noted. The superintendent occa

sionally purchased magazines at the drugstore for school 

use, generally such publications as POPULAR MECHANICS, 

SATURDAY EVENING POST, and SEVENTEEN. 



In addition to the preceding methods of communication, 

the post office, "the only business in town thatfs run right, 

and rural free delivery must be mentioned as extremely im

portant to most Plainvillers. Prior to the last few years 

there were sub-stations operated in various neighborhood 

general stores. However, these have all been consolidated 

into the Plainville post office and rural free delivery sys

tem, and, according to some rural residents, this consolida

tion has been an important factor in the demise of the local 

neighborhood. 
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CHAPTER III 

ECONOMY OF PLAINVTLLE 

INTRODUCTION 

Woodland County, traditionally a low-income area, Jtias 

always "been identified as a region of small, family-type, 

general and self-sufficient, farming units. The labor force 

has been in the past, and is today, devoted primarily to 

agriculture. 

TABLE XE: WOODLAND COUNTY LABOR FORCE. 1940 - 1950 

Industry Group Percent of all Employed Workers 
1940 1950 

Agriculture 71.9% 71.4% 
Business & Personal 
Services (Professionals) 8.6 7.8 
Wholesale & retail trades 7.6 7.8 
Construction 2a 8 3.5 
Communications-transporta
tion Utilities 2.2 2.7 
Manufa ct uri ng 1.0 1.7 
Mining .0 .2 
Not reporting 5.9 4.9 

(SOURCE: U. S. Bureau of the Census, Population: 1940 and 1950). 

Plainvillers often refer to their community as being ex

tremely poor, particularly when comparing it with communities 

familiar to them in other states. The fact that most young 

people must emigrate in order to obtain economic opportunity is 

acknowledged by practically everyone. The attitude prevails 

that opportunities for making money are quite limited in 

Plainville, and that "even in good years there*s just a few 
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that make much money." During 1949, one of the better years 

of production and income in the county, 1,505 family units 

reported a median income of $939. (U.S.Census, 1950). The 

following table illustrates the percentages corresponding to 

designated income classes. 

TABLE XII: WOODLAND COUNTY INCOME CLASSES. 1949 

Income Class Percent of Total Families 

Less than $ 500. 27.6$ 
I 500, - 999. 23.2 

1000. - 1499. 18.6 
1500. - 1999. 9.0 
2000. - 2499 5.6 
2500. - 2999. 5.0 
3000. - 3499. 2.0 
3500. - 3999. 1.3 
4000. - 4499. 1.3 
4500. - 4999. .7 
5000. - 5999. .3 
6000. - 6999. .7 
7000. - 9999. .3 
10000. - and over .3 

Income not reported 4.0 

(SOURCE: U. S. Bureau of the Census, Population: 1950). 

Despite this small median income, most Plainvillers today 

have more money to spend than in previous years. However, most 

families have, in recent years, experienced greater needs and 

desires. These have led to a standard of living largely de

pendent upon an increase in cash. 

The most significant economic change that has occurred in 

Plainville during the past fifteen years has been that from an 

emphasis upon subsistance to cash-type living. Most farmers 

have attempted to maintain pace with rapid technological ad

vancements, and there has been a trend toward specialization 



65 

as a more effective means of realizing greater cash income. 

War emergencies and federal legislation have, until recent 

years, sustained ready and profitable markets for agricultural 

products. Plainville farmers have, along with most of rural 

America, since 1940, participated in nation-wide economic pros

perity, and this in turn has created greater income potential 

for village merchants. Farmer and villager alike have witnessed 

sharp increases in their cash incomes. At the same time, there 

has been an accompanying increase in operational and living 

expenses, and as Plainvillers have been drawn more and more into 

the "mass culture"* of American society their values have under

gone changes that tend to widen the gap between young and old. 

Practically every family in the community has experienced 

a rise in its level of living. However, some "old-timers" with 

purchasing power to obtain new and "modern" homes, new automo

biles, good clothes, and "about anything money can buy," are 

strongly criticized for not participating in the ideal living 

standard accepted by most younger and middle-age families. 

Many of the older generation attest to frugality as a guiding 

rule of economics, and still adhere to the principle that "land 

* The mass culture is American national culture and also 
Western technological civilization. It is characterized by 
science and technology; urbanization; industrialization, an 
emphasis on secular and materialistic values; mass communica
tions through mass advertising, newspapers, magazines, movies; 
increasing federal government control and interest in the in
stitutionalized areas of society; belief in the ideals of 
equality of opportunity and in democracy; and belief in the 
importance of education to achieve democracy and opportunity 
(Rubin, 1951:194)• See also John W. Bennet and Melvin Tumin 
(1948), and Howard W. Odum (1947)-



is wealth." Some of these "conservatives" invest in the 

necessary machinery and materials for increasing production, 

but reject as "wasteful," or "silly," many of the comfort and 

labor-saving conveniences of farm and home. Others of this 

generation praise the ideal living standard but are convinced 

they cannot afford to indulge in the "high living" of their 

children. An elderly lady of about seventy-five summed up 

the attitude of her generation by commenting that only a few 

years ago people "bought only what they could pay for," but 

that today, "youngsters buy anything they want and give no 

thought to the future." Her daughter, about forty, countered 

with, "you might as well enjoy life by being in debt as to do 

without and be miserable," It is true that many older people 

believe that frugality and accumulation are necessary through

out life in order to insure "independence in old-age." They 

criticize their children for being too free with "money they 

ain't got," and the older person, who lost "all" during the 

depression of the 1930*s, admonishes "youngsters" who do not 

know the hardships of life, who have had it "too easy," to 

"put away some of that easy money." "Youngsters" criticize 

the economic conservatism of their elders, because they do not 

"think big," or for their frugal habits. One young, progressive 

farmer pointed to his father as the epitomy of conservatism, 

commenting that "He done alright in his lifetime, but he lost 

his butt in the depression and he ain't been willin to spend 

a nickle since....he wants me to have everything but he'd crap 

in the snow before he'd build an indoor 'john', and he's got 
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the money to build a good one, too." The "old-timer" staunchly 

defends his argument that every family should save for the 

future, that the only logical debt is a mortgage on land or, 

perhaps, necessary equipment to operate the farm. And for him, 

the latter does not always involve the latest in labor-saving 

machinery. A young farm couple, deeply in debt but managing 

to maintain a high level of living and meet their monthly obliga

tions, expressed the conviction that had they waited to accumu

late the necessary cash before purchasing their good car, 

modernizing home and farm, and specializing their farming 

operation, they would have been "too old to enjoy it." This 

same couple, recalling that as children their families had 

little need for cash income, commented that, "we wouldn't need 

much money either if we lived like our folks lived." 

For the younger person the accumulation of land and 

money is no more an indication of wealth than is the potential 

income of a family. It is the latter which permits than to 

maintain a desirable level of living without having ready cash 
s 

to meet their obligations. The younger Plainville family, 

through installment pur chasing and long-term mortgages, par

ticipates in a level of living which existed only as a "fantasy" 

for their parents when the latter were "youngsters starting out." 

The younger generation adheres to the philosophy that they are 

to enjoy life while making their money, rather than to make the 

money and then attempt to enjoy life in their old age. This 

generation expresses little fear of heavy indebtedness and does 

not manifest the great concern for "old-age independence" as 

expressed by their parents. Younger people point with pride 
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to the industrious family that goes into debt and lives 

comfortably while meeting their obligations. However, young 

and old alike are quick to condemn the individual who over-

extends himself to the extent that he is forced to "sell out" 

and go to the city. Even when purchasing "on time" one should 

realize his potential and limitations. 

The Agricultural System 

The outstanding feature of the economy of Plainville is 

the dependence upon agriculture as the primary source of 

revenue. Changing environmental and economic conditions have 

been largely instrumental in precipitating changes resulting 

in certain trends within the realm of agriculture. Some of 

the more important of these trends are as follows: fewer but 

larger farms, specialization, greater acceptance of modern 

technology, and increased government control and assistance. 

LAND AND THE FARMSTEAD 

The approximate land area of Woodland County is 262,000 

acres, and in 1954, 83.7$ of this total was devoted to agri

culture. The average size of Woodland County farms has 

steadily increased from 145 acres in 1935 to 217 acres in 

1954. The following table indicates shifts in farm size 

according to acreage class0 



TABLE XEII:WOODLAND 
YEARS 

COUNTY FARM SIZE BY ACREAGE CLASS, 
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SPECIFIED 

Acreage Class Percentage of 
1935 1940 

total number of farms 
1945 1950 1954 

Under 100 acres 
100 - 259 acres 
259 acres and over 

40.5% 
46.8 
12.1 

38.6% 
45.8 
15.6 

40.3 % 
45.2 
14.5 

31*65 
48o5 
20.0 

% 29.6% 
44.S 
25.5 

(SOURCE: U. S. Bureau of the Census, Agriculture: year indicated). 

As is to "be expected, the increase in farm size has been 

accomplished at the expense of smaller units. For example, the 

only acreage class in 1954 showing an increase in numbers was 

that of 500 acres and above. It is significant that the number 

of farms exceeding 1,000 acres increased from six in 1950 to 

fourteen in 1954, and the number falling between 500 and 999 

acres increased from fifty-three in 1950 to sixty-five in 1954# 

This represents an increase of twenty farm units in the county 

with a total of 500 or more acres. This increase was largely 

accomplished through the disappearance of seventy-eight units 

below 100 acres in size, and an additional 128 farms between 

100 and 259 acres in size. The following table illustrates 

the gradual decline in total number of Woodland County farm units 

for the years indicated. 

TABLE XIV: TOTAL FARMS IN WOODLAND COUNTY FOR YEARS INDICATED 
Year Number Farms Percent Increase Preceding Year 

1935 1,448 
1940 1,386 4*3% 
1945 1,532 10.5 
1950 1,198 21.8 
1954 1,012 ~ 15.5 

(SOURCE: U. S. Bureau of the Census, Agriculture: year indicated). 
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Residents of Plainville are aware that farms are becoming 

larger, and fewer in number. Informants attribute this big 

farm trend to several reasons, many of which are functionally-

interrelated, Some of the more important factors contribut

ing to the disappearance of small farm units in Woodland County 

are best expressed as trends toward mechanization, specializa

tion, cash as opposed to subsistance-type living, and a de

clining interest in "living on the farm." 

By and large farming in Woodland County has traditionally 

been of the generalized, low-income, small-farm variety. As 

Plainvillers have been drawn more and more into an increasing 

dependency upon cash income, as farming has tended to become 

more of a business enterprise rather than a "way of life," the 

minimum number of aores needed for an efficient economic unit 

becomes larger. For example, the Farmers Home Administration, 

a loan agency of the U. S. Department of Agriculture, fixed 

the 1950 maximum loan limit required to purchase a full-support-

ing, family-size farm in Woodland County at $7,500. This figure 

was arrived at by a committee of three Woodland County farmers, 

and approved by the Land Economics Department of the College of 

Agriculture of the State University. By 1955 this maximum loan 

limit had been doubled to $15,000., and the Woodland County 

supervisor of this program reported that it would be only a 

short time before the committee would be asked to approve an 

even larger maximum. The supervisor also reported that the 

doubling of the loan limit within this five year period had 

not been precipitated by any appreciable increase in land 

values, rather, it had doubled because of the recognition that 
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more land was needed to maintain an efficient, productive 

economic unit. Agricultural specialists in the county, many 

dairy and beef operators, and several local business men esti

mated that an "ideal" dairy, beef, or general farming setup 

would represent an investment of around $50,000. Young poten

tial farmers express the attitude that it is ridiculous to 

"start on the bottom" such as parents have done before them, 

and many small-acreage farmers in Plainville realize that they 

have no means of expanding to such great proportions. Therefore, 

the young potential farmer and the small-acreage operator have 

been emigrating to salary jobs in urban communities and other 

states. Plainvillers are generally aware of the wide range 

of occupations available in urban communities, and though 

local educational facilities prepare them quite poorly for 

the "outside" world, emigration continues to increase. 

The farmer who plans to remain in the county realizes that 

technical advancements available permit him to work more land 

and stock in less time than ever before. The beef and dairy 

specialist, if he is to expand, needs more land for feed and 

pasture. Many farmers with surplus cash desire to purchase 

land as an "investment." Therefore, land in Woodland County 

is, as always, a scarce commodity, and this fact alone tends 

to inflate the price out of proportion to actual worth. For 

example, the following figures indicate increase in average 

values of Woodland County farms. 
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TABLE XV: VALUE OF LAND AND BUILDINGS, AND LAND PER ACRE, 
WOODLAND COUNTY 

Year Value of Land and Value of 
Buildings, per farm Land per acre 

$15.68 
21.58 
32.07 
31.69 

(SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Agriculture: Years indicated) 

During the period of research good prairie land was 

selling from $60. to f>90» per acre. Bottom land, seldom for 

sale, would be considerably higher. One owner of some rough, 

timbered hill land, good only for poor pasture, was asking 

$20, per acre for the roughest of his property. However, the 

same kind of land, located nearer the road, and with a good 

spring on it, was valued at $40. per acre. Land values fluc

tuate according to demand and economic conditions. Several 

informants were questioned as to whether land values have 

risen as a result of soil-building and conservation practices 

that have become rather widespread in recent years. There 

was general agreement that the overall quality of "treated" 

land has definitely improved, but that the factor most impor

tant in establishing land values is still demand. However, it 

was generally agreed that "built up" land brings more per acre 

because an owner interested enough to make such improvements 

"usually has a better place" than the fellow who does not "fix 

up" his land. 

There has been more land for sale in the past two years 

1935 $2,538.00 
1940 2,526v00 
1945 3,272,00 
1950 6,194.00 
1954 7»228o00 
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than for several years previously. This particular region 

of the United States had undergone three years of rather 

severe drought immediately preceding the period of research. 

During the twelve months of field work there were forty-six 

general farm sales held in Woodland County, eight of which 

were in Plainville community. In most instances the sponsor

ing individual was disposing of stock, machinery, household 

goods, and miscellaneous items. There were a few selling 

land but the more common practice was to lease it. Reasons 

most often advanced for "selling out" were "leaving the farm," 

"poor health," "drought," "going to the city," "leaving the 

state," or "job elsewhere." 

Every Plainville farmer wants to own his own farm. How

ever, there are very few individuals who can pay cash, and 

for this reason most farmers at one time or another have had 

a long-term mortgage on their farm. The following table 

indicates the percentage of Woodland County farms that are 

operated by full owners, part owners, and tenants0 

TABLE XVI: OWNERS, PART OWNERS, AND TENANTS, WOODLAND COUNTY 
FARMS 

Year Proportion of total farmers who are: 
Full Owners Part Owners Tenants 

1935 
1940 
1945 
1950 
1954 

47.4% 
65.0 
62.8 
56.1 

l6o0$> 36,5% 
8o3 26.7 
19.7 17.5 
25.1 18.4 

(SOURCE: U. S. Bureau of the Census, Agriculture: years indicated) 
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Loans for purchasing farms are normally obtained from 

relatives, private lenders, hanks, or from the Farmers Home 

Administration® Money obtained from relatives often has 

little or no interest attachede However, "the worst loan 

a feller can make is to a relative." Individuals lending 

money usually charge from six to eight percent, and a similar 

interest rate is charged by nearby banks. The Farmers Home 

Administration grants loans for purchasing and improving 

family farm units. These are long term loans, as long as 

forty years, and interest rates are around The Farmers 

Home Administration insures loans for 90fo of the value of 

the farm. At present, the maximum value of Woodland County 

farms has been set at $15,000. 

Several factors determine an applicant's eligibility 

for a FHA loan, but the prime requisite is that he shall not 

have been able to obtain suitable credit from other sources. 

These loans are made for the purchase of family-type farms 

on which the borrower plans to live and work. The farm must 

be large and productive enough when purchased, enlarged or 

developed, to enable the borrower to earn a good living, pay 

his operating expenses, taxes, and insurance, and meet other 

obligations while paying for it. A prospective applicant 

for a Farmers Home Administration loan must make his request 

to the FHA supervisor in charge of Woodland County. The 

county FHA committee, comprised of three Woodland County 

farmers, must decide on the applicant's qualifications. Such 

things as character, experience, managerial ability, industry, 
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and financial resources, are important criteria for evaluat

ing an application. If the loan is approved, the applicant 

must work out a program of approved methods of farm and home 

management with the FHA supervisor. The supervisor for 

Woodland County is a native resident, and has the reputation 

of being very conscientious and well-informed regarding his 

position. 

Most Woodland County farmers prefer to reside upon the 

land they till. For example, the 1954 Farm Census reported 

that ninety-two percent of all county farmers resided upon 

their farms. However, it is not uncommon for local farmers 

to work at jobs other than farming. The same census reported 

that thirty-nine percent of the county's farmers engaged in 

off-farm work, and of this number, seventeen percent reported 

moj*e than 100 days spent working off their farm. Most farmers 

engaging in off-farm employment work as construction workers, 

either in the city or the county, highway laborers, truck 

drivers, or, perhaps, operate a business in one of the 

villages. The significance of off-farm income is indicated 

by the fact that during 1954, twenty-six of all Woodland 

County farmers earned off-farm incomes exceeding that derived 

from their farm units0 

THE GOVERNMENT AND AGRICULTURE 

The most significant innovation in Plainville agricul

ture has been the establishment of federal agencies in the 

county for the sole purpose of assisting or regulating the 

productive activities of the farmers. These organizations 
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in turn have become the primary innovative agencies for 

introducing new agricultural developments to Plainville 

farmers. For example, most farmers interviewed expressed 

the opinion that the extension organization's primary func

tion is to continually assist local farmers by explaining 

and demonstrating the "latest developments." This does not 

mean that the "latest developments" will necessarily be 

accepted from the innovating extension agent. The innovation 

may still have to "get into the tradition through acceptance 

by neighbors" (West, 1954:223) before it will be accepted. 

However, today there is seldom open resentment expressed 

toward innovations such as there was fifteen years ago. There 

may not be widespread cooperation because of such factors as 

agent personality, method of innovation, or the choice of an 

alternative'involved. However, the principle of "scientific 

agriculture" has been generally accepted by most Plainville 

farmers, and there appears to be an expectation of change 

prevailing throughout this segment of Plainville's economy. 

Plainville farmers have witnessed successsful innovations in 

mechanization, techniques for coping with the environment, 

and improved methods for increasing production and increasing 

income. During the past fifteen years they have accepted 

new techniques and market conditions; this has been a period 

of rapid change for the agriculturalist. 

Probably the most aggressive of the various federal 

organizations that have functioned in the county has been 

that which started as the Agricultural Adjustment Act during 
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the 1930's, and after passing through a succession of name 

changes with each change in political administration, is 

known today as the Agricultural Stabilization Conservation 

program. This program received its initial impetus during 

the economic crisis precipitated by the depression and drought 

of the 1930's. The original emphasis was regulatory, a fact 

that led to considerable resistance from most farmers in 

this politically Republican county. However, objections were 

minimized because of the economic incentive of cash payments 

which have traditionally been a part of this program. Today 

there are still objections voiced against acreage regulations, 

parity prices, and in general, nfor meddling in the private 

affairs of us farmers." There is one phase of ASC, the stress 

on soil conservation, which has the solid backing of practi

cally every farmer in the community. Plainville farmers recog

nize the need for rebuilding soil fertility and conserving soil 

resources, and they have been quick to accept innovations in 

this direction. In addition to the felt need for technical 

innovations to implement conservation, there was added incen

tive in the form of partial financial support for cooperation. 

Because of the "cash payments?', and the fact that ASC recommen

dations are designed to reveal immediate results, farmers 

generally consider the ASC to be a much more realistic program 

than the extension service. Extension has suffered because 

some agents have not maintained clearly defined programs year 

by year, recommendations are often made with long term improve

ment rather than immediate result in mind, and there is no 
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Incentive for cooperation other than individual initiative. 

The Farmers Home Administration is an organization 

that has the backing of most farmers in the county. This 

program, discussed above, is considered a "non-giveaway" 

type, and is generally throught to be self supporting. The 

field supervisor for the program serves in an educational 

capacity in that he actively works with a client to establish 

a sound farm and home management system that will assure re

payment of the obligation on schedule. This program offers 

the inducement of cash incentive plus the opportunity "to 

get a start." The basic philosophy behind the program is 

that a farm family should be established in such a manner 

that they can devote full time to an economically productive 

farm unit, and that from this setup they can derive a desir

able and satisfying standard of living. This program is 

assisting a large number of Woodland County farmers to pur

chase and improve family-type farming units. Due to the con

fidential nature of the financial information involved, it 

was not possible to obtain figures for this particular program. 

In 1939-40, during the period of research for Plainville, 

U.S.A., Woodland County was just emerging from the rather 

disastrous effects of an earlier depression, complicated by 

severe drought conditions. The primary factors assisting the 

area to regain a solid economic footing were the federal pro

grams innovated during the 1930's. West (1945:221) states 

that one of the objectives of the agricultural movement in 

1939 and 1940 was toward "shifting land from soil-depleting 



79 

crops to leguminous pasture or hay, and simultaneously shift

ing cash incomes from crop sales to sales of livestock and 

poultry and their products." The connotation that Plainville 

farmers were relying upon crop sales as a primary source of 

income is misleading. The following table indicates the rela

tive unimportance attached to crop sales as contrasted to 

other sources of agricultural income. 

Percent of total income 
Source of Income 1940 1945 1950 , 1954 

Livestock products 58.2 % 49.9fo 56.1# 57 o&fo 
Poultry products 21.9 26.1 15.7 8.3 
Dairy products 11 o 2 18.7 22.2 33.1 
All crops 8.7 5c3 6.0 

(SOURCE: U. S. Bureau of' the Census,Agriculture: years indicated). 

The 1954 agricultural census did not report income derived 

from crop sales. However, due to severe drought conditions, 

this income is thought to have been negligible. The 1954 per

centages for livestock, poultry, and dairy products are figured 

from total income derived only from these three sources which 

are, however, believed to have constituted the major part of 

the 1954 agricultural income. 

It is true that there was an attempt to shift land.away 

from soil depleting crops to leguminous pasture or hay. How

ever, this was also done in an attempt to produce more and 

better feed, which could then be marketed through livestock 

and poultry and their products. At the same time, extension 

personnel were emphasizing beef, dairy, and poultry specializa

tion as a means of deriving greater cash income....but only if 
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better quality, care, disease control, and more efficient 

feeding of livestock and poultry could be achieved. 

SOILS AND CROPS 

Within the past fifteen years there has been a marked 

decline in the number of acres devoted to the production of 

soil-depleting crops such as corn and wheat. For instance, 

in 1940 there were approximately IS,000 acres planted in corn, 

whereas in 1954 only 12,000 acres were devoted to this crop. 

There has also been a marked decline in the production of 

wheat and oats. During this same fifteen year period there 

has been a gradual rise in the number of acres devoted to 

soybeans, and a sharp increase in acreage allotted to produc

ing lespedeza. For instance, there were 500 acres planted in 

soybeans in 1940, with an increase to 1,400 in 1954. Lespedeza 

acreage increased from 10,500 acres in 1940 to a 1945 high of 

20,000 acres for this fifteen year period,. There was a sharp 

decline in the 1954 lespedeza crop because of drought conditions. 

In addition to the two legumes just mentioned, there has been 

a recent tendency toward more alfalfa hay production. This 

high grade legume requires good soil and several dairymen 

are working to build bottom fields up to specifications in 

order to produce the high quality hay required for their herds. 

In 1940 there were twenty-six farmers reporting 11S acres of 

alfalfa, and in 1954 this number had increased to sixty-eight 

with 460 acres. 

Probably the greatest innovation accepted by Plainville 

farmers in recent years has been the use of commercial fertilizers 
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Aside from liming and phosphate materials, most commercial 

fertilizers have become important only since the close of 

the second world war. However, since that time there has 

been increased use made of high analysis potassium, nitrogen, 

and phosphate compounds. This is another phase of "scientific 

agriculture" which adds to the farmer's cash expenditures but 

which should result in greater income. The farmer theo

retically should realize greater yields and at the same time 

increase soil fertility. The 1954 farm census reported that 

sixty-five percent of all Woodland County farmers purchased 

commercial fertilizer in that year, and even in this pre

dominantly drought year the average purchase amounted to 

$215. per farm. It is not uncommon for the more progressive 

farmers with fifty to one-hundred acres of crop land, to spend 

as much as $600, to $1,200. per year for commercial fertilizers. 

For example, one farmer reported a five year expenditure of 

"over $3300." for fertilizer applied on sixty-six acres of 

small grains and grasses. Even with this outlay, sufficient 

fertilizer was not used to bring the soil up to maximum 

specifications. Another individual reported as much money 

invested in commercial fertilizers on a corn crop as he nor

mally would receive from the crop itself. Questioned regard

ing the value of applying fertilizer, this farmer explained 

that the increase in production would offset fertilizer costs 

and that he would, at the same time, be improving soil fer

tility. Most farmers are convinced that with a break in the 

current drought they will realize more profits through 
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application of commercial fertilizers. 

Implicit in all commercial fertilizer soil rebuilding 

programs is a follow-through fertilizer program, particularly 

in nitrogen, which should be added every year in order to 

keep the fields at maximum fertility. Many farmers invest 

quite heavily in the initial application of commercial fer

tilizers and then fail to "follow-through." Reasons most 

often advanced for not "following-through" are. the expense, 

or unpredictability of weather conditions. Extension per

sonnel have been working since 1948 to develop a soil testing 

program for Woodland County farmers. This program has 

attempted to indoctrinate the farmer in having scientific 

analyses made of his soils. The cost for each soil analysis is 

ninety cents, and the extension agent reviews test results 

with the farmer and assists him in developing a fertilizer 

program of correct proportions. Presumably, then, the soil 

gets maximum treatment and the farmer profits by not adding 

fertilizers that are not needed. Despite the available test

ing service, some farmers persist in applying commercial fer

tilizers indiscriminately. The extension agent's annual re

ports for the following years indicate that this service is 

becoming more popular. For example, in 1950 there were sixty 

soil tests, by 1951 there were 122, and in 1952 there were 213; 

there were only 139 during the drought year of 1953, but in 

1954, also a drought year, there were 230 tests recorded. The 

latter increase can be attributed to the fact that the ASG 

required that participants in its fertilizer program have soils 
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tested by the county extension office. This compulsory 

ASC requirement should serve to stimulate greater participa

tion in the soil testing program. 

During recent years there has been a movement toward 

establishing "permanent pasture" in the. county. This has 

been particularly stressed by both extension and ASC. The 

avowed purpose in innovating the "permanent" pasture program 

was to provide small acreage for use during fall and winter 

seasons when local pasture conditions are normally quite 

poor. This program was rather expensive and for this reason 

met with some resistance. For example, exclusive of the 

work involved in preparing soil and planting seed, the ex

pense of establishing permanent pasture normally runs from 

$40. to $45. per acre. In addition to this initial outlay, 

the farmer should ideally spend $10. to $15. per acre per 

year in order to maintain the pasture at maximum strength. 

The increased tendency to specialize in beef and dairy pro

duction in the county led to an immediate acceptance of this 

program. However, there was considerable confusion regarding 

the term "permanent." Many farmers thought that such pastures 

were "year-round," and because of this confusion the program 

is now referred to as "improved." The following figures indi

cate acceptance, according to ASC participation, of the 

"improved" pasture program in Woodland County. 
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TABLE XVIII: WOODLAND COUNTY PARTICIPANTS, ASC "IMPROVED" 
PASTURE PROGRAM 

Year Number of Acres Number of Participants 

1949 299 50 
1950 224 19 
1951 900 122 
1952 908 146 
1953 311 70 
1954 196 37 

(SOURCE: Files, State Agricultural Stabilization Conservation 
Office: years indicated). 

The "improved" pasture program was well on its way to 

general acceptance when the drought struck in 1951 and 1952<, 

Several participants complained of large investments in the 

program only to have the results largely erased by lack of 

water. One persistant individual reported losses averaging 

"over $250." per year in a three year attempt to establish 

"improved" pasture on nine acres. There was even some 

animosity directed against the extension office because of 

losses in the program. The partial failure of this program 

because of uncertain weather conditions focuses on a prime 

criticism of one aspect of "scientific farming" "You can 

spend $100. an acre, but if the weather ain't right, it don*t 

do a damned bit of good." However, the bold fact remains 

that if most of Woodland County's farmers expect to remain in 

the beef, dairy, or poultry business, they must resort to 

better efforts at feed production. For instance, feed for 

livestock and poultry cost Woodland County farmers $580,000. 

in 1954, and $572,000. in 1950. During these same years they 

realized $1,830,000. from livestock, poultry, and their pro

ducts in 1954, and $2,240,198. in 1950. Figures for these 
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two years represent a slight decrease from those reported in 

1954 when, out of a total livestock and livestock products 

income of $1,700,000, Woodland County farmers spent over 

$650,000, for livestock feed. All figures are considerably 

higher than those for 1940. In the latter year county farmers 

received approximately $600,000 from livestock and livestock 

products, but expended only .$94,000. for feed. The extension 

agent indicates that one of the major local problems is to get 

more feed produced at home and less purchased on outside mar

kets. 

Extension and ASC are both emphasizing contouring, terrac

ing, and various other means of soil and water management. These 

practices have taken on new significance with the current 

drought conditions. The latter has been particularly true re

garding the construction of artificial ponds and reservoirs0 

The 1954 Farm Census indicated over fifty percent of the 

county*s farmers reporting 1,043 conservation ponds. It is 

hoped that the construction of this great number of ponds 

should aid in conserving water and contribute to better pasture 

management. However, in the face of current drought conditions, 

agricultural experts believe that one of the county's most 

pressing agricultural problems is an adequate range and water 

management program. 

SPECIALIZATION 

Woodland County's first full-time extension agent indicated 

in his first annual report (193S) that future extension efforts 

should be expended in the following direction: 
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In order to conserve the natural soil resources, 
maintain and increase farm income, and work toward a 
better land use, a program for the county is being 
planned to encourage a breeding and feeding program 
for livestock, dairy, and poultry, that will increase 
the income and utilize the land to the best advantage. 

This program will aim to build up the livestock 
carrying capacity of the farms of the county, and at 
the same time increase the quality and health, as well 
as the number of livestock.... 

Indications are that the above proposed extension pro

gram, combined with other factors, has been instrumental in 

creating a situation whereby Woodland County farmers can rea

lize better incomes and can participate in a more desirable 

standard of living. Certainly one of the reasons why a great

er number of farmers in the county are receiving larger in

comes can be explained by the shift toward dairying (see 

following table) as a farm specialty. There has been, in 

recent years, slightly fewer farmers specializing in live

stock production, although income from this source has con

tinued to comprise the bulk of all agricultural revenue. The 

following table indicates the percentage of Woodland County 

farmers who derive more than fifty percent of their total 

farm income from a designated specialty. 

TABLE XIX: WOODLAND COUNTY FARM INCOME BY" SPECIALTY* 

Specialty Percent of farmers deriving more than 50$ 
of their income from specified source. 

1945 1950 1954 

Dairying 7o 0% 24 o 5fo 33.0$ 
Livestock 28»4 31.3 25.4 
Poultry 14.7 7.6 2,6 
Field Crops 2.4 .4 3.5 
(cash grain) 

52.5% 63.8$ 64.5$ TOTAL 52.5% 63.8$ 64.5$ 
(SOURCE: U.S.Bureau of the Census,Agriculture: years indicated). 

^Census figures prior to 1945 are not comparable. 
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The outstanding trend indicated in the preceding table is 

the increase in dairymen and decline in poultry producers. 

It is significant that sixty-five percent of all farmers in 

the county derived the major part of their 1954 income through 

specialization. This would indicate that thirty-five percent, 

at the most, derive their income through generalized agricultu

ral pursuits, none of which account for as much as fifty per

cent of their total income. In Plainville there are a few 

"general" farmers who economically compare favorably with the 

more outstanding beef and dairy operators. However, the old 

attitude that a farmer should have "a little of this and a 

little of that," so that if he has a failure in one phase of 

his agricultural operation there will be something "to take 

up slack," is rapidly disappearing. 

Livestock: The sale of livestock, other than dairy and 

poultry products, has always produced the largest percentage 

of the agricultural income for Woodland County. For example, 

the farm census reports for 1940, 1945, 1950, and 1954, cover

ing the fifteen year period included in this study, indicate 

that this source of revenue consistently accounts for at 

least half of all agricultural income in the county. 

There has been, in the past, considerable attention paid 

to sheep and hogs, but by and large beef animals have con

stituted the greatest interest. The first full-time extension 

agent in Woodland County, who arrived in 193#, considered the 

poor quality of stock to be one of the major problems confront

ing local farmers. There were a few farmers who were "good 
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stock men," i.e., they concentrated on attempting to improve 

the quality of their animals through culling and breeding 

practices. However, there were many more who paid little 

attention to breed stock, and as a result there was an abun

dance of inferior feeder-type animals in the county,, Within 

the past fifteen years there has been a marked shift toward 

specialization in "registered" and feeder animals. There are 

several "registered herds" in the Plainville community, each 

of which Is identified as either Hereford or Angus. 

Registered Angus herds in Plainville are a relatively 

recent innovation. There had been one individual selling 

"feeder" animals from a registered Angus bull for many years. 

However, the first registered Angus herd was begun by a farmer 

residing north of Plainville "back in 1939." A year or so 

later this man's son purchased his first crop of heifers, and 

the following year others began to enter the "registered Angus 

business#" At present there are sixteen registered Angus herds 

in the county. The Angus breeders have a county organization, 

dues for which are $5«00 annually, which is a subsidiary unit 

of a state and national association. Members of the association 

receive a breed journal. They also sponsor an annual banquet 

and sale. A field representative of the national organization 

assists with the latter, and the state association receives 

one percent of the total revenue derived from each county 

association sale. Members of the association can call upon 

national representatives to assist them in buying or selling 

registered bulls, or getting started in the "Angus business." 
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Registered Herefords have a longer history in the county 

than do the Angus, although not in the same quantity as found 

today. Registered Hereford herds in the county exceed Angus, 

but the Hereford breeders do not have the same organizational 

setup as do the Angus men. 

In addition to the "big men," all of whom are considered 

to be financially better off than most farmers in the community,' 

there are many "small" stockmen. The latter are farmers who 

own a few head of stock, perhaps feeder or registered, but 

who do not function as full-time operators. For example, in 

1954 there were ninety-two Woodland County units recorded as 

"general farms," and of this number sixty were defined as 

"primarily livestock;" the other thirty-two were listed as 

"crop and livestock" (U.S.Farm Census, 1954). There are three 

individuals in the village who function as "stockmen" in 

addition to their business duties. 

There are a few individuals in the county who specialize 

in registered hogs or sheep. One such Plainville farmer is 

known as one of the best "hog men" for several counties around. 

He, as is the case with most other registered "hog men," com

bines hog production with beef cattle. 

The tremendous expansion in registered beef herds in the 

county has had its bad as well as good effects. There has 

been a definite emphasis upon better quality animals, and for 

several years those individuals engaged in breeding registered 

stock have profited from this interest. However, some breeders 

expressed the opinion that county cattlemen were primarily 
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interested in "registered" rather than "quality" animals. 

Their contention is that over-anxious buyers have purchased 

inferior registered stock from unscrupulous breeders. They 

point out that an animal eligible for registration is not 

necessarily a good animal, and that much of the registered 

stock in the county, particularly inferior bulls, should be 

sold as feeder beefo There is a developing attitude that "the 

time is coming when a man is going to have to be the best to 

stay in business....in a country like ours where you can't get 

too big, you got to depend almost entirely on quality." This 

attitude is particularly true of farmers who recognize the 

difficulties of expansion because of land scarcity. 

Indications are that the great quantity of registered 

beef animals in the county has tended to saturate the local 

market, resulting in lower prices and lowered demand. For ex

ample, at a Hereford dispersal sale held on a Plainville farm, 

only one animal was purchased by a local farmer; the remainder 

were sold to buyers from out of the county. One Hereford dealer 

reported that four or five years ago registered stock would 

bring $500 to $>60. more per head than grade animals. However, 

today there are so many registered animals in the immediate 

area that prospective buyers are reticent to pay more than 

"ten to fifteen dollars" more per head for registered stock. 

This breeder feels the differential is so small that he can no 

longer afford to pay the $2. per head registration fee. Besides, 

he is tired of prospective buyers "bellyachin" about this 

animal "having too much white, or bad horns," etc. 
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A combination of factors during the 1940's, primarily 

high market prices for beef, capital for expansion, good pas

ture conditions, and land scarcity, resulted in Plainville 

farmers over-stocking their land resources. An Agricultural 

Stabilization Conservation field supervisor reported that the 

State College of Agriculture advocates "no more than one cow 

for each ten acres of land such as that found in Woodland 

County." According to this estimate, figures from the 1949 

and 1954 farm census indicate that Woodland County pasture 

resources were seriously overstocked. For example, in 1949 

there was a surplus of 3,$l6 animals above the ratio advocated 

by the college of agriculture. By 1954, despite the fact that 

over 4,000 acres of additional crop land had been turned to 

grazing, the county was overstocked by 4,717 animals. The 

past three years of over-stocking have been particularly 

critical because of drought conditions, and there is a growing 

awareness among Plainville farmers of the need for more effec

tive range and water management. In view of the drought and 

lack of suitable pasture, the emphasis by extension and ASC 

upon "improved" pasture and pond building programs is quite 

timely for Woodland County stockmen. 

The recent drought forced several small livestock men out 

of business. According to the 1954 farm census, the number of 

farmers deriving over fifty percent of their income from live

stock decreased from 375 in 1950 "to 257 in 1954. Some of these 

men began to specialize in dairying, which experienced a rise 

from 295 in 1950 to 337 operators in 1954. One farmer reported 

that he had returned from the city to go into the "black cattle 
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(Angus) business." However, after purchasing quality stock 

at high prices, and spending large sums to improve his farm, 

cattle prices began to decline. He did not have the cash to 

"stick it out between beef checks," and as the best alternative 

turned to dairying "where you have something coming in every 

month." This farmer, when his dairy operation is established 

the way he wants it, will have as much money invested as he would 

in a good beef setup. However, in order to function as a full-

time beef specialist he must have a lot of working capital be

cause of the long periods when "everything is going out and 

nothing is coming in....and the bills come due every month." 

This individual, like most Plainville farmers, believes that 

the ideal farm life is to produce beef cattle. There is wealth 

and leisure associated with specializing in beef production. 

The former is evidence by several registered and grade producers 

who occupy a superior financial and social position to most of 

their neighbors. The latter is important because "you don't 

have to work from morning *til night like you do in dairying," 

or work all day in the fields, then "spend several hours just 

doing the chores." Leisure time from work is becoming increas

ingly more important to Plainville farmers. 

Dairying: Probably the most significant change in the 

agricultural system of Plainville has been the steady increase 

in the number of farmers deriving the ma^or part of their in

come from dairying. For example, there has been an increase 

from eleven percent in 1940, to thirty-three percent in 1954, 

in the number of Vfoodland County farmers who derive more than 

fifty percent of their income from this source. Corresponding 
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gain in the percentage of total income gained from dairy pro

ducts. It should be pointed out that large scale dairying is 

not a recent innovation in Woodland County. However, several 

aspects of the present dairy business do represent innovations, 

and had these not occurred the local trend toward dairy special

ization could not have materialized. 

The first "full-time" dairyman in the county began with a 

herd of Holsteins imported from Wisconsin in 1917. This 

individual sold only "sweet cream," which was transported to 

Stanton, then via train to Metropolis. The surplus milk was 

fed to hogs which in turn were marketed. It was not until 

"about 1927" that a market for milk, as opposed to cream, began. 

By this time one other individual in the county operated as a 

"full-time" dairyman0 However, neither specialist, nor general 

farmers who sold dairy products, could avail themselves of the 

milk market because of poor local transportation. During the 

early thirties there were two small cheese plants established 

in neighboring counties, and for a time there was a plant in 

Discovery. However, these markets for whole milk were of short 

duration. The two specialists, both with large registered herds, 

remained in the business, however, until the depression and 

drought of 1934-36. The "big herds" were then broken up and it 

wasn't until four years later that "milkin in a big way really 

began to catch on." The county was emerging from the disastrous 

depression and-drought, and in order to "farm for money" a 

few farmers began to milk large numbers of cows. Extension 
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personnel were emphasizing the economic advantages of dairying, 

as early as 1938, and were stressing "better quality animals, 

disease control, and improved soil and feeding practices. 

There were two important innovations that initially 

served to focus the attention of Plainville farmers upon 

dairying. The first of these was the establishment of nearby 

markets for whole milk. Major milk firms established cheese 

and milk-products plants in adjoining counties, thereby creat

ing a ready market for whole milk. For example, farm census 

reports indicate the number of farmers selling milk increased 

from fifty-one in 194-0 to 427 in 1945. During this same period 

the number Qf milk cows in the county increased from 4,331 to 

6,157, and the number of gallons of milk sold increased from 

42,879 to 988,116. The total value of dairy products sold by 

V/oodland County farmers increased from $74,198. in 1940 to 

1338,329. in 1945. Sale of butter practically ceased during 

this period as evidenced by the 877 pounds sold in 1940 as 

opposed to only one farm selling fifty pounds in 1945* During 

this period county dairying received tremendous impetus because 

of high dairy prices accompanying the war. The second innova

tion that contributed to the early local interest in dairy pro

duction was the appearance, about 1939, of milk pick-up routes„ 

For a small fee the milk is picked up at the farmer's door and 

transported to market for him. 

The annual reports of Woodland County extension agents, 

during the late thirties and early forties, stressed the need 

for improving dairy animals through culling and breeding, and 
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for raising income through, "better pasture, feeding, and control 

of diseases. The following chart indicates that attempts to 

increase production, largely through better animals and improved 

feeding, are becoming more successful. 

TABLE X&: WOODLAND COUNTY MILK PRODUCTION 

Year Number of Cows Pounds Milk Sold 

1945 6,157 8,497,798 
1950 6,317 14,200,522 
1954 6,642 22,568,925 

(SOURCE: U.S-Bureau of the Census, Agriculture: years indicated). 

During the early 1940fs the extension agent and the voca

tional agriculture teacher in Plainville high school actively 

worked to interest county farmers in purchasing better bulls. 

For example, the extension agent's annual report for 1938 re

ported that "county dairy herds have been improved by the pur

chase of ten purebred bulls and three heifers." Other agent 

reports prior to 1945 indicated that a few registered dairy 

bulls were purchased each year, and that some individuals 

banded together to form "bull club" cooperatives for the pur

pose of purchasing registered sires. However, in 1946, artifi

cial insemination was introduced to Woodland County dairy far

mers. This innovation was pushed by the State Farmer's Associa

tion, and received strong local support from the county exten

sion agent. Initial acceptance by Woodland County farmers was 

tempered by a "skepticism regarding results," and an objection 

to the "|6. per cow" insemination fee. The fee was considered 

exhorbitant by farmers who had been accustomed to paying neigh

bors a bull fee of "fifty cents to a dollar....maybe getting it 
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service, but by and large results achieved by some of the 

better dairymen in the county have allayed the initial fears 

of many skeptics. Current criticism regarding insemination 

is that sources supplying "the dope" are not employing "high 

grade" bulls. State agricultural experts estimate that normally 

twenty to thirty percent of the milking herd must be replaced 

each year, and economic improvement of the dairy herd is 

possible only when discarded cows are replaced by well-grown 

heifers of improved breeding. Therefore, it is very important , 

that the dairyman have access to a good sire. 

Local agricultural experts stress the need for more 

economical feeding and culling practices in local dairy herds. 

The success of dairying, poultry, or beef production in Plainville 

largely depends upon animal efficiency and the ability of the 

farmer to produce as much high quality feed as economically as 

possible. This is particularly true of dairying. For instance, 

one Plainville dairyman reported an average of n$200." per month 

spent for supplements, hay, and grains to feed his herd of 

twenty-five cows. Another dairyman, with an income of $3,000. 

from milk sales in 1954, spent more than $1,000. for feed. 

Agricultural experts report that once drought conditions are 

alleviated the dairymen can realize greater profits by produc

ing more and better quality feed, and by culling herds to rid 

themselves of poor producers, or "boarders." Certainly the 

more successful dairymen in the county today are those who 

have paid close attention to culling, feeding, and producing 

their own feeds as much as has been possible during the drought 
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years. The more successful dairymen ridicule their neighbors 

who refuse to keep good records, maintain consistent feeding 

practices, cull their herds, and engage in other practices de

signed to result in better production and greater profit. In 

November of 1944 (Extension Agent's Annual Report, 1944) there 

was a Dairy Herd Improvement Association organized in the 

county. This organization, designed to test herds regularly 

and maintain, accurate records, has never been too well received 

by county dairymen. For example, in 1954 there were 337 farms 

reporting dairy products as their major source of income, and 

only ten farmers were enrolled in the D.H.I.A. testing program. 

Several dairymen offered expense as an excuse; the cost of the 

testing service is |5»50 per month for the first ten cows, and 

fifteen cents for each cow thereafter. Others do not like the 

testor, some fallaciously complain that testing does not do any 

good, and there are others who "intend" to join the program 

only when they are sure their cows will give a high test. The 

latter attitude indicates that many do not understand the true 

purpose of the testing program, and points up the fact that 

there is pride in owning "good animals." 

The most recent innovation in Plainville's dairy economy 

has been the creation of a grade A milk market. In 1948 milk 

firms from metropolitan centers came through the area attempt

ing to establish grade A milk producers in Woodland County. To 

become a grade A producer the farmer must construct a special-

type milking barn, and also accept and maintain rigid specifica

tions regarding cooling facilities, equipment for handling milk, 
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cleanliness and sterilization. He must also submit his barn 

to regular health inspections by an inspector from the company 

to whom he is selling his milk. Most dairymen who build grade 

A barns let the differential they receive for grade A above 

grade 0 milk pay for the structure. In 1949 the extension 

agentfs annual report listed six grade A barns under construc

tion in the county; by 1951 the number had increased to eleven, 

and by 1954 there were forty grade A producers in the county. 

Indications are that many more dairymen intend to further 

specialize their operations to grade A production. There are 

several grade A dairy setups in the county valued well in 

excess of $25,000. Most of these owners are interested in ex

panding their operations still further, because with modern 

machines and milking facilities they can handle more cows in 

less time with less effort, and this results in increased cash 

income for them. However, like beef operators, they are faced 

with limited space. 

Dairying, more than any other type of Plainville farming, 

offers the best opportunity for full-family cooperation at the 

production level. In many instances the wife assists with 

electric milkers, storing the milk, keeping records, and in 

general, with all but the very heavy tasks. Children also 

assist, and it is not uncommon to find the entire family busy 

with the actual milking operation. Many parents give their 

children a dairy, or beef calf, or some other type of produc

tive animal, and the children receive the income derived from 

their property. The husband, however, is supposed to supply 
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most of the labor for the full-time dairy operation, even to 

doing the actual milking and cleaning duties. One individual 

in the community is strongly criticized for permitting his 

wife to do the major part of the milking operation "while he 

is off doing something else." Wo longer is there such a thing 

as "butter and cream money" which is relegated to the house

wife for use as she sees fit. The full-time dairy specialist 

depends entirely upon this source of income for his livelihood. 

Most Plainvillers are aware that dairy specialization 

is relatively recent in their community. The fact that there 

is a steady monthly income, "just like working in the city," 

appeals to the man functioning as a dairyman and to the busi

nessman who depends upon the farmers for his income. The 

phrase, "dairying has saved this county," is not uncommon, 

and although a little extreme, has some merit. Farmers 

specializing in dairy production rank among the more economi

cally substantial group in the community. It is hard work, 

two milkings daily, seven days a week, and in between labor 

devoted to feed production. However, financial rewards are 

immediate. The latter, combined with an ever increasing need 

for more cash, has contributed greatly to the popularity of 

dairying in Plainville. Local dairymen, probably more than 

any other group, are sensitive to federal and state legisla

tion regarding their product. They are also acutely aware 

of market conditions, and most of the larger operators con

tribute to the promotional funds of the American Dairy Associa

tion. In June of 1955, Woodland County sponsored its first 
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annual Woodland County Dairy Festival. This affair, well 

attended by county residents, was the local counterpart of 

the American Dairy Association's campaign to establish June 

as "national dairy month." The festival, held in Discovery, 

was highlighted by highschool band music, sack and terrapin 

races, milk-drinking and beauty contests, and speeches. 

American Dairy Association posters were prominently displayed 

by business firms throughout the county, and several major 

milk-products manufacturers ran large ads in the county paper. 

Poultry; One of the obvious agricultural trends in the 

county is the decline in number of farmers who derive as 

much as fifty percent of their total income from poultry pro

duction. The decline in this source of revenue can be gener

ally attributed to poor market conditions, or in some instances, 

the recent drought, during which time much feed had to be pur

chased for local flocks. In poultry, as in other segments of 

the agricultural system, the farmer has recently experienced 

a sharp decline in market value, and at the same time has wit

nessed steadily increasing living and operating costs, A 

poultry extension specialist speaking to a group of Woodland 

County poultry producers in October of 1954, told them quite 

clearly that the egg market was "glutted" by over production. 

During the same lecture it was emphasized that they should 

strive for better birds and quality egg production. To the 

average Plainville farmer, better birds producing quality eggs 

means added expense. Most importantly, he is aware that there 

is no local market for "premium" eggs. There are a few women 

in the community who strive for quality production by grading 
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and cleaning their eggs and giving them special storage care. 

They sell to out-of-state buyers who come through with trucks, 

and who pay a premium of about five cents per dozen above the 

"unclassified," "current receipt" market. During 1954 Plainville 

farm wives received an average of twenty-eight cents per dozen 

for eggs, as contrasted to thirty-seven cents per dozen in 1950. 

Several families reported annual profits of $1,000. and over 

during the mid-forties, when eggs and poultry were selling for 

high prices. However, many lost money during the years from 

1951 to 1954. The present disinterest in poultry was manifested 

in attendance at the previously mentioned meeting. This was 

a county-wide meeting held in the Plainville school. The ex

tension agent reported mailing "over 800" letters, informing 

farmers of the time, place, and topic for discussion. The 

meeting was attended by twenty-three persons, six of whom were 

not farmers; of the farmers present there were representatives 

from only ten farm units. 

During the early 1940*s there was considerable activity 

on the part of the extension agent to improve poultry flocks 

and management. There were many innovations in buildings, 

feeding, culling, and care of flocks. Several hundred improved 

poultry buildings were constructed on Woodland County farms, 

and there was considerable interest in poultry because of the 

high, war emergency, prices. One indication that poultry is 

still regarded as "woman's work" is the fact that this particu

lar agent is often remembered today as a "chicken man," or 

"a woman's agent." 
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The responsibility for poultry, even in very large 

flocks, is still relegated to Plainville farm women. It is 

the woman who, by and large, attends to the management and 

care of poultry. However, most families no longer consider 

income derived from this source as merely "woman's money," 

rather, it is figured as an integral part of the total farm 

income. Needless to say, the loss of "chicken" income is 

keenly felt by many Plainville families; poultry profits 

often represented, for many, the difference between breaking 

even and showing a profit for the year. 

A promising innovation in the poultry economy of Woodland 

County, occurring in the late forties, was the large scale 

production of turkeys. During 1952-53 there were three 

individuals in the immediate vicinity of Plainville who were 

in the turkey business "in a big way." One of these was the 

operator of the Plainville Feed Store; the other two were 

elderly women. During the above years they averaged a profit 

of from |1.25. to $2.00 per bird. However, in 1954, there 

was a market slump, and because of the drought they had to 

purchase large quantities of feed and transport water to the 

birds, and they were lucky to "break even." During the summer 

of 1955 there was little interest shown in turkey production. 

MECHANIZATION 

Plainville farmers have been progressing more and more 

toward complete mechanization. Mechanical expansion has been, 

for some, unrealistic in that the expense of machines is so 

great that years of small production are required to pay for 
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them. Questions directed to several small-acreage farmers 

as to why they invested so heavily in machinery, returned re

sponses indicating, "that's just the way its done nowadays," 

"It makes it easier," or "it saves time." A few members of 

the older generation who "do without" modern equipment are 

ridiculed as "tight," "conservative," or "old fashioned." 

These individuals, in turn, express the opinion that younger 

men would not farm unless they have all modern equipment to 

start with. 

Aside from the expense involved, one of the more immediate 

effects of farm mechanization has been a change in values as 

to what constitutes work. Industriousness, by most, is con

sidered spending a normal workday manipulating machinery in 

the performance of farm tasks. The individual who, a few 

years ago, commanded prestige for spending long hours at 

hard physical labor, which, incidentally, was necessary for 

success, is today referred to as "a slave to hard work," "a 

slave to long hours," or, simply, "he just enjoys working hard." 

Some older farmers still praise the man who industriously works 

long hours at hard physical labor; most others object to long 

hours and believe that machines are made to do the work for 

them. It is not uncommon to hear a mechanized farmer boast 

of the rapidity and ease of performing farm labor. 

Most of the technical items necessary for farm mechaniza

tion require relatively large initial outlays of cash, as 

well as later expense for operation. For example, Woodland 

County farmers reported to the 1949 farm census fuel expenses 

of $87i000. By 1954, only five years later, county farmers 
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reported $151,000. expended for farm machinery fuels. During 

this period there was an increase in the number of tractors, from 

454, on thirty-eight percent of all farms, in 1949, to 771, on 

twenty-six percent of all farms, in 1954# The latter figure 

contrasts with 13# tractors reported on seven percent of 

Woodland County*s farms in 1940. It is significant that during 

the fifteen year period from 1940 to 1954, the number of horses 

and mules in the county declined from 3,372 to 780. Again, the 

sharpest decline came from 1949 to 1954, when there was a drop 

from 2,277 horses and mules to 780. In addition to 'the in

crease in tractors during the preceding five year period, . 

there was an increase in other types of farm equipment. For 

example, in 1954 the farm census reported 177 power feed 

grinders, eighty-one combines (an increase from fifty-one in 

1949), forty-seven corn pickers (an increase from fifteen in 

1949), eighty-two pickup-type hay balers (an increase from 

twenty-two in 1949), and forty-four field forage harvesters, 

as well as trucks and other miscellanea-. 

With the small county acreage devoted to crops it is 

hardly practical to purchase large items of machinery. There

fore, most individuals purchasing a combine, hay baler, corn 

picker, silage cutter, or other piece of expensive equipment, 

usually depend upon "custom" work to help pay for their in

vestment. The 1954 farm census reported that Woodland County 

farmers paid $89,000. for machinery hire, an increase from 

the $52,000 paid in 1949• During this same period there was 

a slight decrease in the amount expended for hired labor; in 

1949 Woodland County farmers spent $65,000. for labor,whereas 
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in 1954 they spent $62,000. The latter figure represents 

hired labor employed on forty-two percent of all Woodland 

County farms, and is in sharp contrast to the |19,000. ex

pended for hired labor on twenty-six percent of the farms in 

1940. 

Most labor, man or machine, is today paid for with cash. 

However, it was only a few years ago that there was consider

able "work swapping" among friends and neighbors in the county. 

Today there is a minimum amount of such "swappage", usually 

confined to close neighbors, relatives, or perhaps, certain 

church members. "People anymore don't have time to swap work," 

or "they'd be scared a feller wouldn't return as much as they 

put out." Old-time "threshing bees," involving the cooperation 

of several neighbors, have disappeared with the appearance of 

the combine. 

Hunting and Fishing 

\ 

Hunting and fishing are two minor economic activities 

that are referred to as "sports" or "recreation" by most 

Plainvillers, but which are important to the subsistence of 

a few families. For most participants the primary objective 

is sport or recreation, and many individuals expend considerably 

more in these pursuits than any possible monetary value that 

might be attached to the game they kill or catch. Hunting or 

fishing, for some of the wealthier families in the community, 

are often important reasons for taking vacation trips to other 

statesi Plainville males take considerable pride in being the 

"best" hunter or fisherman, and there is much time, effort, and 
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money, spent in order to establish and maintain such a reputa

tion. 

Fishing in nearby streams and lakes is the most important 

sport £f Plainville males. There is also hunting, primarily 

for quail, squirrel, dove, and deer. There are several men 

in the community who hunt with hounds, and there are five or 

six individuals who add to their income by training and sell

ing hounds. One individual, near Plainville, reportedly ships 

fox and coon hounds over all of the United States and to several 

foreign countries. A good hound sells from $40, or $500 to 

several hundred dollars. A few relatively high prestige males 

in the community are interested in fox hunting, but by and 

large hunting with hounds is still primarily confined to 

lower status individuals. 

There are very few families today who depend primarily 

upon fish and game as a primary source of meat supply. Only 

one or two such families, and a few bachelor males, are known 

to follow this type of subsistence. However, it has not been 

too many years since there were several families in the community 

who approached a pure "subsistence-type" livelihood. Today it 

is generally thought that anyone can "get out and make enough 

money" to provide for minimum, essentials, and it is conceded 

that some of those who, prior to the war, attached a positive 

value to subsistence living, did go "to the city" to obtain 

work. 

Food 

Plainvillers normally eat three big meals daily; breakfast 
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in the morning, dinner at noon, and supper in the evening. 

Pork, bacon, and chicken are the most common meats, although 

in recent years beef has become more popular, A wide variety 

of vegetables are consumed, the most common of which are pota

toes, corn, one of several varieties of beans, and green peas. 

Dairy products, particularly milk, butter, and cottage cheese, 

are quite common on Plainville tables. Mealtime drinks are 

normally coffee, milk, or cocoa in the winter, and iced tea, 

milk, or some form of commercial sweet drink in the summer. 

Desserts are quite popular, and it is not uncommon to be 

served more than one variety at a meal. Cakes, pies, cobblers, 

and fruits are popular, as well as jello and ice cream in the 

summer time. An outsider receives the impression that Plain-

villers love to eat, and to eat "lots." Most foods are liber

ally seasoned and there is always ample quantity. Women are 

proud of their cooking ability, and take pride in setting a 

"good table." At church or community "suppers," where food 

has been prepared by several women, it is not uncommon to 

hear certain dishes identified with particular women. 

Most farmers, and probably three fourths of the villagers, 

"make garden." A former Woodland County home agent estimated 

that the canning activities of the average farm wife saves 

from f350o to $400. on her annual food budget. The farm 

woman who buys all her food from the store rather than "can" 

in the summer is ridiculed as "lazy^' or "citified," and is 

thought to be "living pretty high." However, agricultural 

specialists report that economics, rather than well-balanced 
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diets, is still the primary incentive behind the canning 

efforts of most Plainville housewives. Plainville grocery-

firms stock fresh vegetables during most of the winter months, 

but during "garden season" it is "not worth" their "time and 

trouble" to handle perishable vegetables. There is a growing 

tendency among Plainville housewives to freeze fresh vegetables 

and fruits rather than can them. 

Practioally all farmers produce their own poultry and 

dairy products for home consumption. In the past most villa

gers owned a cow for milk and better, but today there are 

only two or three people with cows. "Town people don*t own 

chickens and cows like they use to," rather they purchase 

their eggs and milk from farmers, or, more often, from local 

grocery stores. Most farm families fatten hogs for home use, 

and some fatten a beef. Several village families purchase a 

hog, or beef, from local farmers, have it dressed out by one 

of two individuals who specialize in butchering, and store 

the meat in freezers, or in the Discovery locker plant. Few 

farmers do their butchering anymore, usually letting one of the 

two specialists previously mentioned do it. The same applies to 

curing meat. Most farmers and villagers with meats to be cured 

take them to small packing plants in neighboring counties, or, 

perhaps, let an individual with a good "reputation for curing" 

do it for them. It has only been within the past two years 

that there has been a meat market established in the village. 

The market is operated by the wife of one of the men who does 

"custom butchering." "Butchering bees," where neighbors 
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converged to assist, are no longer heard of. 

Many ex-Plainvillers, working in nearby nrban centers, 

come to Plainville once or twice a month to purchase dairy 

and poultry products at cheap "home prices." This constitutes 

a small source of revenue for a few farm families. 

Clothing 

The prevailing dress of the men for everyday wear con

sists of "bib overalls, khaki or denim trousers, work shirt, 

and shoes. Businessmen normally wear khaki or dress trousers, 

and sport shirts. Most men wear a cap or hat in both summer 

and winter. During cold weather men also wear heavy coats 

and sweaters. For "better" occasions men normally wear dress 

trousers or clean khaki, with sport shirt. Plainville men 

seldom wear suits, except to funerals, or occasionally to 

church or school functions. A trip to Largetown or Metropolis, 

depending upon type of business to be transacted, may require 

attire other than work clothing. 

Everyday apparel for women normally consists of a cotton 

dress, or, perhaps, discarded "dress up" garment« For dressier 

occasions, such as going to church, school functions, or shopp

ing trips to surrounding communities, women usually dress in 

fashions similar to urbanites. There are a few women in the 

community who are known as "sharp dressers," but by and large 

married women do not dress in such a manner as to emphasize 

the financial position of their husbands. However, this is 

not true of their teenage daughters. 
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Highschool and junior high girls, more than any other 

group in the community, dress according to the economic level 

of their family. G-irls from the more economically secure 

families in the community are clearly differentiated, both in 

style and cost of clothing, from those girls with poorer parent 

The "fancy dressed" girls maintain the dress quality and style 

of urban teenagers from secure economic levels. Some junior 

high and highschool girls are the notable exceptions to the 

taboo against women appearing in public in shorts. Many 

younger married women wear shorts in their homes, and occasion

ally one of them will appear in the village in shorts. How

ever, to do so subjects them to criticism from many older 

women, and some men, who consider such attire "indecent," or 

"immoral." Local people attribute much of the increase in 

women appearing in shorts in public to the influence of vaca

tioning tourists and "city people" who come through the area 

during summer months. Pre-school girls wear dresses, 

Highschool boys prefer jeans or wool slacks, sport shirts, 

and generally leather jackets for school wear. The dress 

patterns of Plainville teenage boys resemble those of teenage 

boys found in most communities. However, the attitude definite 

ly prevails that to get "too dressed up" is "sissy." Parents 

generally believe that it is much less trouble and expense to 

purchase clothing for boys than for girls. Pre-school boys 

wear shorts, jeans, overalls, or long trousers. Their dress 

often imitates that of adult males. 

The ideal dress patterns' of the Holiness church group 

are variant enough to warrant mention here. Women of this 
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sect are not supposed to wear short sleeves, low-necked 

dresses, jewelry, or makeup, nor cut their hair. Most older 

women conform to these taboos, "but some middle-aged women, 

and the few teenagers in this church, do not. The primary-

clothing taboo for Holiness males is the necktie. However, 

this does not operate as strongly as in past years, and today 

some Holiness men are occasionally observed wearing this item 

of apparel. Most members of the community consider Holiness 

views regarding dress as "odd," "strange," "silly," "crazy," 

or '?just their way." There are a few Baptist members who ob

ject to makeup, and who also object to girls playing basket

ball in shorts. 

Plainville as a Service Center 

The village of Plainville is exclusively a service center 

that owes its existence to the continued productive activities 

of surrounding farms. In 1954 there were thirty-four service 

institutions providing total economic support for thirty-four 

families and partial support for nineteen others. These in

stitutions may be listed as follows: 

1. Service station 
2. Cafe 
3. Tourist courts 
40 Cafe 
5. Liquor store 
6. Service station & garage 
7. Garage 
8. Service station 
9. Beer hall 
10. Barbershop 
11. Post Office 
12. Telephone office 
13. General store 
14. Ford agency & service station 
15. Pool hall 
16. Grocery 
17. Feed store 

18. Grocery 
19. Drug store 
20. Hardware 
21. General store 
22. Blacksmith 
23. Barbershop 
24. Meat Market 
25. Shoe repair 
26. Library 
27. Beauty shop 
28. Christian church 
29. Baptist church 
30. Methodist church 
31. Holiness church 
32. School 
33. Skating rink 
34. Rest home 
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There have been few major changes in the number and 

type of business institutions serving the community during 

the past fifteen years. Probably the most outstanding 

change has been the moving of a liquor store, beer hall, and 

a cafe from the "square" to the highway, and the recent dis

continuance of the hotel. Guests desiring to spend the night 

in Plainville now stay in a modern tourist court that was 

recently constructed on the highway. Three new business 

ventures were undertaken during the period of research. 

The first of the above-mentioned new businesses was 

the pool hall. There was considerable opposition to the 

establishment of this business, just as there is constant 

criticism voiced against operators of the beer and liquor 

establishments. Certain members of the Baptist and Holiness 

churches were identified as the most vehement critics. The 

pool hall was referred to as a "hall of sin," "boar's nest" 

(referring to the fact that it was a male loafing place), and 

several other titles, each with an opprobrious connotation. 

The owner of the business interviewed members of the "town 

board" and consulted with business men in the community prior 

to opening the establishment. He found some opposition from 

one or two older men and from some "good Baptists," but by 

and large the project was favored by most of the other busi

ness owners. Several business men were known to comment that 

"some of the better people in town should go in there and get 

the place off to a good start....keep a rough crowd from taking 

over." Few complaints were voiced after the pool hall began 



operation. 2.13 

Another business begun during 1954 which attracted con

siderable attention was the Plainville "rest home." A prac

tical nurse rented a,large dwelling and opened the "home," 

which is, in actuality, a boarding and rooming house for old-

age pensioners. She installed some hospital-type beds for 

the care of bedfast patients. Reaction to this business 

venture was highly favorable throughout the community. There 

has been such a home in Stanton for a few years and several 

of Plainvillefs older people have resided there. G-eneral 

opinion was that now the community's older people could re

side in a "home" nearer to their relatives. There were no 

adverse comments indicating that this was a place where 

children could "get rid" of their parents. However, several 

people pointed out that "a business like that couldn't done 

any good here ten years ago." Fees in the home are such that 

"it takes about all a feller's pension check," but most people 

generally agree that "its worth ever bit of it taking care of 

them old people." 

A third business, which opened in 1955, was the skating 

rink. A man from another community purchased the vacant "dance 

hall" and installed a hardwood floor for skating. This particu

lar building, originally constructed as a theatre, has passed 

through the managership of various individuals who have attemp

ted to stage dances, most of which were "only patronized by 

toughs" and "rough characters for miles around." Few people 

in the community, primarily because "of the past history of 
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that place," gave the skating rink a chance for success. 

Besides, "Its too small for skating...„not like the old 

"barn rink we use to have." Shortly after the rink opened 

for business most townspeople "doomed" it to failure because 

"there's nothing but tough kids going....wouldn't be safe 

for a decent kid to go there." Also many unfavorable comments 

were precipitated when, shortly after the rink opened, the 

owner's daughter met and married a boy from a lower status 

Plainville family. 

There are few professionals in the community, other than 

those individuals who teach school. There is an osteopath 

residing in the village, and a chiropractor from an adjoin

ing county maintains office hours three days of eaoh week. 

For other medical services, such as dental care, or if they 

prefer an M.D., Plainvillers must travel to other communities; 

many travel to Largetown for medical service. Plainville 

boasts the only undertaker in Woodland County. Both the V 

undertaker and osteopath are generally believed to have the 

best paying professions in the community, and both occupy 

higher status positions. 

Teachers in Plainville occupy positions of high prestige 

but low pay. The salary schedule for the 1954-55 school 

term was as follows: superintendent $4,000, vocational 

agriculture teacher $3,600, coach-social science teacher 

$3,100, home economics-science teacher $2,700, commerce 

teacher $2,700, music-English teacher $2,250; and elementary 

teachers received $2,070. Opinion as to the adequacy of 
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teachers * salaries varies depending upon the educational 

background and financial position of the person interviewed. 

Those individuals with low incomes generally believe that 

teachers "are paid more than they're worth," and those with 

superior educational background and financial position gener

ally agree that salaries should be better but, "this is a 

poor district." Several informants commented that the schools 

in Woodland County would all "fold up" if so many of the 

teachers were not "natives." It is true that most teachers 

are from the county, particularly women teaching the elemen

tary grades, and that many of them do not have to rely upon 

their teaching salary for family support. 

Plainville has four churches, only one of which, the. 

Holiness, is serviced by a full-time minister. The Christian 

minister resides in the Christian parsonage in Plainville, 

and from there he travels, and ministers, to five Christian 

churches in the county. His salary from all churches, is 

$3,000. per year, plus a rent-free dwelling. The Baptist 

minister, a long-time resident of Plainville, pastors the 

Baptist church two Sundays each month. He receives "about 

$60." per month, and supplements this income with part-time 

carpentry work. He also functions as county representative 

to the state legislature. Both resident ministers occupy 

very high status positions in the community. The Methodist 

minister does not reside in Plainville, but appears only one 

Sunday per month to hold morning and evening services. The 

Holiness minister resides on a farm in an adjoining county, 
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and preaches two services each Sunday for the Holiness, His 

salary is not set, but is dependent entirely upon collections. 

Probably the best paying salaries•open to Plainvillers 

are the postmaster and rural carrier positions. The starting 

pay for these jobs, which are seldom available, is around 

$3,600 a year. Just prior to the field study the rural 

carrier died and the postmaster retired, thereby precipitating 

considerable political manuevering on the part of several: in

dividuals who hoped to obtain the positions. During 1955 

competitive civil service examinations were administered to 

several men and women who were interested in obtaining the 

permanent appointments. Results were not known prior to the 

cessation of research...."the politicians can't make up 

their minds." 

Actual incomes of local business men are not generally 

known. Practically all Plainvillers, regardless of occupation 

or profession, are reticent to divulge personal financial in

formation. However, in 194S, probably one of the better busi

ness years in the county, the average Woodland County retail 

business reported gross sales of $27,630 (County and City Data 

Book: A Statistical Abstract Supplement, 1949)• This compares 

with the $5,300 figure reported by West (1945:23) for 1939. A 

finer breakdown of the 194$ figures reveals that twenty-three 

service stations in the county reported gross sales averaging 

$11,957 per station; eleven eating and drinking places re

ported average gross sales of $7,455 per establishment; and 

seven stores, dealing exclusively in foods, reported average 
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gross sales of $22,143. per unit. 

Approximately half of Plainville's businessmen are 

"outsiders" who have come to the community within the past 

fifteen years. It is interesting that except for one or 

two individuals, "outsiders" are generally believed to oper

ate establishments deriving greater revenue than "home folks." 

Except for a general store and one restaurant, both operated 

by "natives," the above generalization appears to hold true. 

Plainville merchants are plagued with a constant demand 

for credit. This demand was greatly intensified during the 

three drought years preceding the period of field study. One 

groceryman reported that "many people" were indebted to him 

"several hundred dollars" each. Several businessmen lamented 

the fact that many people are unable to pay their obligations 

in full, therefore do not patronize them with the cash busi

ness they can afford. A former service station operator re

ported an excellent business except for the unrealistic credit 

policy that he permitted to get out of hand, and which was a 

factor in his going out of business, 

Plainville merchants are today facing a dilemma for which 

they have no solution. The village no longer suffices as 

the "trading center" where agricultural products are sold and 

where most of the purchasing needs of the farmer are met. To

day, the farmer with produce to sell depends almost entirely 

upon direct sales to outside markets; no longer does the local 

merchant act as intermediary between the farmer and the "out

side." Farms are mechanized, and mechanization, probably more 

than any other factor, has made the farmer aware of deficiencies 
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automobiles, appliances, etc., involve alternatives in brand, 

quality, and price. The farmer shops and compares, the villager 

does likewise, and through necessity both are forced to leave 

the community. Plainville merchants realize that it is not 

economically feasible for them to carry the wide variety and 

quantity of goods that are necessary to attract people to 

their establishments. However, local merchants stock many 

items that are required by all people, and these are the goods 

which they believe community residents should feel obligated 

to purchase in their "home town," out of "loyalty" to the 

community. The farmer, fully aware that he has more to offer 

the local merchant economically than the merchant has to offer 

him, feels no dependency upon the village as a market place. 

Many farmers and townspeople scoff at the idea of economic 

"loyalty" to the community, pointing out that it is a dollars 

and cents proposition with them. Local business men counter 

that they are also concerned about dollars and cents, and com

plain that all they can sell to many people are goods "they 

forgot to buy in the city." They criticize potential customers 

as "horse traders" who do not want to pay the right price for 

goods and services, but who always insist on "jewing" them 

down. Merchants complain of farmers and villagers who drive 

sixty miles to the city to purchase many items which they offer 

for only a little more. They forget, or are not aware, that 

local residents enjoy going to the city, and that the tremen

dous interest in finding "bargains" might well be an extension 
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of the trading complex that has traditionally prevailed in 

this area. G-rocerymen criticize several villagers who travel 

to Largetown, or nY," once or twice a month to purchase gro

ceries. The Plainviller who grocery shops in nearby urban 

centers points to the contrast between super-market selection 

and prices advertised in the Largetown paper and those found 

in local grocery stores. These contrasts often lead to the 

conclusion that "Plainville is the highest damned place in the 

state," and convince the purchaser that local merchants are 

"getting fat off of high prices." Loyalty to the community, 

by most people, is important in matters only where it does not 

affect the pocketbook. 

It is true that local merchants do not have the facili

ties to avail themselves of the potential appliance and 

machinery market that has become increasingly more important 

to this area since 1946. Business throughout the community 

and county has lagged behind the expanding needs for goods 

and services of local people. At the same time, aggressive 

merchants in surrounding urban communities advertise and send 

salesmen into the county, and larger appliance and furniture 

stores in Largetown and "Y" offer free delivery service. 

Diminishing isolation and more efficient communications make 

the urban retail store much more of a threat to village busi

ness men than mail-order houses ever were. However, mail

order houses still receive considerable business from Plainville 

families. 

Many people express the attitude that the small village, 
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such as Plainville, has served its usefullxiess....that now, 

former village trading centers function as settlements for 

"old folks" and as a location for schools and churchesa 

As commented earlier, business men are not coping with 

this dilemma. Many complain of the lack of leadership in 

their group; complain because no one expresses ideas on how 

to attract and hold trade in the village. However, when some 

initiative is exhibited by a local merchant, others in the 

community immediately suspicion that he is "out for hisself." 

One business man confided that whenever anyone advances an 

idea for the community, he analyzes it very carefully to 

determine "just what that feller sees in it for hisself." 

The plain and simple fact explaining lack of business leader

ship is that no one has a sensible solution for rapidly chang

ing values associated with diminishing isolation, technology, 

and the standard of living that is so closely associated with 

the latter. Prior to the war there were certain outstanding 

individuals in the community who, because of family background, 

personal qualities, business achievement, or political authority, 

were turned to as "leaders." This was an era of greater communi

ty solidarity, when dependence between farmer and villager was 

more in equilibrium than it is today - a period when the social, 

religious, educational, and economic interests, of farmer and 

villager alike, were centered in the community. It was rela

tively easy for community leaders to sponsor Saturday drawings, 

entertainment in the squre, or to exert personal pressures to 

assure passage of school bonds, road improvements, or various 

other activities designed to make Plainville the "best 
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community in the county." Residents were more likely to 

strive for "our community," and to boast of its superiority 

as a county leader in business and education. Today, Plain-

villers are likely to criticize the deficiencies of their 

community and to compare it unfavorably with others that 

are familiar to them. 

During the period of research Plainville merchants un

successfully attempted to sponsor a Saturday afternoon draw

ing in the square. However, as was recognized by several 

sponsors, many families attended the Plainville drawing, 

"jumped" into their cars, and attended similar functions in 

two nearby communities on the same afternoon. The people 

with the answer to the dilemma facing Plainville merchants 

are the many who realize that the village can function as a 

trade center only if merchants supply a selection of goods 

and services, and prices to compete with urban retailers. 

Faced with this situation, local merchants comment that they 

cannot remain in business if community residents do not patron

ize them0 The farmer and villager replies that they could 

not afford to live in the county if they had to continually 

pay Plainville prices and rely upon local merchants for their 

needs and wants,, 

In addition to business and professional people residing 

in the village, there are five individuals who work for the 

highway department. There are also a few men who are best 

classified as laborers and handymen. They do construction 

work for seventy-five cents to $1.00 per hour, and farm labor 
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for similar wages with, perhaps, a meal included. There are 

five men in the community who work primarily as truck drivers, 

either for themselves or for the quarry that supplies liming 

materials to local farmers. A few women in town clerk in 

local stores or in the court house offices in Discovery. 

Except for the highway jobs, none of the above positions 

offer sufficient employment, or pay, for full-time family 

subsistence. There are a few women who do domestic service 

for very reasonable charges. For example, one lady lives 

with, and cares for, two elderly people. She does all of 

the housework, etc., and charges only $15. per week. Another 

woman charges $2. to $3. per day for coming into the house 

and assisting with washing, ironing, cleaning, canning, or 

whatever job might be allocated to her. Another does wash

ings, charging $1.25 per bushel basket for her services, and 

another in town functions as a seamstress. It should be men

tioned that the male heads of several households reside in 

Metropolis, where they work, while their families remain in 

Plainville. Many such individuals started working in the 

city during the second world war and continued to remain 

there to partake of peacetime prosperity. 

"Living Out of the Post Office" 

There is no way of knowing the exact amount, but revenue 

funneled into the county every year via federal sources con

stitutes a vital factor in the county economy. Money from 

federal programs by and large constitutes a significant per

centage of the actual cash spent in the county, and the commu

nity of Plainville. Admittedly, agriculture constitutes the 
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greatest source of county income. Total figures are not 

known for 1954, "but farmers reported to the farm census an 

income of $1,830,233. from livestock, poultry, and their pro

ducts. The only revenue not listed is that derived from crops, 

and "because of the severe 1954 drought this should he negligi

ble. During the same year the Woodland County welfare office 

reported assistance payments totaling $305,355., and the 

Agricultural Stabilization Conservation state office reported 

$33>553. expended in the county. There are several other 

sources of government revenue, such as social security, sur

vivor's beneficiaries, G. I. trainees, military disability, 

retired civil service, as well as personnel administering 

the many government programs functioning in the county. It 

is estimated that probably twenty percent of the total revenue 

available for spending in Woodland County during 1954 came 

by way of federal programs. 

Some Plainville merchants freely admit that "all them 

people livin outa the post office is a big help to this town." 

It is true, "government -money" constitutes a steady source of 

income into the community. For example, as of June 1955, the 

county welfare office reported the following number of cash 

recipients residing in the community and village areas. 

TABLE XXI:WELFARE RECIPIEM'S IN PLAINVILLE COMMUNITY & VILLAGE 
1955 

Qomnltlnity 
Category (Village Included) Village 

Old Age Assistance 155 84 
Aid to Blind 2 2 
Aid to Dependent Children » 12 4 
Permanent and total disability 8 3 
General relief 1 1 

(SOURCE: Woodland County Welfare Office) 
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The average old age assistance payment in Woodland 

County is $51* per month, and aid to the blind payments are 

|50«, Thus, from these two sources Plainville merchants primarily 

grocery men, have a potential monthly income of $8,000. Exact 

figures are not available for the other assistance categories, 

but there is every possibility that more than $10,000. per 

month comes into the community from welfare sources alone. 

Figures for 1954 indicate that welfare recipients in the 

community probably received well over $100,000, during that 

year. This constitutes a vital and steady source of income 

for local merchants. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RELIGION IN PLAINVILLE 

Most Plainvillerd interest in religion is not necessarily 

manifested in persistent attendance at church, nor does it 

necessarily imply conformance to the fundamental doctrines 

espoused by local churches. Admittedly, there are those who 

stress church membership and attendance as avenues for "sal

vation." However, most people, regardless of belief, express 

the attitude that churches are needed in every community. 

Inherent in the assumed need for these institutions is the 

belief that they stand for moral right as opposed to wrong. 

For religious purposes the residents of Plainville can 

be roughly divided into two broad divisions, "believers" and 

"non-believersWest (1945:142), writing of the 1939 period 

notes the following: 

There are many nonbelievers in Plainville. Perhaps 
a fourth to a third of the people have been so permeated 
by rational ideas from the outside world that they no 
longer believe the received tenets of fundamental!stic 
Protestant theology, or they at least discredit any 
literal interpretation of the Bible. 

Several people admitted to being agnostics, but nowhere did 

the researcher obtain sufficient information to indicate a 

number such as that reported by West. As was pointed out in 

the original study, many who might entertain agnostic tenden

cies would be reluctant to admit disbelief in Biblical tenets 

for fear of social condemnation as "atheists." Nevertheless, 
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a few individuals in the community overtly question church, 

doctrines, and probably many more do so covertly. Certain 

individuals are known as "nonbelievers," and one rather 

large extended family has the reputation for never "darkening" 

a church door...."because they don't believe in God." 

Those who are "believers" can be further subdivided into 

"participants" and "nonparticipants." Nonparticipants consist 

of a large group of people in the community, particularly 

males, who attend church not at all, or only on rare occasions. 

Many adult males expressed the opinion that "church-going" is 

a family obligation, but the obligation is fulfilled insofar 

as a member of the family appears for Sunday services,. Women, 

who are expected to be more interested in such things, gener

ally serve as family representatives at church functions„ 

For those who participate regularly, or irregularly, 

there are four main churches in the community, each of which 

is situated in the village. They are the Baptist, Methodist, 

Christian, and Holiness, all of which have a long history of 

service in the community. A few "Dunkards" attend church 

about ten miles north of Plainville. Catholics, numbering 

only three or four families in the entire county, have a 

small church in Discovery. Occasionally Catholic priests 

from adjoining counties attempt information lectures in differ

ent communities, but these seldom meet with any degree of 

success. The Jehova's Witness represent the most recent 

attempt to missionize Plainvillers. This organization recently 

established a "church" in a dwelling at a cross-roads 
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neighborhood settlement about seven miles south of Plainville. 

They are reportedly having little success in proselyting 

Plainvillers, primarily because they advocate "boys staying 

outa the army and people not salutin our flag." There is 

strong local condemnation of what Plainvillers consider to 

be the unpatriotic position of this organization. A few 

people worship in other communities, particularly at the 

Assembly of God church in Stanton. The latter church is strong

ly criticized by local Holiness, who have lost a few members 

to them, because the "Assemblies" speak in "unknown tongues." 

There are few rural congregations remaining in the community, 

and aside from two active Christian and Baptist groups, 

attendance in "country churches" is negligible. 

The well-kept buildings and grounds of each of Plainville's 

four churches are mute evidence of the improved economic con

dition of the respective congregations. The Christian Church, 

a massive-appearing brick building, remains the largest re

ligious structure in the community, actually it is much too 

large for the congregation. For many years this was the non-

rivaled, religious showplace of the community. However, during 

1955 the Plainville Baptist congregation climaxed an energetic 

four year building-fund drive with the construction of a 

$15,000. brick building. This modern structure was made 

possible through subscription of local funds...."you'd never 

thought that much could be raised during a drought," and 

through labor contributed by men from the local church, and 

from other congregations in the village. The new Baptist 
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church, although "still not as big as the Christian," surely 

rivals it in attractiveness» The Methodist congregation, 

hoping to add to their present plant, have a building program 

underway. The Holiness appear to be satisfied with their 

present building, and although it is smallest of the four, is, 

like the Methodist structure, a neatly painted, white frame 

buildingo 

The average combined Sunday School attendance for all 

four of Plainville's churches has remained rather stable over 

the past fifteen years. For example, the average attendance 

of all church units in 1939 was 200, whereas in 1954-55 it was 

217• The following table illustrates denominational attendance 

shifts, and the discussion that follows attempts to assess some 

of the factors that have accounted for these changes. 

Year Christian Methodist Baptist Holiness 

1939 49 74 37 37 
1955 66 46 78 29 

(SOURCE: Published figures, Discovery Beacon, years indicated) 

The above figures apply only to Sunday School attendance. 

All churches conduct Sunday School every Sunday morning, but 

financial limitations restrict the number of church services 

available to three of the congregations0 The Christian and 

Methodist have morning and evening services one Sunday each 

month, and the Baptist sponsor similar services two Sundays a 

month. These services are staggered so as not to conflict with 

each otherc The Holiness, whose minister is paid through collec

tions, hold church every Sunday morning and evening. Church 
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attendance is roughly comparable to Sunday School, therefore, 

the above figures are reasonably accurate for the four churches. 

The Baptist and Holiness are attempting young peopled organiza

tion, and both of these churches sponsor midweek prayer meet

ings. The Christian and Methodist sponsor active women's aux

iliaries, and the Christian church was attempting, during 1955, 

to organize a men's group. Women's and men's auxiliaries 

normally meet once a month, as do governing boards for the 

respective churches. 

The preceding table indicates that one of the most out

standing attendance changes has occurred in the Baptist church. 

This group, the most active in Plainville today, represents a 

marked rise in prominence over the past fifteen years. West 

(1945:147), commenting on the Plainville Baptist church in 

1939, noted the following: 

The Baptist church is the least active of the 
Plainville churches, chiefly because there are several 
very lively rural Baptist congregations in the trade 
area. The preacher who conducts services only once a 
month in Plainville preaches to much larger country 
congregations on each of the other three weekends of 
the month. His Plainville revival meetings are also 
generally less successful than those in the rural 
neighborhoods, where he sometimes "saves" twenty or 
thirty people during a revival. He considers his 
Plainville church to be his "deadest" congregation. 

There have been several factors involved in the rise in 

popularity of this particular congregation, one of the most 

important of which has been the disappearance of several rural 

churches lying outside the village. The demise of most "country" 

churches is attributed to diminishing rural population or, on 

rare occasions, to "churcih squabbles." Many, who formerly 
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attended a rural church, now travel to town to worship. This 

consolidation movement, which has brought some of the community's 

more successful farmers into the village congregation, has 

definitely resulted in a prestige rise for local Baptists. An

other important factor in welding the Baptist congregation in

to an active unit has been ministerial stability of tenure, an 

ingredient that has not always been present in other congre

gations. The present pastor has served as official leader for 

sixteen years, and during this time has risen to one of the 

highest prestige positions in the community. He formerly farmed 

in addition to his preaching duties, but a few years ago gave 

up the farm and moved to town. He resides in one of Plainville^ 

nicer homes, functions as elected county representative to 

the state legislature, and in addition to his preoccupation 

with religion and politics, works as a carpenter in his in

frequent spare time. He has persistently maintained a repu

tation for industriousness. This minister has a son, college 

educated, who does "secret work for the government," and is one 

of the most frequently indicated examples of local success. 

Another important factor, contributing immensely to the growing 

awareness of other congregations that the Baptists are becoming 

quite popular, was the energy expended by this congregation in 

the fund-raising campaign that resulted in their new building. 

This new structure is obviously a source of great pride to the 

congregation. The local significance of the church structure 

as a symbol of economic superiority was indicated by West 

(194 5:145), who pointed out, that as late as 1939, Plainville 

residents still recalled the fund-raising campaign of the 
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1920*3 that resulted in the Christian Church: 

People remember that men who solicited building 
funds said, "Lets build something thatfll make that 
Methodist Church look like a woodshed!" (Instead of 
"woodshed," some said "backhouse.") At the same time, 
....a Christian bank was financed to compete with 
the Methodist bank. 

The importance of the church as an economic symbol was attested 

to by numerous comments indicating that "the Baptist Church is 

just as good as the Christian now," or "It ain't quite as big 

as the Christian, but its a lot more modern (or practical)." 

Several members of the Christian church, realizing that it 

taxes church finances to maintain their large structure, admit 

that their predecessors were more interested in size than 

practicality. 

Baptists refer to their church as a "growing church," 

and point with pride to the large number of young people who 

attend. Teenage orientation toward this group was brought 

into sharp focus when the Plainville seniors of 1955 rebuffed 

attempts to obtain the Christian minister for baccalaureate 

services, and insisted upon the Baptist minister. This church, 

more than any other in the community, approximates an equal 

balance between adult male and female attendance. Adult males 

and teenage children are attendance deficiencies that plague 

the other churches. The Baptists also have, in recent years, 

managed to gain a few converts from other congregations. Sev

eral offspring of Holiness parents, and a few from Methodist, 

have become active participants in the Baptist Church. Reasons 

most often advanced for switches in membership, particularly 
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in the case of males, is that they prefer to attend the church 

of their spouse,, A source of great concern to many, and a 

general topic of conversation, during the period of research, 

was the fact that the school superintendent attended the 

Christian Church and his wife attended the Baptist. 

Despite the fact that the Baptist appear to represent 

a "growing church," there are seeds of discontent that may, 

in the future, threaten the unity and solidarity of this con

gregation. Plainville Baptists are the only large congrega

tion in Woodland County that has not recently broken away 

from a local organization and joined one of the national 

Baptist groups. This church, to the consternation and per

plexity of Baptist leaders in other county communities, 

identifies with a local organization containing a few small 

congregations exhibiting "radical," and "emotional" revival-

istic tendencies, and shunning "educated ministers with pre

pared sermons." Baptist leaders in adjoining communities con

strue the refusal of the Plainville group to affiliated with 

"a national organization" as "backward" and "conservative." 

There are indications that some Plainville Baptists are 

unhappy with the "emotional" religious behavior of some of 

their neighbors. Leadership in the "town Baptist Church" 

centers about the minister, a successful business man, and 

two or three prominent farm families. There are some members 

of the congregation, however, who disagree with the "liberal" 

tendencies of this leadership group, and who tend to identify 

with the more emotional following of the "field missionary" 
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of the local organization to which their church belongs. 

The Baptist, more than any other group in the community, en

compass a wide range of economic and social levels. This 

factor, combined with attempts of national groups to organize 

local Baptist congregations, and, more importantly, the fact 

that there are seven men in Plainville who profess to be 

Baptist ministers, could very easily result in factionalism 

in the Plainville congregation. Certainly, there are many 

forces tugging at the local congregation, and it may be just 

a question of time before solidarity, centering around the 

new church and ministerial popularity, is broken down. 

Methodists, formerly rivaling the Christian as the 

major church in the community, have in recent years suffered 

attendance losses and prominence in the community. During the 

period of research this particular congregation was referred 

to as the "quietest," least active group in the community. 

As was indicated in the first study, leadership in the 

Methodist Church was formerly in the hands of some of the 

town's "aristocracy." However, beginning with the failure of 

the Plainville bank in the late 1920fs, these families gradu

ally moved from the community. 

The whole spirit of the Methodist Church has 
changed since its original leaders left town. It 
retains more prestige than either the Baptist or the 
Holiness church, but according to many, including 
the retired preacher who served it in the old days, 
it has been overrun by people who prefer the more 
emotional kind of worshiping. Several local Methodist 
preachers are recent "converts" from the Holiness 
church. The retired preacher says of them, "They 
like Holiness ways, but they like the Methodist pay. 
Of course, X still have to go, but its a disgrace to 
listen to them." The county agent's wife, a Methodist, 
said, "I never did hear people anywhere else shout in 
a Methodist Church." (West:1945:146) 
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The above situation, combined with the accelerated growth 

and building program of the Christian church, relegated the 

Methodist congregation to a prestige position secondary to 

the Christians. However, in 1939 they retained one of the 

largest and most active of Plainville's congregations« Since 

that time their attendance arid participation has greatly 

diminished. Recent factors important in the Methodist demise 

have been ministerial difficulties and failure to recruit 

"new blood" to replace members who have emigrated or deceased. 

For a few years the Methodist were beset with ministerial 

difficulties that threatened to split the church into factions, 

and did result in considerable disinterest on the part of 

some members. After two rather "emotional" local ministers, 

above the objections of most leaders, passed through the 

pulpit, the church has finally ironed out its difficulties 

in that department. Present membership crosscuts all Plain-

ville social levels, but leadership is largely vested in four 

prominent, high status families. There are several high status 

families in the congregation, undoubtedly contributing to the 

fact that most people in the community refer to Methodists and 

Christians as "about the same," or "they can always get along." 

There are a few families in the Methodist congregation who are 

quite emotional, and who serve as a source of embarrassment to 

some of the more "modern" members. The Methodist church, pri

marily through the activities of the retired postmaster, has 

the most active group of "junior-high-age" boys. 

The Holiness denomination has declined in membership over 
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the past few years largely because of member losses through 

death and. emigration. It is referred to as a "dying church," 

or as "an old people*s church." There is some justification for 

these designations. This congregation, for the past several 

years, has not been able to replenish lost members, and follow

ing the second world war the few young people who attended 

either became disinterested, or, in most instances, moved from 

the community. Some married and went into the church of their 

spouses. Holiness members are aware that few people are 

interested in their church. Present day revivals produce few 

converts and aside from occasional members of families already 

in the church, few people attain, or even attempt to attain, 

the exalted position of "Holiness," or "sanctification." 

Leadership in the congregation is furnished by two or three 

prominent farm families in the community, but by and large 

the membership is derived from lower economic levels, with a 

large number of elderly pensioners, especially females. 

The Christian Ghurch has, despite the attendance increase 

noted for 1955, over the past fifteen years maintained a fairly 

consistent attendance record. It, as do other churches, ex

periences minor attendance fluctuations depending upon minister 

personality, church "squabbles," and the like. The primary 

complaint in this congregation at the present time, just as 

in the Methodist and Holiness Churches, is that few young 

people attend, and even fewer are interested in joining. The 

Christian Church is still primarily identified with the econo

mic elite in the community, although it certainly is not 
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exclusively so. Several high status families are represented 

in the congregation, primarily through attendance of wives 

and offspring; there is a noticeable lack of adult male par

ticipation. Leadership is vested in high status farm and 

business families, some of whom have been "running the church 

for years." 

The preceding attendance information does not take into 

consideration changing values regarding church attendance. 

West's study (1945:14#) indicates that in 1939 the Holiness 

thought "of the other churches, and of the Christian Church 

especially, as centers of 'Sunday Religion'." He further 

notes: 

Indeed, religion as 'only a Sunday duty of 
church-going' is at a maximum in the Christian 
Church; neighborliness as a religious duty, 
accompanied by a kind of sacred joy in its per
formance, increases as one moves downward through the 
hierarchy of churches (1945:143). 

The above situation largely holds today, with the exception 

that many Baptist and Holiness, who formerly felt obligated 

to attend church regularly, no longer feel that it is abso

lutely necessary to appear for every meeting. Members of 

the Christian Church, and most of those in the Methodist, 

still confine most of their religious activities to a few 

hours on Sunday, whereas the Holiness is still the group 

that most nearly approximates "living" their religion seven 

days a we,ek. 

Despite the fact that they are known as the most reli

giously devoted congregation in the community, the Holiness 

group recognizes that people are "not as interested as they 
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use to be." One Holiness family confided, "it wasn't too 

many years ago when we thought it was a terrible sin to miss 

a day of church." Today, they often remain home to rest, re

ceive visits from children, or maybe "drive to see the kids." 

Another Holiness lamented that people "anymore are so busy 

just making a living" that they have little time to "think 

about religion like they use to." This church has tradition

ally drawn a greater proportion of its members from lower 

economic- levels than has any other local congregation, and 

many members of this sect have been "forced" to emigrate to 

secure employment. The economic exigencies of "making a 

living" have probably conflicted more with Holiness values 

of church attendance than with any other group in the community. 

Informants and ministers alike were of the opinion that 

today there is an increased emphasis upon sectarianism, as 

evidenced by a greater tendency for people to attend only the 

church of their faith. In former years it was not uncommon 

for people to attend the church that was holding services, or 

revival, regardless of denomination. 

There are few doctrinal issues that serve as serious 

points of argument between Plainville's churches. However, 

despite the above fact there is a sort of prevailing "myth," 

definitely more fictional than real, that "churches here don't 

get along." Christians and Methodists are of the opinion that 

they always work together in community functions involving co

operation, but that "the Holiness prefer to remain to them

selves," and "the Baptists seem to like to go it alone." 
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Holiness informants interviewed, regarding this attitude re

ported that cooperative undertakings normally revolve around 

younger people, particularly school children, and that they 

have very little participation from these age levels. They 

advance similar reasons for not participating in school 

activities. However, past leaders of P. T. A. claim that 

invitations to participate, except for one or two Holiness 

families, were generally ignored...."they like to stick to 

themselves." All congregations criticize the Holiness for 

being "clannified," for wanting nothing to do with other 

people, and many individuals criticize them for referring to 

their church as the "Church of God (Holiness)". Non-Holiness 

commented that they feel "uneasy" amid Holiness surroundings, 

and feel that they are definitely not welcome in the Holiness 

Church. The Holiness, in turn, criticize "Holiness-fighters" 

in the community and complain that people do not understand 

"our ways." One factor prominently contributing to the notion 

that Holiness are clannish is that they still confine social 

relationships primarily to their own group, and many still re

ject values pertaining to worldly objects so common to other 

Plainvillers. The few Holiness who are economically secure 

are often ridiculed for their frugality. Baptists insist that 

they cooperate in most community functions, pointing to their 

participation in the annual community Christmas program, 1954 

Master of Ceremonies for which was the Baptist minister. They 

are also active in P. T. A. and other community affairs. The 

only known instance of non-cooperation from this group during 
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the period of field work came in the proposed inter-denomina

tional Vacation Bible School. Baptists informed the Christian 

minister who was organizing the School that they preferred to 

have their own. This was interpreted by many townspeople, in

cluding some Baptists, as "high-handed," and non-cooperative. 

Despite the very nebulous nature of actual, or assumed, 

differences in the four Plainville congregations, the fact 

remains that residents often identify neighbors to outsiders, 

such as the researcher, as a member of such and such church. 

The fact also remains that there is some lack of cooperation 

among local churches, and informants express the belief that 

members of the same denomination can be expected to ally in 

any formal or informal organization., The pattern expressed is 

probably more ideal than real. However, visiting patterns 

charted by the investigator indicated that social relationships 

tend to follow family and churph lines. The sectarian trend 

mentioned b3r several informants probably contributes to the 

attitude that Plainville churches do not get along. Several 

residents expressed concern over the situation,,.. ."funny why 

people won't have nothing to do with each other....they all 

figger they're goin to the same place....wonder what they're 

goin to do when they all get there." 

One obvious difference in the four congregations that is 

often discussed by various church members has to do with 

educational prerequisits for ministers. Practically all 

Christian Church members stress that a minister should be 

educated, and several indicated that the Woodland County 

Christian Unity specifies that its minister (who pastors the 



1 ltJO 

Plainville church) shall have a degree from an institution 

accredited by the national organization. Most Methodists 

agree that a minister should "be educated, although some of 

their congregation hold views similar to those of the Baptist 

and Holiness. These are, however, a minority, and some 

Methodists express the conviction that "they should be in the 

Holiness Church*" 

The Holiness congregation is firmly convinced that ministers 

are "called" to preach, and that under no circumstances should 

a minister write out, or otherwise prepare his sermon ahead of 

time. However, they often have to rely upon a nearby Holiness 

college for revivalists and temporary pastoral replacements. 

The latter are generally young men, not always intensely emo

tional in their delivery, and who do not conform to certain 

other expectations of the local congregation. For example, 

some Holiness attributed poor attendance at their 1954 revival 

to the fact that the minister was "too educated to get all 

warmed up." Others expressed the opinion that preachers should 

"preach the bible," and one Holiness man told the researcher 

that he once knew of some "high-toned Campbellites" (Christians) 

who "spit in a Holiness preacher's face for preachin only the 

bible at 'em," Another Holiness described the ideal minister 

as one who "talks real fast," and another noted that "you can't 

give people time to think....they get restless if the preacher 

don't keep comin at 'em with something all the time." 

The Baptist congregation largely adheres to the belief 

that ministers are "called to preach the gospel," and that 
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formal education is not a prerequisite to pastorship. An 

adult Sunday School class discussed the question as to whether 

or not a minister should "be college trained. Except for two 

or three dissenters, who indicated that "times are changing," 

and that ministers need to be educated to change with them, 

majority opinion was that ministers should not be college 

trained. Arguments against ministeral education crystallized 

about three points: (1) If a minister is educated he must go 

away to college, and when he does this he is exposed to the 

"sins of colleges;" (2) Educated ministers either obtain their 

sermons from "books," or write them out before delivery, and 

"preachers should give their sermons as God tells them what 

to say;" (3) Educated ministers "use words too big for us 

common people to understand." From this discussion there 

evolved comments as to the relative merits of sending children 

to collegeo Some expressed the attitude that "kids go away 

to college and are exposed to worldly evils," and once they 

go to college "they are never the same again." Nothing was 

said about the fact that some of the Baptist congregation 

have had college training. 

West (1945:152) notes the following regarding revivals: 

The climax of the religious year is the revival. 
The Baptist Church holds two revivals nearly every 
year. The Holiness Church often holds several. The 
Christian and Methodist churches ordinarily hold one 
each. Each revival is scheduled to last a fortnight, 
with nightly services, and occasionally (except at 
the Christian Church) with morning sermons too. 

The above summarizes the situation as it existed during 1939. 

By 1954 informants were in agreement that there was less revival-; 

istic emphasis in all of the churches. During the period of 
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research the Christian, Holiness, and Baptist each sponsored 

one revival; the Methodist had none. The Christian and Baptist 

revivals were well attended, "but there was little interest 

shown in the Holiness. 

Revivals are normally held in the fall, preferably during 

October and November. The purpose of revivals is to "save 

souls," but some members realistically admit that today 

little more is expected than to "just create a little ex

citement and interest in the church." 

Closely correlated with revivals in the Holiness, Baptist, 

and Methodist churches, is the emotional experience preliminary 

to the revelation of grace or conversion. The person desiring 

salvation, in order to "have an experience" indicating that 

he is ready to be "saved," often submits to a prolonged period 

of prayer at the mourner's bench. It is not uncommon for a 

revival congregation in one of these three churches to spend 

two or three hours of loud prayer in an attempt to "bring 

through" a prospective member who is "in trouble at the bench." 

However, the member who joins either the Methodist or Baptist 

congregations during a regular service is normally spared the 

ordeal mentioned above. Not so in the Holiness, where every in

dividual seeking salvation either in revival or regular meet

ing, must submit to an extensive ordeal of prayer. 

Salvation, or the deliverance from some evil habit, such 

as drinking, "cussing," or smoking, does not necessarily have 

to occur in church. Many Holiness, Baptist, or Methodist, 

converts can recall the exact date, time, location, and what 
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they were doing when they "got religion," or were delivered 

from some evil habit. One man reported being "saved" while 

driving his tractor, another while sitting in his living 

room where he was siezed with a tremendous urge to sing and 

dance; an elderly woman was saved while sewing, and a high-

school boy expressed disappointment because he had been 

saved in the church rather than in a favorite location he 

had previously chosen for the event. 

Informants of all faiths acknowledged that congregations 

as a whole are much less "emotional" than they were fifteen 

years ago. This particularly applies to regular church 

services, although revivals still frequently attain a 

"shouting" stage. The Christian church has been traditionally 

known as a "cold church," disdaining "emotionalism" of any 

type, with a preference for a rational, "intellectual approach" 

to religion. On the other hand the Holiness have always been 

considered an extremely emotional group. Falling between 

these two extremes are the Baptist and Methodist, who, today, 

recognize emotional factions within their overall congrega

tions. Baptists refer to their excessively emotional, members 

as "Holiness-Like Baptists," and Methodists, employing emotion

alism as a criterion, indicate that certain of their members 

"should be in the Holiness Church." 

Outwardly manifested emotional behavior in religious 

worship was a hotly debated subject during the period of 

field research. The issue of emotionalism was precipitated 

by a prolonged tent revival held in the Plainville square 
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during the summer of 1954. Leadership was under the direction 

of two revivalists, one a Plainville man, working under the 

sponsorship of the local Baptist organization of which the 

Plainville church is a member,, However, members of the "town 

Baptist" Ghurch disclaimed any connection with the eight-week 

long affair, and for the most part refused to attend. Xt is 

interesting that this particular revival was attended and 

participated in by a few Holiness, and by the group from the 

Methodist congregation "that should be in the Holiness Church." 

Most townspeople, including some liberal Baptists, reacted 

negatively to the revival, described it as a "disgrace to 

the community," and many advocated petitioning the town board 

to "cut off their lights." Nightly meetings lasted until 

midnight or after, and more often than not there was consider

able noise emmanating from the mourner's bench. Townspeople 

sat in their parked cars encircling the open-sided tent, and 

curious visitors from surrounding communities drove over "to 

see the show." Many Plainvillers expressed indignation that 

the revivalists should subject young children to long hours 

of "harangue" in an attempt to "bring them through"...."them, 

little kids don't know what its all about." Rumors were rife 

that some Plainville residents were calling in the county 

sheriff to have the revival stopped. The sheriff was reported

ly observed circling the square during the closing nights of 

the revival, and informants construed this as a warning to 

"tone things down." However, no official word was forthcoming 

from the sheriff's office to the effect that they should close 

the meeting. 
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The possibility of legal recourse to "stop noise" in 

emotional revivals is acknowledged "by most Plainvillers. 

Interestingly enough, many people are convinced that Holiness 

services "aiiift as wild as they use to be" because a man re

siding near the church threatened them with legal action if 

they didn't discontinue "late hours" and 'loud yelling." In 

the latter instance, the author was unable to definitely 

establish that actual legal restraints had been enforced. 

Nevertheless, many non-Holiness are convinced that this 

accounts for the decline in "hollerin and yellin" in that 

congregation. Holiness informants, acknowledging that there 

has been a decline in emotionalism among their members, 

attribute the decline to the fact that "most aren't as close 

to God as they once were." One Holiness member reported that 

he had done "considerable thinking" on why people were not so 

"happy" in church as they formerly were. He consulted his 

pastor and was informed that people were not as close to God 

now as they were a few years ago. Holiness informants deny 

that community criticism and threats of legal sanctions could 

force them to refrain from being "happy" in their religion; 

rather, "people has just changed....they ain't as devout as 

they -once was." Most "non-emotional" informants agreed that 

legal sanctions imposed upon religious behavior are in order 

providing the behavior of the congregation in question is dis

turbing others. 

It has been indicated that not too many years ago emo

tional behavior in religious worship was quite widespread 
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among all congregations except the Christian. Actually, 

within the memory of some informants, "probably thirty or 

forty years ago," the Christian congregation also had its 

share of "emotionals," although never to the extent of £ts\::-

contemporaries. It has only been within the past few years, 

then, that actual factions have formed about this issue in 

the various congregations. By and large most of the church, 

and non-church, residents of Plainville react negatively to 

this type of religious behavior, and people are agreed that 

today there is much more criticism and ridicule directed 

against those conforming to "old-fashioned" patterns of 

worship than there was a few years ago. Most of the community 

definitely attaches a negative value to such behavior and 

it is, for the most part, associated with "radicals," or 

lack of education....as indicative of an era when "people 

didftH know much better." However, "you need churches to 

take care of that class of people....regular churches wouldn't 

have no appeal to that kind." Non-emotionals, particularly 

high status families, indicate through inference, innuendo, 

or outright statement, that their emotional neighbors are 

not "mentally stable." A few examples of excessively religious 

people who have had "breakdowns", some requiring medical 

attention, are often employed as substantiating evidence0 

Some members of the Holiness and Baptist churches confided 

that certain of their members were too obsessed with religion, 

that sometimes a person needs to get his mind off of the 

Bible. Despite the fact theirs is the only group who, as a 
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whole, approximates living their religion seven days a week, 

some Holiness contend that a person should not spend his 

every waking hour thinking of religion. 

Several individuals, considered "emotionals," were 

interviewed to determine their attitude regarding such be

havior, and to determine if they were aware thattiiis type 

of. behavior is ridiculed by their neighbors. It has been 

previously indicated that many "emotionals" consider their 

behavior an indication of a nearness to G-od; a real "feeling" 

for their religion, a sort of "brimming over with happiness" 

that is manifested in "uncontrollable" behavior. They are 

fully aware that such behavior is ridiculed, but believe 

the person who is sincere in his convictions does not worry 

about community ridicule. It is the "insincere" person 

manifesting emotional releases that "gives the rest of us 

a bad name. 

During the fall of 1954 the "town Baptists" sponsored 

a revival that added further fuel to the discussions on 

emotional behavior. This revival began "calm enough," but 

within a few nights "they was acting just like them, people 

in the square last summer." Informants were amused that 

many of those who were "cutting capers" had condemned such 

actions during the non-sanctioned "Holiness-like" revival 

in the square. There was considerable "noise," and the be

havior of some of those who were "getting religion," became 

topic for conversation. Some of the more "liberal" Baptists 

boycotted their own revival, and many non-Baptists who might 
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have attended declined to do so when they saw "which way it 

was going." Several Christian and Methodists, and even a 

few Baptists, expressed contempt for the lengthy testimonials 

and "the bench jumping and moaning" of several of the members# 

This revival, which continued for four weeks, was described 

in the Discovery Beacon as follows: 

This is the greatest harvest of souls ever made 
in the history of the church (Plainville) within the 
memory of any of the body. There were additions. 
A good spirit prevailed throughout the meeting. Many 
people shouted praises and witnessed the power of God 
working among His people. Visitors from other churches 
were revived and blessed during this meeting (Reported 
by PlainvilleTs correspondent to the Discovery Beacon). 

Of the twenty-eight additions to the church mentioned above 

there were fourteen conversions, nine of whom were school 

children. Some of the children involved became quite emotional 

during the "praying through" ordeal at the mournerTs bench. 

There was considerable interest in the revival expressed by 

high school children, and parents of non-Baptist children 

complained that the aroused group of Baptist youngsters 

were exerting pressure on their offspring to join the church. 

The dominant theme of most revival sermons centered around 

the need for immediate salvation in order that the "saved" 

should be ready for death. Several Baptist and non-Baptist 

children were quite concerned over the consequences of dying 

before being "saved." The "town church" revival attracted 

several persons interested in merely watching the antics of 

some of the members. However, there were not as many curios

ity seekers at this revival as there were at the "Holiness-

like" Baptist affair previously mentioned. 
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In sharp contrast to the two Baptist revivals was the 

one conducted by the Church of God Holiness, the supposedly 

"real" emotional group in the community. The Holiness revival 

was "begun during the final stages of the "town Baptist" re

vival, and the calm, rational approach of the young revivalist 

minister was quite different from that of the "shoutin an 

yellin" Baptists. Townspeople were quick to detect the 

dichotomous behavior in the two groups, and several rather 

amusedly commented that the Baptists were trying to "out-

Holiness the Holiness." Several expressed the opinion that 

because of community criticism of Baptist emotionalism, the 

Holiness had purposefully refrained from engaging in the type 

of behavior that the community normally expected from them. 

Interviews with some Holiness indicated that the preceding 

was not the case, that there was even criticism from a few 

of their members- because the revivalist "never really got the 

group warmed up". The Holiness revival closed after two un

successful weeks. There were no curious outsiders such as 

attended the two Baptist revivals, and such as formerly plagued 

the Holiness functions. Holiness informants confided that it 

was only a few years ago that their church sponsored two or 

more well-attended, enthusiastic revivals each year, but that 

"anymore, we're lucky to get by with one." 

The Christian revival, which preceded the Baptist and 

Holiness revivals by a week or so, was well attended by 

local members and by members from Christian congregations in 

nearby communities. There was an emphasis upon strfcight-

foreward, rational sermons and church music. Few people were 
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converted, and there were complaints from some members that 

the expense did not justify the results.-.."we didn't get a 

person that wouldn't have come in anyway." Others rationalized 

that revivals were needed to "fan up interest" in the community, 

presumably to result in better attendance at regular church and 

Sunday School meetings. Members of the Baptist and Methodist 

congregations attended the Christian revival, but only one or 

two Holiness families attended. 

The Methodist group held no revival during the research 

period. However, some of the members indicated that the ex

pected revivalistic behavior of a certain segment of their 

group would be "just as bad as the Baptists." This particular 

group, already referred to as those "who should be Holiness," 

are also categorized by many Methodists as "old-fashioned." 

Informants report relatively little overt religious 

healing compared to that of a few years ago. In former years 

many Holiness and Baptists, and some Methodists, were known 

to prefer prayer healing to the services of a physician. Today, 

any person who knowingly refuses the services of a physician 

when they are needed is ridiculed by most of the community. 

However, several people professed belief in the healing powers 

of a well-known radio evangelist, citing testimonials offered 

by the latter as proof, A few "religious radicals" travelled 

sixty miles to Largetown to observe the healing activities of 

a well known "healer," and were highly incensed when some 

Plainville males joked and made fun of the instances of healing 

which they reported. Two Holiness males referred to the 
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""blood-stopping" activities attributed to two "unchristian" 

individuals as "witchcraft." Both of these men, as do many-

other religious people in the community, believe in the power 

of prayer. They also believe that supernaturally endowed 

preachers can heal because "they live closter to God and know 

his ways better than us common people." However, neither 

of these men would express any qualms about consulting a doctor. 

"God said he'd send gifts down from above... .and, son, them 

doctors and preachers an medicin, them are gifts from God." 

No statement of Plainville religion would be complete 

without mention of the importance attached to the last rites 

reserved for every citizen. A death in the family serves as 

a rallying point for close friends and relatives, and both 

are expected to exhibit obvious grief. Last rites are solemn 

occasions, and in former years the funeral was often extended 

for as long as three or four hours. However, the minister 

who "makes a revival out of a funeral" today.is strongly 

criticized. People attend primarily out of respect to the 

family of the deceased, but there are some who admit to 

attending out of curiosity, particularly regarding family 

behavior during the period of bereavement. 

Families are expected to give their deceased a "nice 

burial," and indications are that the cost of most present-day 

funerals probably average between four and six hundred dollars. 

Embalming is, in most instances, considered a necessity, and 

cremations or closed casket funerals are practically unheard 

of. Most obituaries appear in the county newspaper, and many 
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families place small "remembrance" ads, some original poetry, 

in the paper on each succeeding anniversary of the funeral. 

Many ex-Plainvillers are returned "home" for burial, and 

return of a body always precipitates considerable conversation 

regarding the deceased's life in Plainville, circumstances 

under which they left the community, etc. It is assumed 

natural that they should be returned to Plainville for burial 

in one of the several community cemeteries. 
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CHAPTER V 

SOCIAL ORGANIZATION: GENERAL 

Most Plainville residents consider they are "from" a 

certain neighborhood within their community, that the 

community is part of Woodland County, and that the latter is 

one of several counties in a region of their state. Their 

greatest territorial loyalty is exhibited toward the community. 

In many instances the latter is referred to as belonging to 

the western half of the county, and this half is considered 

less "backward" and not as "tough" as the eastern half. Therei 

is also considerable loyalty to the county as opposed to 

neighboring counties. 

Interviews with officials, merchants, and professionals 

in surrounding counties revealed that they consider Woodland 

County residents to be "hillbillies" and "backward." Local 

newspapers in neighboring counties are not averse to poking 

fun at their "backward" Woodland County cousins. The area is 

considered ultra conservative and, in fact, does appear to be 

less receptive to change than some of the more progressive 

nearby counties. Many Plainvillers are aware of "outside" 

opinions regarding them, and they often jokingly refer to 

themselves as "hillbillies," and employ the term to designate 

low status, backward individuals among their own number, 

regardless of residence. However, they are also aware that 
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their relative isolation has greatly diminished during the 

past fifteen years, and many are proud of the progress that 

has been achieved. Despite their own criticisms levied 

against their community, Plainvillers are quick to enumerate 

the advantages of "country living" as opposed to "city living." 

Some phases of economics, friendly neighbors, "clean living" 

for children, etc, are prominent reasons for desiring to 

remain in Plainville. 

Most Plainvillers are aware that they are "suspicious" 

of"outsider^" and that even when this suspicion has diminished 

"outsiders" never really become "natives" of the community. 

However, "outsiders" desiring to achieve friendly recognition 

and acceptance in Plainville should be, as nearly as possible, 

"one of us." 

The majority of residents can place their neighbors 

in the numerous units of social organization common to their 

community. The following section, except for religion which 

has been previously discussed, is concerned with the local 

forms of social organization. 

Sex and Age Groups 

The most fundamental Plainville social division is 

into the two sexes, male and female. At an early age chil

dren are expected to demonstrate personality traits that are 

attributed to their particular sex, and throughout the remainder 

of their lives are expected to conform to the various interests 

and duties that are theirs by virtue of sex and age-status. 
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Plainvillers recognize the following age categories: 

"babies," "kids," "teenagers," "young people," "married people," 

and "old people." Depending upon the person speaking, various 

adjectives may be employed to indicate size, age, or school 

level of a younger person, or perhaps to indicate relative 

age of an older person. 

"Babies" are ordinarily pre-walking infants. However, 

once they begin walking they are normally referred to as 

"little kids," and generally whenever they begin school 

they become "kids." Parents consider their "kids" are really 

"growing up" whenever they first send them to school. Somehow, 

"kids are never the same once they start to school." The term 

"kids" is often extended to include those of post-puberty, high-

school age. This age group is also referred to as "teenagers;" 

once they have graduated the term "young" people" is normally 

employed until they marry. 

"Little kids" and "kids" are expected to like to play with 

their peers, and by the time they are around six or eight they 

may have minor tasks to perform around home and farm. Small 

girls and boys are expected to naturally follow the division 

of labor that characterizes their parents. For example, girls 

are considered more adept at tasks about the house, whereas 

boys are expected to prefer outdoor work. As previously men

tioned, old-timers criticize younger parents for not giving 

their children more work to do about the farm. It is true, 

"youngsters" probably do not have as much work to perform as 

their parents did. However, it is not uncommon to observe 
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small boys ten or twelve years old driving a tractor, and 

after attaining "teenage" status they handle all mechanized 

equipment found on the farm. Also, many boys and girls start 

driving the family car, or pickup, at about fourteen to six

teen years of age. "Teenagers," or "high schoolers," become 

interested in high school athletics and in going on dates. 

Teenage girls are not expected to be "wild," although a certain 

amount of this behavior is expected from teenage boys. People 

are not surprised when boys in highschool, and just out of 

highschool, speed around town and "scare hell outa everybody." 

Several teenagers expressed a desire to go to the city as 

soon as they get out of highschool, for one "big fling" before 

going into the army. Teenage boys and "young men" are expected 

to "be on the make" whenever they are on dates, and the names 

of girls with the reputation for "putting out," for several 

communities around, are circulated. Teenage girls should 

preserve chastity until they are married. 

"Young people" are expected to become "married people" 

sometime between high school graduation and their late twenties. 

Marriages between high school couples, or when one partner is 

still in high school, are frowned upon. If "young people" are 

not married by their mid or late thirties, the terms "old maid" 

and bachelor" come into play. These terms are often employed 

for widows or widowers who have not remarried. 

Upon becoming married the young couple is expected to 

associate primarily with other couples their own age, or, 

perhaps, to visit with parents and siblings. They are not 

expected to "run around" as much as when they were "going 



together." There Is definitely a different status accorded 

to married people whenever they have children. Now the father 

and mother both have new and added responsibilities, and their 

union is normally referred to as such and such "family." 

Families may be referred to as "young," "middle age," or "old". 

"Middle age families" are expected to be those most interested 

in schools and community development, and in general, are con

sidered the solid core of the community. They are believed to 

be more settled, more attached to the community, and most 

importantly, they are the primary "working," or "productive 

force" in the community. Ghurches vie for "young" and "middle 

age" families, and consider that these contribute to the member

ship, as well as to the economic betterment of the church. 

"Old people" are those whose children are married and 

away from home, those who no longer engage in physical labor, 

those on the "pension." Old age assistance recipients are 

referred to as "old age pensioners." "Old people" are expected 

to be more interested in politics, more conservative with their 

money, against most community improvements, and to be content 

to just "loaf" and "gossip" all day. Children and grandchildren 

generally do not take them too seriously, and "old men" are 

often the object of practical jokes from younger men. Some 

older people with eccentricities, such as "yelling and fussing" 

at kids whom they assume are bothering them, are the object of 

considerable torment from youthful pranksters. One elderly 

gentleman shot into the radiator of a car carrying some youths 

whom he presumed to have been "halloweening" him. An elderly 
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lady continually calls the county sheriff "just because kids 

ride by her house on a bicycle." Parents advocate respect 

for the old, and this often applies to one's own family. How

ever, the foibles and childishness of aged people outside the 

family are sources of amusement. 

West (1945:113) noted that "A Plainvillerts passage from 

one stage of life into a later stage is marked by various 

events, acts, rituals, or ceremonies and by conventionalized 

sentiments and verbal statements." A child is born, and the 

first big event in his life is entering school. The next 

high point, symbolized by a formal ceremony and presentation 

of a diploma, is graduation from the eighth grade. Four years 

later he will receive a second diploma, more important than 

the first, signifying completion of his highschool career, and 

for most, the end of formal education. Both "school graduation" 

ceremonies are attended by most of the community. In between 

the time he graduates from the eighth grade and high school 

the child normally is baptized into one of the local denomina

tions. The next formal step is marriage, dignified by ceremony, 

license, and more often than not, a "shivaree" by friends. 

Later events of considerable importance are the birth of children 

and observing them through their life cycle until they leave 

home and establish families of their own. The Plainviller 

next attains "old age," signified by retirement, "going on 

the pension," and maybe widowhood. Finally, death, climaxed 

by a "decent burial." 
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On numerous occasions during the course of field re

search the author and his wife were cautioned by friends not 

to "say anything about anyone to anybody....chances are 

you'll be talking to a relative." It is true, several fami

lies in the community trace their descent back through as 

many as five or six generations, and during this long period 

their ramifying kin bonds have become intermingled and, be

cause of increasing mobility characterizing the past thirty 

years or so, have spread far and wide. 

Confusing as the "mixed up families" might appear to the 

outsider, most Plainvillers are aware of the effective range 

of kinship which they wish to employ. The latter varies, of 

course, depending upon the particular family. However, in 

all instances Plainvillers consider the immediate family to 

include husband, wife, and their offspring. The extended 

family, whatever its range, is referred to as "relatives," or 

"kinfolks." In some instances this might be quite extensive, 

although siblings, parents, grandparents, children, and grand

children, appear to be the primary extensions observed by most. 

Within recent years, as indicated by West (1945:58), some extend

ed families formed whole neighborhoods, political units, entire 

church congregations, and as many as a half dozen maintained 

many features of "clan" organization. Emigration has, in the 

past few years, been an important factor in the diminishing 

solidarity of several large extended families in Plainville. 

The "Ballou nation" mentioned by West (1945:58), probably the 
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most prominent of the "clans," no longer maintains the terri

torial solidarity with which it has been traditionally identi

fied. Many "Ballous" have left the "valley" where their an

cestors settled, and today the "Ballou nation" persists more 

in local folklore than as a reality. "Ballou" is still the 

most common surname in Plainville, but present day "branches" 

of the family have become sufficiently differentiated through 

occupational and social achievement that no single trait, other 

than name, can be generally ascribed to the entire consanguinal 

group. A few low status extended families in the community 

still maintain rather extensive social relationships, and 

several extended families attempt occasional reunions, "to get 

everyone together just once more." However, solidarity of 

the extended family appears to be waning. 

There are certain tenuous loyalties and obligations in

herent in the kinship bonds extending beyond the immediate 

family. For example, one should normally expect to borrow 

money from a relative much easier than from someone else; 

certainly, there should be more freedom in repaying the obliga

tion. However, some individuals report that relatives are the 

last people to whom they should like to lend money. Relatives 

frequently constitute work exchange partners, and during times 

of sickness, death, or other misfortune they should rally 

around. One rather prominent extended family was the subject 

of much community criticism during the period of research be

cause they "let neighbors" care for an aged member of the 

family who frequently became ill. Close relatives are also 

expected to visit. However, a few young people, lamenting the 
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paucity of visiting relationships possible in their peer 

group, complained because they had to depend upon "old kin-

folks" for such social relationships. 

Informants are agreed that Plainville families do not 

have as many children today as formerly. Associated with 

diminishing family size appears to be a generational shift 

in values regarding parental obligations to children. 

Plainville parents have traditionally considered that 

Parents are supposed to take care of their 
children until they are "educated," "grown," "married," 
or "able to make their own living." This "care" in
cludes affection, feeding, clothing, medical attention 
through home remedies and by doctors if necessary, 
and home discipline and teaching. Parents also owe 
their children an "education," the formal level of 
which may be determined by the child's own interest 
or ability, by a family's means, or by parental ideas 
about what amount of formal education is either use
ful or harmful to children (James West, 1945:60). 

Some younger parents, with more cash and different educational 

values than those of their parents, are contemplating college 

educations for their children. Education and training are 

recognized shortcuts to occupational and social advancement, 

whether one remains in the county or emigrates to urban 

centers. In addition, most of today's parents are convinced 

their children should have "all the things" that they could 

not have. One of the most common complaints leveled by older 

people against younger parents is that they are too financially 

indulgent with their children. Many parents do indulge their 

children with money and material objects "that we couldn't have 

when we were growing up." 

Most younger couples, "who know better," want only as 

many children as they can "do right by." Several acknowledged 
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"planning" their families, spacing the children in order that 

they can better educate and provide for them. Some young 

couples, much to the consternation of their parents, do not 

want children. Older people, not all of whom had large 

families, often lament that they didn't have more children. 

However, these same people today, as does most of the community, 

associate large families with poverty and "not knowing any 

better." One low status father reported that every home should 

have six or eight children....he had that many and "I done 

right by them." Most of the community disagree. This man be

lieves that younger parents do not want to "take the 'sponsi-

bility" for "feedin, clothin, and schoolin" children. He is 

convinced that he was a good father, a "good pervider;" it 

doesn't matter that none of his children went to highschool.... 

"they didn't want to go." Two of the children lamented their 

lack of education to the investigator, commenting that they 

didn't know any better when they were growing up. 

Children are expected to obey, respect, and love, their 

parents, and, if from a high status family, it is anticipated 

that they shall "take after" their parents." Most of the 

community recognizes that the life chances, economic and educa

tional, of children born to low status, low income, families 

are quite poor. However, in conformance with the American 

"ideal" that "any man can rise," they are expected to try and 

"better themselves" occupationally and morally. Few parents 

can objectify formal training that children receive in the 

home,, It is expected that boys and girls shall learn proper 

moral behavior through association with, observation of, and 
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a minimum of instruction from their parents and older sib

lings. It is expected that formal instruction be dispensed 

in the local schools, and that children shall just "grow up 

knowing what's right from wrong... .how to act," etc. Some 

parents indicated an attempt to instruct their children in 

sex matters....but, "somebody has generally wised them up 

already." Old-timers criticize young parents for permitting 

children to grow up "with no ideas of responsibility." Xt is 

true that Plainville children probably have fewer responsibili

ties about farm and home than their parents had. Certainly, 

mechanization of the farm enterprise has weakened the nuclear 

family as a full-member-participating economic unit. In fact, 

some parents encourage children to take city jobs during 

school vacations...."we hate to see them go, but there isn't 

much for them around here." A few instances were mentioned of 

teenage boys spending school vacations working in Metropolis, 

and, during their absence, some fathers having to hire tempo

rary farm labor. 

Parents today are criticized for failure to discipline 

their offspring...."we use to whip hell out of them....today, 

they just talk to 'em." Mothers serve as disciplinarians for 

small children, and when children grow older fathers are ex

pected to take a hand in more serious breaches of discipline. 

Younger parents by and large are opposed to "beating hell" 

out of youngsters, usually preferring deprivation as the 

most effective means of punishment. Old-timers complain that 

children "run parents" today as opposed to the reverse 
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situation of a few years ago. Many school disciplinary problems 

are attributed by community residents to lack of parental dis

cipline at home. The opinion is often expressed that indulgent 

parents are blind to their children's faults...."when they get 

on them at school, parents always side with their kids." A 

former school superintendent is still criticized for reportedly 

"favoring" children from high status families...."wouldn't 

touch them0" However, the superintendent during the period of 

research was quite popular, and an important factor in his 

local success had to do with his reputation for "not taking any

thing from them damned smart kids." It is interesting that 

when children from low-status families get into trouble in 

the community, high prestige families are convinced that "its 

just their background coming out." 

There are few prescribed relationships pertaining between 

siblings. During school years seniority of one demands look

ing after and protecting the other on the school bus, play

ground, etc. Siblings should show the same loyalty toward 

each other that they exhibit toward the nuclear family. When 

they become older, and have their own families, the latter 

does not apply, particularly if one becomes a "black sheep." 

Many siblings, however, are quite "close," and throughout life 

maintain active social relationships; others are seldom known 

to associate. Sibling associations largely determine later 

relationships between uncles and aunts and their nephews and 

nieces® 

Courtship and marriage are highly individualistic in 
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Plainville. Parents normally refrain from active interference 

in probable unions, although they certainly exert an influence 

on the dating patterns of children. They seldom deny their 

children the right to associate with others...."you don't 

have to here....this place is so small that kids just grow up 

knowing who to run with*" Dating normally begins during high-

school years. Aside from the movie in Discovery, five miles 

distant, or occasional school functions, there is little for 

courting couples to do other than "park on a side road." Danc

ing is generally taboo in the community; house parties hold 

little interest for teenagers; and the community does not 

appear too interested in attempting programs that might appeal 

to this particular age group. Teenager complaints that there 

is "nothing to do here" are justified« Several highschool 

students reported they could hardly wait "to get out of here.... 

go someplace where there is something going oh." Premarital 

intercourse is highly frowned upon "for girls," but informants 

agreed that there is no special stigma attached to couples 

"having to get married." It is considered more likely that 

girls from low status families will "have to get married" than 

girls from families with higher status. 

People definitely should not marry "kin," particularly 

"first and second cousins," but "families around here are so 

mixed up some of that is bound to happen." Most parents de

sire that daughters marry someone in an economic position 

superior to their own, but if a man marries a girl "with money" 

many believe the wife will "hold that money over his head." 
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Girls from "better families" often have weddings in one 

of the local churches, preceded and followed "by appropriate 

"showers" and receptions. However, most marriages occur in 

the presence of a minister or justice of the peace court. 

Following the marriage it is customary to go on a short 

wedding trip, sometimes to an adjoining state, or, more often, 

to some recreation spot, or urban center in the state. Resi

dence, if at all possible, should be neolocal from the first 

day of marriage. Marriage is considered a permanent union, 

although the possibility of divorce is acknowledged, even 

though in disfavor. Generally not more than one or two divorces 

occur in the county each year. .Parents should not "fuss and 

fight" nor discuss domestic problems in the presence of their 

children. Husbands who desert their families are condemned 

by most of the community; even though husband and wife do not 

get along, if there are children, it is thought best to keep 

the union intact. 

Husbands and wives are expected to exhibit mutual respect 

and familial support in all matters involving one or the other. 

The husband and father is considered head of the family, al

though in rare instances does he exercise absolute authority. 

The nuclear family is the basic economic unit at Plainville, 

and as head of this unit one of the primary obligations of the 

father is to provide for his dependents. There is no stigma 

attached to wives working, and some do, although opportunities 

locally are quite limited. The wife should not make the greater 

part of the living unless the husband is disabled. Most younger 

couples confided that they consult with each other in economic 
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matters, except for small purchases considered, routine in the 

performance of individual duties. Wives are expected to per

form household duties and care for children. Both marriage 

partners are expected to maintain sexual fidelity throughout 

marriage, and there is strong criticism of known instances to 

the contrary. 

In former years most couples thought it best to have 

their children as quickly as possible. Today, however, it 

is not uncommon to hear the attitude expressed that couples 

should not have children until they have lived together "long 

enough to know each other," until they "can afford them," "have 

a good start," or "get a little something ahead." Most pro

spective Plainville mothers begin consultations with a physician 

as soon as they realize they are pregnant. Only "very back

ward," extremely low status women are considered not to con

sult a physician, or attempt birth without a doctor in atten

dance. «.."lots of farmers have vet's with their cattle, why 

not have a doctor with a woman." Many higher status Plainville 

women travel to Largetown to consult with an obstetrician. 

Those who go to Largetown or "Y" normally spend a week to ten 

days in a Largetown hospital during and following delivery. 

Many women in the community, particularly lower status, are 

attended by the local osteopath, normally going to his office 

on the day birth is expected. They remain there for the birth, 

and return home a few hours later. The following table illus

trates the trend toward physician and hospital or clinic care 

during childbirth. 
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Total Physician Physician 
Year Births in Hosp. not in Hosp. Midwife Other 

1938 103 2 89 5 7 
1939 96 3 87 3 3 
1940 99 6 85 3 3 
1941 105 11 84 3 7 
1942 93 10 81 0 2 
1943 92 25 67 0 0 
1944 86 25 58 0 3 
1945 71 23 48 0 0 
1946 71 22 49 0 0 
1947 108 59 47 1 0 
1948 96 51 45 0 0 
1949 102 69 33 0 0 
1950 91 62 22 0 0 
1951 100 88 12 0 0 
1952 92 88 4 0 0 

{SOURCE: U. S. Bureau of the Census, Vital Statistics: years 
indicated). 

Infant mortality is highly variable from year to year, The 

mortality table on page 48 (Chapter: the Setting) indicates that 

during the 1940-50 period there was a high of 62.5 contrasted 

with a low of 9.9 deaths per 1,000 live births. 

The grandparent-grandchild relationships are still very 

much the same as West (1945:62) indicated for 1939. 

Grandparents and grandchildren treat each other 
"with the same affection" that exists between parents 
and children, but-more familarly. The same restrictions 
on obedience, respect, and mutual care theoretically 
obtain, but they are actually relaxed greatly. 

G-randparents are quite fond of grandchildren and are notorious 

for "spoiling" them. It is not uncommon for grandchildren re

siding with parents in the city to spend a few weeks with their 

Plainville grandparents during school vacations. Many elderly 

Plainvillers anxiously await visits from children and grand

children, or other relatives, who are residing in urban centers. 
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Old Age, to most Plainvillers, normally means the age 

when people retire from active labor, or when, because of 

age, they are unable to actively work. Several informants 

questioned regarding the lower limits of what constitutes old 

age, immediately replied, "when they get to be sixty-five." 

This is obviously correlated with the minimum age at which 

individuals can receive old age assistance from the government. 

As early as 1939 West (1945:59) noted the' following 

changes in Plainvillers attitudes regarding aged parents. 

Aged parents and grandparents are considered 
neither very entertaining, nor useful, nor wise 
nowadays, even in Plainville. They are considered 
to be "cares." They are less welcome in their 
children*s homes than they used to be. They are 
made to feel that they are "tedious," and that 
there is not enough "room" for them. To avoid be
coming "burdens," they are beginning not to "mind 
asking for the pension." The decline in respect 
toward the old works out neatly: father and mother 
formally "teach respect" for grandparents, but 
laugh at their weaknesses, foibles, and "old-
fashioned ways" before the children. The children turn 
the tables by applying the lesson a generation later 
against their parents, thus intensifying the conflict 
and lack of mutual interest between the generations. 
When Old Age Assistance became available for needy 
old people, the old began to enjoy a nfcw "value" in 
the eyes of children, who sometimes vie with each 
other to keep the parent whose maintenance may bring 
in from ten to twenty dollars a month. 

The above holds today with the possible exception that few 

children today would "vie" to keep elderly old age assistance 

recipients. During the period of field research there were 

few aged parents known to reside in the household of a child. 

Most elderly informants expressed a preference to live by 

themselves, but "near the kids." Th^s arrangement is also 

preferred by most children, who express a love for parents, 
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but "not under the same roof." It is true that some older 

people feel neglected by their children, particularly when 

the latter become busy with families of their own* One elderly 

man who expressed this opinion rationalized that it wasnft 

too bad, because his son, residing in the city, "has a big 

family of his own, and he has all he can do to feed them,," 

His primary complaint was that the son does not come to visit 

him often enough. When the rest home, or "nursing home," was 

opened in Plainville during 1954 there was considerable favora

ble comment indicating that older people in the community 

would have someplace to go and someone to "care" for them, and 

still be near relatives and friends. However, several older 

people vowed they would be flat on their backs before they 

would be "taken" to such a place. Nevertheless, "nursing 

homes" are quite prominent in small communities in this section, 

and appear to have become a standard and acceptable part of 

the business scene. 

The 1940 federal census reported 710 persons in Woodland 

County who were above the minimum old age assistance require

ment of sixty-five. The 1940 county welfare office figures 

for November indicate that forty-six percent of that number 

were receiving old age assistance. By 1950 the number in this 

age level had increased to 777, forty-nine percent of whom 

received old age assistance during the month of November. 

Population figures were not available for 1954, but the welfare 

office indicated that the November case load included 417 

old age recipients. Therefore, it is estimated that during 
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the period of research fifty percent of the county's sixty-

five and over population were receiving the "pension." 

Many old people are reluctant to apply for old age 

assistance, even when it is needed. This reluctance might 

well be the product of community ridicule, Jokes perpetrated 

against some recipients, rumors constantly circulating of 

abuses of the system, and the attitude of some critics that 

old age assistance is "charity." It is still much more 

'honorable" to "earn your own retirement" in Plainville, and 

some of the sharpest critics of assistance programs are 

people who have done just that. These individuals, and others, 

are anxious to criticize the past work, management, and moral 

habits of recipients. In addition to this criticism, the 

sharp eyes and tongues of neighbors are constantly alert to 

real, or assumed, "foolish" spending habits of "pensioners." 

Many Plainvillers ridicule the fact that some individuals 

who never worked during their productive years, who never 

"knowed nothin but sow belly and beans," should"retire" at 

the same rate of pay as the unfortunate individuals who worked 

hard, suffered reverses, and who really "needs" the "pension." 

Some recipients are "ashamed" that they are receiving "charity;" 

others, fearful of ridicule, go to considerable lengths, such 

as cashing their checks outside the community, to hide the 

fact that they are "on the rolls." There are some, however, 

who chafe at the "personal" questions and investigations of 

the "case workers," and who "fight" for the maximum. These 

are favorite targets of community jokesters who take great 
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delight in "confidentially" telling them that a neighbor is 

"drawin more than you are." Some of the incensed individuals 

"hightail" it to the welfare workers to lodge a complaint.... 

personnel in the welfare office generally know the Plainville 

source that supplied the false information. 

The problems of PlainvilleTs aged revolve around the 

fact that they have little opportunity to achieve recognition 

in activities essential to the functioning of the community. 

For those who have not earned their retirement, through occu

pational achievement during productive years, there is added 

frustration. Many of the aged spend their time in gossip 

cliques with their peers, the only group that takes them 

seriously, or awaiting visits from friends and relatives. 

During the research period the federal government passed 

a law including farmers under social security. It is believed 

that social security recipients will not be subjected to the 

ridicule that plagues present old age recipients. The gen

eral attitude prevails that "you pay your own way" in social 

security. 

Friendship and Clique Groups 

Probably the group of greatest importance next to the 

family is the friendship or small clique. In the past rural 

sociologists have generally tended to consider the clique 

and neighborhood as largely the same. However, Loomis and 

Beegle (1950:136), commenting on the importance of the small 

friendship groups over locality groupings, such as the 

neighborhood, note: 
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On occasions, a clique or friendship group may 
have the same membership as a neighborhood. In such 
cases, "the most elemental social group beyond the 
family in dispersed type of settlemtnt is the neigh
borhood. H However, throughout the world, in village 
and isolated farming areas alike, locality groupings 
are not as important in personality formation and 
individual orientation as the smaller friendship 
groups. 

Warner and Lunt (1941:110-111) observe that the clique 

is a small informal, non-kin group with a mini mum of insti

tutionalization. At Plainville it was deemed desirable to 

approach the problem of friendship or small clique groups 

from the standpoint of social visiting, more directly, in 

terms of a particular person1s "best friends" in the commu

nity. This was accomplished through recording visiting re

lationships as they beoame known, were observed in process 

or in visiting columns of the local newspaper, or divulged 

through informant interviews. It was found that there was 

such a great variety of these groups at Plainville, acting 

in so many ways, as to almost defy classification. Quite 

briefly, most Plainville friendship or clique groupings are 

characterized by the following: locality does not normally 

serve as an identifying characteristic, rather, clique members 

appear to participate together on the basis of social equality, 

similar religious affiliation, or similar age level; a similar 

style of life appears to be an important consideration in 

selectivity of clique group members and, in many instances, 

kinship ties are quite important. 

Understanding the diverse lines of communications that 

so effectively distribute information throughout the community, 
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garbled or otherwise, leads one through several clique rela

tionships. Factual information and rumor, disseminated via 

the complex maze of clique interrelations, appear to quickly 

"blanket" the entire community. The rapidity with which it is 

circulated tends to make gossip one of the most effective, and 

feared, social regulators in Plainville. However, during the 

period of field residence there were only two individuals 

who were known as "gossip mongers," i. e., people who made 

the daily circuit collecting and spreading news. One elderly 

gentleman, who was particularly perceptive regarding gossip 

and visiting cliques within his peer group, confided certain 

rumors to the investigator before starting them. This individ

ual took great delight in initiating rumors of a harmless na

ture, usually to excite some old age assistance recipient 

or "just to stir people up a little 

As mentioned in the initial study, politicians make 

effective use of the many friendship or clique groupings. 

Holders of key positions in clique groups may form a subtle, 

but effective, type of leadership which is not always as 

apparent as that in more formal social groupings. 

The most obvious clique relationships, generally recog

nized by most of the community, are those associated with 

several elderly males who daily "hold court in the square." 

A large number of elderly men, levelled into a common loaf

ing and gossiping association through their role of function-

less individuals in the operation of the community, spend 

considerable time on the benches in the square or, during 

inclement weather, in the pool hall. They talk of politics, 
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economics, personalities, and, in general, just "kill time" 

by exchanging, disseminating, or originating community infor

mation. Their activities are ridiculed "by most younger people, 

and by many of their peers who "wouldn*t sit with them old 

people for a hundred dollars." A few elderly women "pensioners" 

are identified as belonging to certain visiting and gossiping 

cliques. However, they do not have the present reputation of 

their male counterparts who confine their activities to the 

"square" for all the community to observe. 

One interesting fact kept reappearing throughout the 

field research indicating that Plainvillers react negatively 

to well established clique groupings. Several business men 

confided they felt they could not restrict their friendship 

group only to those with whom they wanted to associate. Rather, 

they should be friendly to everyone, but not too close friends 

with anyone...o"bad for business." Another negative reaction 

was noted in the excessive criticism of the agricultural exten

sion agent, particularly because "he works with a little group... 

a little 'click1....his own little bunch....the boys that's got 

the money,...works only with the outsiders." On numerous occa

sions people were derisively referred to as "they got their own 

little set," "they don't associate," "their own little bunch," 

or other phrases indicating an exclusiveness in social relation

ships. This is undoubtedly the same negative reaction that 

occurs when informants were questioned regarding social stratifi

cation in the community; cliques, like classes, imply superior 

or inferior positioning. However, some of those who strongly 
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deny the existence of classes admit that certain families 

visit only with certain other families. The rationale is 

that people visit and associate with those with whom they 

have something in common...."anyone can choose their friends." 

Neighborhoods 

Neighborhood, to most Plainvillers, generally means one 

of two things: (1) the immediate neighbors surrounding the 

farm, particularly those with whom visiting, borrowing, tool 

and equipment exchanging, or various other cooperative rela

tionships are engaged in, or (2) the geographic locality 

centered about some service institution such as church, 

school, and store. 

Each of the above concepts had much more functional 

meaning fifteen years ago than they have at present. West 

indicates in 1939 (1945*69) that a farmer's close neighborhood 

included his house at the center, surrounded by adjoining 

farms containing the people with whom "he and his family 

supposedly neighbor with most." &e further indicated that 

this "close neighborhood" was not a tight unit, but rather 

"differences in 'class* or 'morals' may make two separate, 

and what might be called 'geographically simultaneous,1 neigh

borhoods out of the areas." During 1955 it was not uncommon 

to find farm families engaging in few of the immediate neigh

boring relationships available to them. Borrowing is presently 

at a minimum, visiting relationships often cover a wide area, 

and there are few occasions for cooperative undertakings, such 



177 

as former threshing and butchering bees, work exchanges, 

and the like. 

Mechanization has been an important factor in the 

diminishing interdependence felt by neighbors. Tasks that 

formerly involved cooperative effort are now done more 

effectively with machinery, either purchased or hired, or 

by specialists. Work exchange is at an all-time low, with 

many individuals indicating they would rather hire labor 

than to be under obligations to return same. Possibly 

correlated with the latter is the fact that as some farmers 

participate more and more in a cash economy they become 

quite conscious of the economic values accorded time. With 

the automobile and, in recent years, better roads it takes 

only a few minutes to cover considerable distance. Visiting 

patterns recorded by the researcher indicate that there is 

a strong propensity to confine such relationships to family, 

church, or in the case of younger people, to peer groups. 

There are few families who confine social visiting to their 

immediate neighborhood unless, of course, they have several 

nearby relatives. It is not uncommon for parents or children 

to drive several miles, particularly on Sunday, to spend the 

day visiting or sightseeing. Many elderly people complained 

that people no longer neighbor like they did a few years 

ago, then acknowledge that they, themselves, spend most of 

their free evenings before the TV set. People without TV 

complain that visits to persons with sets usually result 

in the latter fallaciously assuming that "you come just to 
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watch, the TV (some call it "idiot box) • 

An even more obvious change has occurred in the values 

attached to geographic localities, the "big neighborhoods" 

with which many people have associated residence. These 

neighborhoods are normally named after some natural feature, 

leading family, or, perhaps, a combination of these. Solidarity 

and identification with these neighborhoods was, in past years, 

focused on some service institution, particularly church, 

school, or rural postoffice, normally with a general store 

or service station located nearby. Within the past few years 

most of these institutions, particularly schools and post-

offices, and to a lesser extent, churches, have been consoli

dated into similar establishments in the village. Factors 

contributing to the consolidation movement have been declin

ing rural population and the financial exigencies that have 

resulted. For example, there has been a steady decline in 

the number of "country schools" in Woodland County. In 1942 

there were thirty-six such institutions; by 1950 this number 

had diminished to thirteen, and by 1954 there were no such 

schools that had not been consolidated. Informants attribute 

the loss of rural schools as the greatest factor in diminish

ing neighborhood solidarity. It was only a few years ago that 

many social functions centered in the local neighborhood school... 

such things as "box suppers,""holiday programs," "community 

socials," "political speeches," and a host of other activities, 

are fondly remembered by old timers. Many small churches 

have disappeared, and informants and ministers indicate that 

there is a decline in interdenominational worshipping in rural 
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and village churches. Owners and operators of business 

establishments, such as general stores and service stations, 

presently serving as focal centers for some neighborhoods, 

report they are steadily losing business to village and 

urban areas. 

There are two neighborhood groups attempting to main

tain some semblance of solidarity through monthly "community" 

meetings. In each instance meetings are held in abandoned 

"country" school houses, each of which has been retained as , 

a "community building" by residents of the particular area. 

Definitely the most active of these monthly gatherings is 

the one held by the present and former residents of Pleasant 

Hill neighborhood. This neighborhood is located about three 

miles from the village of Plainville. The Pleasant Hill 

meeting had its inception during the early forties under the 

guidance of a former agricultural extension agent. It was 

one of a few attempts to institute self-governing clubs of 

farmers, their wives, and their children, to function as 

mediums of dispensing agricultural information and as sources 

of recreation. Through the efforts of a few elderly members 

in the neighborhood, plus the interest of the Plainville voca

tional agricultural teacher, the monthly Pleasant Hill neigh

borhood gathering has persisted over the years. The agricul

tural orientation has been theoretically retained in that the 

vocational agriculture teacher and the county extension agent 

are expected to provide the formal program for each meeting. 

However, social activities are much more important than are 

educational talks from the tv/o specialists previously mentioned. 
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Wives bring great quantities of food and a program chairman 

is responsible for entertainment. Entertainment normally 

consists of children's specialty numbers or, perhaps, 

musical numbers and readings from some of the adults. There 

is considerable time spent visiting with neighbors, some of 

whom have occasion to visit only on "meeting" nights. 

Several older people, former residents of Pleasant Hill now 

residing in other areas of the county or community, try to 

make it back to the monthly meetings. The present residents 

of this neighborhood, most of whom are older people, probably 

have a more highly developed complex of social visiting re

lations than any other neighborhood group in the community. 

Some community members ridicule the Pleasant Hill gathering 

as "folksy," or "hillbilly." The other neighborhood meeting 

does not have the attendance, interest, nor historical tra

dition that characterizes the Pleasant Hill group. 

The Political Structure 

The majority of all Woodland County residents, including 

Plainvillers, are Republicans. This party has traditionally 

controlled county offices. Republicans in Woodland County, 

and Plainville, are much more vocal, and as a result the full 

impact of the rival Democratic party's power is not always 

readily observable. However, as West indicated in 1939 

(1945:$7). many of the wealthier families in the county are 

Democrats, and they are quite active in local politics. During 

the time of the first study there was a "Democratic machine" 

characterized by a thread of kinship running through most of 
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the organization. One of the leaders of the county Democratic 

organization was a farmer residing near Plainville. This man, 

and other Democratic leaders, "controlled" many votes through 

personal and financial obligations which they manipulated. 

By 1955 the county Democratic machine, formerly described 

as "vicious," had declined in importance to the extent that 

it no longer actively "controls" large numbers of votes. 

There are Democratic leaders in the county today, but their 

influence is exerted in a more subtle, informal manner than 

previously. Informants attribute the decline of active 

party leadership to the fact that "old leaders" have lost 

their grip because "people got outa debt to them," and be

cause people nowadays assert their independence in political 

matters much more than they formerly did. The county Repub

lican organization is not without its factions. However, 

several Republicans are believed to control a specific 

number of votes« 

The successful office-seeker during the period of re

search was considered one who could sell the people that 

he was honest and reliable, and most importantly that he 

"needed the job." A prime illustration of the latter was 

the election of an individual to a county office because 

he had had "hard luck," through illness and financial re

verses, and because he had been "such an accommodating" 

fellow. Many people said of two or three county office 

holders, "they ainft worth a damn, but I like them, and 

they need the job." 
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The full complement of county officials includes 

sheriff, prosecuting attorney, county clerk, tax assessor, 

recorder, school superintendent, and three-member county 

court. Most Plainvillers are convinced that "county govern

ment is rotten to the core," that all politics are "tainted. 

Numerous stories continually circulate, some of them proba

bly disseminated by the opposition, regarding "foul politics 

of the party in power. During the period of research there 

were two postal vacancies to be filled in the Plainville 

office. These jobs have traditionally been considered 

among the best salaried positions in the community, and 

they are not without their prestige. Despite the fact that 

the civil service commission administered examinations to 

several competitors, popular concensus was that "them poli

ticians in Washington will put in whoever they want to." 

There was considerable activity on the part of applicants, 

seeking support of township party chairmen and letters of 

recommendation from other individuals considered political 

"leaders" in the county. 

The village of Plainville has an elected mayor and a 

town board of four members. These men are normally local 

business men. The functions of this group are not too 

clearly defined for local citizens, and some members of the 

board occasionally become perturbed because certain of their 

duties are usurped by the local business men's organization, 

the Commercial Club. The secretary-treasurer of the board 

is responsible for the collecting of a "few cents on the 

hundred" (normally five to ten cents) property tax from 
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village residents. This money is expended for gravelling 

or grading streets, mowing the lawn in the square, patching 

the paved main street, or other small expenses that occur 

during the year. There is never much money to work on, 

therefore the town board is restricted in its activities. 

Plainville has no village policeman but depends upon 

the county sheriff for their infrequent law enforcement 

needs. Occasionally the sheriff is called to investigate 

drunkeness, fighting, wild driving, pranksters, and the like. 

By and large Plainvillers resist and object to the inter

ference of outsiders in their internal affairs, legal or 

otherwise. If there is a serious offense committed, such 

as a shooting, there is a great reluctance on the part of 

Plainvillers to admit knowledge of the incident. Reasons 

given for such behavior indicate a prevailing attitude that 

participants in the trouble should "settle it themselves in 

their own way." There is also fear of being called as a 

witness should the dispute get into the courts. However, 

once the excitement has died down and the incident becomes 

history, several authorities come to light with the "straight 

story." During the initial stages of research there was a 

gang fight on the highway, near the investigator's residence, 

late one night. There was a knifing and two shots were fired. 

Several Plainville residents observed the incident which, in

cidentally, involved several non-Plainvillers. However, during 

the ensuing official investigation of the fracas, most Plain

ville observers were reluctant to discuss the incident. 

The same reluctance to submit to outside authority is 
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also quite evident on the county level. This is particularly-

true of several programs sponsored by the federal government 

which are "believed to impinge upon the "independence" of the 

individual. Aside from the regulations involved, which surely 

go against the strong positive value of "independence," many 

government programs are verbally resisted because they are 

believed to be Democratic in origin. For example, the 

Roosevelt sponsored Agricultural Adjustment Act of the 1930*s 

was locally opposed for several reasons. First, it was 

sponsored by the Democrats; secondly, the emergency measures 

were regulatory in the sense that Plainvillers thought they 

violated their "independence;" thirdly, the basic philosophy 

of being paid for doing nothing, or paid for destroying agri

cultural products, went against all local values of work and 

achievement* The Works Progress Administration was opposed 

for the same reason that many people resist the present assis

tance programs, i.e., past work habits, morals, etc., of re-

- cipients are not considered. There are many who oppos^ re

lief support for divorcees with families, obviously reason

ing that it is the father's responsibility to provide for them 

even though he is divorced, itself not approved of, from his 

family. During the period of research it was not uncommon 

to hear farmers and townspeople comment that the government 

"should get out of the farming busines," that people were 
\ 

tired of being "told" what to plant, where to plant it, and 

how much they could get for their product. There are a few 

dissenters, however, who are in basic agreement with the 



1.35 

philosophy of government controls, and a few confided that 

they should like to see the government guarantee the farmer 

an "annual wage....like them people in the automobile business 

are getting. Enough farmers favor government control; that 

some parity votes are quite close. 

Evidence came to light in 1955 that some of the resis

tance to extension work in the late thirties grew out of 

initial confusion of extension with Democratic regulatory 

programs previously instituted. The first full-time exten

sion agent entered the county in 1938* and at the time was 

advised to spread the word that he was a Republican. However, 

because of the organizational setup during the rapport estab

lishing stages of the new extension organization, the agent 

was forced to maintain a joint office with the AAA, and had 

to devote considerable time to propagandizing the latter 

program. Extension was confused as another Democratic pro

gram, regulatory rather than assistance. In view of the fact 

that there had been a part-time agent in the county for years, 

the confusion just mentioned is quite interesting. There was 

further justification for the early confusion regarding politi

cal sponsorship of the program; outstanding protagonists for 

scientific agriculture were primarily leading Democrats in 

the county who, incidentally, were among the more progressive 

farmers. There are still today some prominent Republican 

farmers who are considered non-extension cooperators because 

of political affiliation. 

One of the most flagrant local rejections of outside 
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authority comes in the form of resistence to state game laws 

and opposition to the resident conservation agent. A former 

"game warden" reported that when he was assigned to Woodland 

County there were residents in Discovery, county seat, who 

refused to rent him quarters for his family. He finally 

found a house but was forced to pay extremely high rent. Owner 

of the house was a former resident of the county, and friends 

locally brought considerable pressure to bear on him not to 

rent the property to the new "game warden." However, the man 

resided in another county and was not too amenable to local 

pressures. Most Plainvillers refuse to cooperate with the 

conservation agent, even though many agree with the principle 

of game conservation...."people should regulate themselves." 

Some "poorer" families living near the river construe state 

game laws as a violation of, as one individual put it, the 

"God-given right to hunt and fish." The conservation agent 

complained that he could never secure convictions of arrested 

violator in the county courts. The defendent always requests 

a "jury trial," and "tell me where you could get twelve men in 

this county that would convict a man of illegal hunting or 

fishing." The agent recognized that it is difficult to attempt 

to enforce laws which are considered by most local residents 

to be unjustified. One state conservation leader informed the 

researcher that Woodland County was one of the most difficult 

enforcement counties in the entire state....but if they could 

sell "just one generation of kids" their problems would be 

solved. However, lectures at schools, and other appeals to 
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children, have little affect when the information is ridiculed 

"by parents at home, 

Plainville resistance to outside authority, in matters 

involving law or politics, does not imply that they are 

"lawless." Quite the contrary, there appears to be a mini

mum of "trouble" considered disruptive to the normal every

day functioning of the community„ Probably the most impor

tant informal control regulating everyday behavior is gossip. 

Most people, particularly those in business, are admittedly 

concerned about what people "think," and even more so about 

what people "say." Business men are concerned lest customers 

consider them ostentatious; "moderns" go out of the community 

for much of their recreation; particularly drinking or dancing; 

women wear shorts or smoke only in their own homes. These 

are only some of the many aspects of behavior which are approved 

or disapproved in everyday gossip. Xn personal disputes, 

matters involving individuals or families, the attitude pre

vails that the parties concerned should work it out for them

selves, and should engage in formal legal procedures only as 

a last resort. However, before consulting with legal author

ities it is not uncommon to seek the advice of an informal 

leader of a clique or friendship group. If the issue "goes 

to court" there is considerable interest evidenced by most of 

the community and pros and cons are likely to be argued in 

various gossip sessions. Many Plainvillers laughingly refer 

to the gossip cliques of the older males "meeting in the 

square" as "court sessions." County court always attracts 
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many interested observers, many of whom may not know the 

principals involved. 

Formal Organizations 

During the period of research there were numerous 

formal organizations to which Plainvillers could belong. 

The salient features of all organizations are that their 

members are generally from high prestige families and in 

every organization there is a small core of individuals who 

do most of the work to keep the organization functioning. 

There are several possible ways to classify the formal 

organizations in Plainville. For our purposes they shall be 

classified according to interests, agriculture or otherwise. 

In 1955 the agriculturally oriented organizations to which 

Plainvillers could belong were the Extension Association, 

Farm Bureau, American Dairy Association, State Farmers Asso

ciation, Extension Home Economics Club, kH Club, Dairy Herd 

Improvement Association, Angus Breeder's Association, and 

several other Breed organizations, none of which maintain a 

local chapter. Organizations focused on primary interests 

other than agriculture are Parent-Teacher Association, Commer

cial Club, Masonic Lodge, Eastern Star, Royal Neighbors, Boy 

Scouts, Bridge Club, Veteranrs Organization, and two neigh

borhood general social clubs previously mentioned. There 

are certain items of interest relating to some of the above 

which should be considered. Suffice it to say that organiza

tional interest among most Plainville families, particularly 

farmers, has shifted from an earlier interest in lodges and 
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insurance groups to orfanizations that hold promise of con

tributing to their economic betterment. 

Among the farm organizations that have recently "become 

prominent in the county, the most active interest has been 

in the nationally oriented Farm Bureau. Admittedly, one of 

the major selling points of this organization is its very 

cheap insurance. However, local participation and interest 

in the Farm Bureau appears to represent awareness on the part 

of Piainville farmers that the federal government has, since 

the 1930*s, taken an increasingly more active role in the 

local agricultural picture. They are aware that local agri

culture destiny is directly dependent upon federal legisla

tion, and as a result more and more of the county's progressive 

farmers are turning to the Farm Bureau as a panacea for their 

problems. National farm policy concerns this organization as 

it does no other local group. 

Dairymen are beginning to show increased interest in the 

American Dairy Association for somewhat the same reason that 

they are interested in the Farm Bureau. As mentioned previous

ly, during the summer of 1955, local dairymen sponsored a dairy 

festival as part of the ADA's attempt to institute a national 

dairy month. Few dairymen complain of the few cents per hun

dred pounds of milk which they contribute to the ADA. Most of 

them believe the organizations national advertising program 

is needed. However, there is no active local ADA chapter, 

such as the Farm Bureau has, to assure that their funds are 

being spent for the best purposes. The Dairy Herd Improvement 
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Association is not exactly new to the county* There was a 

similar group during the 1930*s, but the earlier organiza

tion died out. Since organization of the present group in 

1946 there has been an unsuccessful attempt to expand; with 

the recent emphasis upon Grade A production and quality 

animals this goal may be achieved in the future. 

At present the only organization actively functioning 

on the local level to indicate the interest in registered 

beef production is the Angus Breeder's Association. This 

organization was founded during the 1940fs.and is active. 

They acknowledge state and national organizations above 

them, and most members consulted are convinced that the 

organizational setup assists them in marketing their pro

duct. Many farmers, throughout all phases of agriculture, : 

expressed the opinion that sooner or later the farmers of 

the country were going to have to "organize" like the "city 

factory workers." However, most of them immediately confirm 

their dislike for unions, the primary reason being....a loss 

of "independence" through the subjugation of independent 

action to a few union leaders. 

In 1939 West noted that "The most stable and active 

of the new organization formed under outside stimulus are 

Home Economics clubs, to which over ten percent of the 

eligible women already belong (1945:84)." In 1955 the agri

culturally oriented organization that had the most energetic 

participation was still the extension-sponsored Home Econo

mics clubs. The majority of members in such clubs throughout 
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the county are farm women securely from the higher prestige 

families. However, in the Plainville club there are some 

"town women" who belong. One farm lady commented that they 

welcomed "town wives" because "after all, we're all the same 

here." Unfortunately, 4H clubs in Plainville do not enjoy 

consistent adult leadership. As a result, rise or fall of 

the club usually depends upon the interest of the sponsors 

concerned. Individuals who actively assist the children to 

build a good club soon withdraw because of lack of needed 

cooperation from other adults. 

The Extension Association, with 41& members in 1955, 

is by far the largest farm organization in the county. How

ever, its size is not indicative of its activity. Most of 

the 418 members encompass dual memberships, i.e., husband 

and wife, therefore only slightly more than 200 county 

families are included in the Association. Of this 200 there 

are many who are business men or persons not otherwise direct

ly connected with farming. It is acknowledged that such in

dividuals should be in the organization, but most people in

terested in Extension work deplore the large number of farmers 

who are not members. Actually, the Extension Association is 

not active other than sponsoring Agricultural Extension Work 

in the county. Extension policy is formulated by a board 

comprising representatives from each of the county's nine 

townships. From the recommendations of this body the exten

sion agent theoretically derives his annual program. It is 

interesting that some extension cooperators are not members 

of the Association, and it is even more interesting that many 
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progressive farmers in the county do not wish to be identi

fied with the organization. There are several factors in

volved in this complex problem, some of the more important of 

which are concerned with politics, knowledge that information 

can be obtained elsewhere, and agent personality and methods. 

West (1945:32) indicated in 1939 that iodges appeared to 

be dying out. The Woodmen and Odd Fellows had disappeared 

at the time of his work, and there was a declining interest 

in the Masonic order. However, during and immediately follow

ing the second world war, the Plainville Masonic Lodge was re-

juvinated with new members. In 1955 the lodge boasted a large 

but inactive membership, had funds deposited toward construc

tion of a new building, and more often than not had difficulty 

getting enough members to attend to hold their monthly meeting. 

The jump in membership reportedly came during the war, and 

several old-timers lamented that "some got in that never 

should have made it.*1 Most members agree that the lodge today 

does not have the same semblance of male solidarity, mutual 

help, and "exclusiveness," that formerly set it apart from 

other organizations. Several informants agreed that in years 

past "only the best in the community could get in," but that 

today the lodge has little meaning, "just something else to 

join." A few informants indicated that the high degree of face 

to face relationships in a small community like Plainville 

made it difficult to "blackball a friend," even when you were 

aware that "he doesnft deserve to be in." Old timers report 

that members of a few years ago were "the cream of the crop," 
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knew it, and freely exercised the "blackball" to maintain 

"high quality membership„" 

The female counterpart to the Masons, the Eastern Star, 

was much more active than the Masonic organization. The 

Royal Neighbors, with a strong "insurance" organization, 

were also active during 1955. 

The most exclusive club in Plainville is the Ladies 

Bridge Club. This group has a long history and is, in the 

eyes of most of the community, made up of women from "the 

best families" in the community. Others say they "just 

think theyfre the best." It is interesting that some in

dividuals in communities surrounding Plainville believe 

the Bridge Club is an auxiliary of the Christian Church, 

and rumors sometime circulate to the effect that bridge 

parties are held in the church basement. The major part 

of the members are from the Christian Church, but it is 

not an exclusive organization in this respect. In fact, 

some deny that it is an exclusive organization at all, mere

ly pointing out that lower status women have just never 

tried to get in, or "they don*t go in far bridge." Denial 

of its exclusiveness is in accord with the negative value 

attached to thinking "you are better than someone else." 

Business men in Plainville banded together a few years 

ago to form a Commercial Club. The purpose of this organiza' 

tion, which seeks to also include leading farmers, is to 

sponsor community projects for the good of Plainville. Dur

ing the early stages of its organization it did conceive and 
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carry through, several worthwhile projects. Some of the more 

important of these were paving the main street, construction 

of a highway park near the village, purchase of a mechanized 

street grader, and establishment of a "city dump." They also 

sponsor the annual "march of dimes" drive, children's Christ

mas program, boy scout troop, and prior to 1955 sponsored the 

annual "July 4th picnic." However, the latter project was 

dropped in 1955 because of lack of interest from club members, 

most of whom are not natives to the community. Old timers, 

who always look forward to this community reunion were sorely 

disappointed, and various gossip cliques made their disappoint

ment known. Many ex-Plainvillers returned to the community 

for the annual affair, and could not conceive that this oldest 

of traditional community celebrations had been permitted to 

lapse. The Scout Troop folded during 1955 largely through 

lack of interest from the boys, arid more especially because 

parents offered little incentive for their boys to actively 

participate. 

Members of the Commercial Club report that mutual jealou

sies of the members, plus the feeling that one or two individu

als are trying to "run the show," have resulted in a static 

situation. At present the club still holds its monthly meet

ings in the basement of the Christian Church, and for one 

dollar the ten to fifteen members who regularly attend can en

joy a tremendous dinner prepared by tie Christian Church 

ladies. A short program, usually slides, conservation film, 

or the like, is the high point of each meeting. This social 

gathering appears to be the main function of the club at the 
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present time. If the club cannot maintain solidarity but 

ceases to exist, then, Plainville will have lost the organ

ization that has, for the past several years, filled the 

void of individual leaders that formerly characterized busi

ness leadership in the community. Prior to the war, there 

were recognized individuals among business men who functioned 

as leaders for their group. These were primarily old-timers 

who, through family position, proven business ability, or 

political control, served as the nearest approximation to 

overall community leaders. However, with the death of many 

of these men, the emigration of one or two others, there 

was no business leadership following the war. Most of the 

progressive business men in the community todays are non-na-

tives, hence lack the qualities that formerly automatically 

selected business leaders. The Commercial Club, with its 

original emphasis upon cooperation from "everyone interested 

in a better community," offered a new type of leadership, 

one much more able to effectively cope with the changing 

economic conditions characterizing the community today. 

Education 

Plainville's consolidated elementary and secondary 

school, the institution commanding the most interest from 

the largest number of people, is the outstanding focal point 

for community solidarity. This institution serves as the 

primary source of formal education for Plainville youth, and 

during nine months of the year its activities suffice as 

the main source for the recreation of children and adults alike. 



Most Plainville parents believe that children passing 

through the public school are adequately educated. In fact, 

some low status individuals confided that the community was 

"crazy" with education. However, the prevailing attitude 

regarding education is that it is something that children 

should have... <>"it wasn't too important in the old days, 

but anymore you just got to have a little." The minimum 

level of attainment deemed necessary is highly variable, 

depending upon the particular family, but learning for its 

own sake is a concept foreign to most parents. Th©se people 

who are education conscious, the few who complain of poor 

curriculum and low teaching standards, ridicule parents who 

assume that children become educated merely through spending 

a few years in the school building. Many elderly people often 

advocate support for three things in the community: good 

schools, roads, and churches. However, most of the latter 

believe that the eighth grade, "maybe highschool," is as far 

as children need to go. If they can get their children that 

far, then, parental responsibility for formal education has 

been fulfilled. The 1950 federal census indicated that all 

Woodland County residents twenty-five years of age and over 

had completed a median number of 8„5 school years. 

Several young and middle age parents expressed the hope 

that their children should be college educated. This group 

in particular, and many older people also, recognize higher 

education as a shortcut to occupational and social achieve

ment, although, it is a "one-way ticket out of here." Past 
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residents who have become educated and distinguished them

selves in the professional and business worlds are continu

ally referred to as examples of outstanding local success* 

These instances are living proof that any local youngster 

can make good if he just has the will and determination to do 

so. However, a great paradox at the local level, even for 

some parents who recognize the utility of education beyond 

high school, comes in the fact that parents do not always 

instill the incentive in their children to adequately pre

pare themselves for professional occupations. One of the 

more obvious factors inherent in the preceding is that most 

parents conceive the expense of college education as an im

possible barrier, and as a result do not always impart the 

necessary incentive to their children. 

Some Plainville teachers acknowledged that high school 

students evidence little incentive to learn. Several parents 

and teachers lamented that some students were graduated from 

high school who can hardly read. The apparent philosophy is 

that children are due a high school diplom and woe unto the 

teacher who would dare hinder a studentfs progress in obtain

ing same. The attitude definitely prevails that the diploma 

is the main objective; as one boy reported, "you need that to 

get a job in a boiler factory." Armed with this instrument 

a graduate should be able to obtain a position that will re

turn the means for an adequate livelihood. It matters little 

to most parents that the acquisition of an "education" is a 

secondary objective in the realization of the diploma. 
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English themes -written by fifteen girls and fourteen 

boys from varying social levels - all Juniors and seniors 

in the Plainville high school, indicated the following in

formation pertaining to the occupations they most desired 

and hoped to obtain following graduation. Six boys hoped 

to become mechanics, two automobile repairmen and four in 

the aircraft industry; three desired to become farmers; 

three boys preferred to become laborers working in the city; 

one individual indicated he should like to become a veteri

narian, but did not want to attend college to achieve this 

goal; another hoped to become a lawyer. It is interesting 

that eight of the fourteen responses indicated that the boys 

expected to receive education in military service that would 

prepare them for future vocations. This was true of all in

dividuals desiring to become mechanics,, Six boys preferred 

to live and work in Metropolis, three wanted to become career 

military personnel, one desired to farm in an adjoining state, 

another would go anywhere his profession demanded, and three 

of the fourteen expressed a desire to reside in Plainville. 

Two of the latter preferred to farm locally, and another 

wanted to establish a garage. One of the boys desiring to 

become a farmer has never resided on a farm. The primary rea

son given for the choices of farming as a vocation was "inde

pendence;" in all other instances, reasons for choice were, 

"like that kind of work," and "good pay." Only one boy wants 

to attend college. 

Of the fifteen girls who indicated occupational prefer
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ences they hoped to achieve, four wanted to become secretaries 

for business firms; four desired to become nurses, three pre

ferred to be housewives, and one each expressed the hope of 

becoming a musician, beauty operator, kindergarten teacher, 

and attendant in an orphanage or nursery. Five girls ex

pressed their preference because they wanted "to be around 

small children." Three girls desired to prepare themselves 

for entering the armed forces as a career. The remainder 

wanted to enter their professional choice because of "good 

pay," would "like that kind of work," or, in the case of the 

girls desiring to become housewives, liked children and house

wifely duties. Only one girl expressed a desire to attend 

college. 

It is interesting that most of the high school students 

chose vocations requiring that they leave Plainvilie. Every 

year the greater part of all Plainvilie seniors leave Woodland 

County. Since 1919 Plainvilie has boasted a four year high 

school with an average annual graduating class of sixteen 

seniors. Of the 562 individuals who have graduated from Plain

vilie High, informants in 1955 indicated that 82% of them were 

no longer residents of the county.* Plainvilie youth are 

forced to emigrate for lack of local opportunity. Aside from 

marriage, there are few positions for girls graduating from 

high school, and farming is about the only occupation open to 

* This figure includes those graduates who are deceased. 
In instances where the individual was deceased, residence at 
time of death was recorded. 
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graduating boys. Lack of available land, reticence of 

father to retire, and diminishing need for farm labor be

cause of mechanization, place still further limitations upon 

local opportunities for boys interested in farming. For ex

ample, eighty-four boys graduated from Plainville high school 

between 1941 and 1950. Of this number seventy-seven took two 

to four years of vocational agricultural training; in 1955 

only fifteen of them were engaged in farming. Most graduat

ing seniors emigrate to cities to work as laborers in defense 

or construction work, business firms, to other states to work 

as farm laborers, and a few each year enter college. Figures 

compiled for a twenty year period, 1934 to 1953, covering 

35$ Plainville graduates, indicate that thirteen percent, 

twenty-seven girls and twenty boys, entered college the year 

immediately following graduation. No figures were available 

to determine the number who received college degrees. 

It is highly questionable that Plainville seniors are 

adequately prepared to compete in urban labor markets„ During 

1954-55 the Plainville high school offered vocational courses 

in agriculture, commerce, and home economics. Other courses 

offered were Health, Citizenship, History, Speech, Algebra, 

Biology, and Music. The school has a total of 26J credits 

approved by the state department of education. Therefore, 

students have little or no choice of courses during their 

four years in high school. Parents who are genuinely interested 

advocate higher teaching and student standards, and those who 

do not foresee their children being educated beyond the high 
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school level suggest more practical courses...."learn them 

how to make a living." There are a large number of people 

who advocate one large consolidated high school for the entire 

county. Advocates of a central institution are aware that a 

primary difficulty is transportation, but that advantages are 

an expanded vocational program, lower taxes, and better tea

chers. Probably the greatest problem would be to get all 

five of the county high school districts to agree upon a 

central location...."everyone wants it for himself." As in

dicated previously, rural neighborhoods hated to part with 

their one-room country schools, obviously considering this 

as the last main vestige of neighborhood solidarity. How

ever, between 1942 and 1954, the number of rural schools in 

Woodland County diminished from thirty-six to none, so the 

pattern of consolidation has been established. The local 

school consolidation movement in Woodland County has hereto

fore not included consolidation of any high school units. How

ever, high school consolidation in adjoining counties has fre

quently resulted in bitter community factionalism. A similar 

condition would probably arise were the same thing attempted 

in Woodland County. 

Aside from athletics, the primary parent interest in 

local education during the period of research was confined 

to disciplinary problems. Most of the community maintains 

an active interest in how well the current superintendent is 

controlling the children. This does not mean certain individ

uals will actively support the superintendent in matters in

volving their own offspring. Quite the contrary, it is not 
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uncommon for some parents to "side with" children in student-

school disputes. Another feature of the local educational 

system that is closely observed are the activities of the 

elected school board. The board is comprised of six men, 

two of whom are elected each year for three year terms. 

Following the recent consolidation movement in Plainville, 

a "gentlemen1s agreement" exists that two members of the 

board shall come from the northern end of the district, two 

from the southern, and a similar number from the central 

sector. There is status associated with being elected to 

school board office and prominent individuals are generally 

elected from their respective districts. However, it is 

also possible to create enemies by serving on the board,, 

and for this reason some prominent me^'wouldn^ touch it 

with a ten foot pole." Certainly, some individuals on the 

board are in a position to exert considerable influence in the 

community, and board members in the past have not been averse 

to playing local politics, often to the detriment of the 

school, in order to achieve personal ends. This was particu

larly true for a few years following the second world war. 

The situation became so bad that the community threatened to 

split into factions. The machinations of a few individuals 

during this period are still occasional topic for conversation. 

The chief teacher complaints during 1955 had to do with 

parent-student apathy, and low salaries. Teachers complained 

that only a few families participated in P.T.A. and other 

school functions, particularly lamenting the small number of 
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rural parents who were active in school affairs. There was 

considerable discontent among teachers, particularly on 

the elementary level, because of low salaries. However, it 

is an established fact that a few women in the community 

would very much like to obtain a position teaching in the 

system, therefore teachers do not feel they can afford to 

complain too strongly. There was considerable constern

ation registered by some teachers, and a few townspeople 

interested in education, when the school board granted the 

coach a $500 increase in salary to keep him for the next 

year, and raised elementary teachers* salaries only $80. 

However, several in the community are convinced that only 

a high school education, at most a few hours in college, 

are necessary to teach "them little kids," therefore, 

high school teachers should be paid more because "they have 

to know more." 
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CHAPTER VI 

STATUS RANKING IN PLAINVILLE 

Background 

One of the factors requisite to West's choosing Plain-

ville as a community for research was that it should have 

"no recognized •aristocracy,' or other well-defined social 

classes (West, 1945:viii)Upon first contact with resi

dents in the community he was informed that "We're all just 

one plain old class of common average working people here. 

You don't find no very rich people here, and no very poor 

people, like you find lots of places (West, 1945:viii)." 

However, it was only a short while until VJest realized he 

was "dealing with a discrimination system of enormous com

plexity (West, 1945:vii)." Informants advised that he should 

talk, visit and be seen with certain individuals in order to 

gain the most respect from the community. "Judgments of 

neighbor upon neighbor, and all evaluations of individuals, 

appeared to be repeating patterns of great uniformity despite 

the wariness with which they were phrased (1945:xii)West 

accordingly set out to determine if this "system of discrimi

nation took a form which should be described under the label 

of rigid social classes (1945:xii) 

He found that Plainvillers persisted in denying the 

existence of "class", and that this complicated gathering 
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data. 

Due to the society's muting of the concept of 
class, and also to the peculiar styles followed in 
local humor and gossip, comments suggesting class 
ranking are more frequently made by inference and 
innuendo than by outright statement (West, 1945:118). 

The present author was also advised by initial infor

mants that he should talk and be seen with certain individ

uals, with "the right people," in order to gain ready accept

ance in the community. And, just as in the first study, prac 

tically all informants steadfastly denied the existence of 

social classes in Plainville. However, there was general 

agreement that status differences existed, and that these 

differences resulted from the assignment of a level of social 

prestige according to a set of six criteria isolated by West. 

These criteria are to be discussed in the following pages. 

West chose to identify the Plainville status ranking 

system as a "class" system. He referred (1945*113) to this 

"class" system as 

A superorganization, because it provides for 
every person living there a master pattern for 
arranging according to relative rank every other 
individual, and every family, clique, lodge, club, 
church, and other organization or association in 
Plainville society. It provides also a set of 
patterns for expected behavior according to class, 
and a way of judging all norms and deviations 
from these norms in individual behavior. 

He described two main classes, upper and lower, each compris

ing approximately half of the community. Most of the "upper 

class" were referred to locally as "Good, honest, self-

respecting, average, everyday working people;" a few were 
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designated as the "upper crust." The "lower class" was 

subdivided into three groups: the "Good, lower class people," 

"Lower element," and, "still lower is a small group of 

people who are considered almost sub-human; their behavior 

is not judged by the conventional standards of 'responsible 

people.' They are often called 'people who live like ani

mals' (1945:119)." West (1945:116) observes that the above 

labels 

are the most frequently repeated terms, among 
a wealth of synonyms, by which upper-class people 
classify both themselves and others. The....labels 
were selected and appended, after listening during 
fifteen months to hundreds of Plainville people dis
cuss, criticize, ridicule, condemn, and approve their 
neighbors. 

The first author (1945:116) indicates that no two peo

ple control exactly the same facts about any individual in 

the community, nor do they weigh the facts equally. He dis

covered that Plainvillers do not fully agree on the impor

tance of different criteria in evaluating the social status 

of their friends and neighbors. Probably one of the more 

significant contributions arising out of West's attempt to 

identify Plainville's status ranking system lies in his 

analysis of the differential perception of the stratifica

tion system depending upon the informant's position in the 

system. 

Plainville Status Hanking Criteria 
(1939-1954) 

Commenting on the criteria for higher or lower status 

in Plainville, West (1945:11S) notes that 
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To an observer who patiently listens to Plainville 
gossip, the criteria of discrimination by which Plain-
villers judge and rank: each other seem at first to be 
nearly infinite, because every item of human possession 
and behavior seems to be involved. 

However, he discovered six basic criteria that were employed 

most frequently, either singularly or in some combination, to 

differentiate the various status positions in Plainville. 

These criteria were residence, lineage, technology, wealth, 

morals, and "manners." The present study determined that 

some of the same criteria of status held for 1954-55 as those 

found in the earlier study. However, it was discovered that 

during this fifteen year period the meaning of some of the 

criteria had changed. The following discussion is an attempt 

to examine the structural changes in the status-determining 

criteria, to verify identification of these criteria as 

crucial, and to illustrate how they function to establish 

an individuals position in the status ranking system. 

RESIDENCE 

According to West, Plainville residents could be located 

in one of two broad classes, depending upon hill or prairie 

residence. Actually, most hill people were "lower class" 

and prairie people were generally "upper class." The ex

ceptions were hill families who lived like prairie dwellers, 

and people physically located on the prairi© who lived like 

"hillbillies." Tillage residents were often categorized ac

cording to "hill" or "prairie" ancestry. West indicates that 

status ascription based on residence probably arose some 
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forty years following the initial settlement of the county. 

The first pioneers began arriving about 1830, settling near 

streams and timber, and the prairie was broken around 1&70. 

...•many of the "good prairie families" are connected 
by various links of kinship with many hill families? 
and since people have no hesitation in "stating their 
kin," the present arrangement of families in the class 
structure must have arisen since 1&70-90, when the 
prairie was brought under cultivation (West, 1945:121). 

The first study indicates, and later contact with the 

first author substantiates, that "hill" and "prairie" identi

fication was quite important in 1939. During the present 

research it quickly became apparent that assignment of 

status resulting from residence locality had greatly dimin

ished in significance. Very few informants referred to the 

dichotomous residence pattern that was so symbolic of the 

two radically different ways of life in 1939# The few indi

cations that residence was important in status assignment 

came from elderly life-long inhabitants of Plainville. 

Younger informants generally acknowledged that "place of 

residence" as such had little bearing on status prestige; 

rather, it is more how people live, what they have, and 

their moral standing in the community. A few recent arrivals, 

people who have moved to Plainville within the past few years, 

reported little or no knowledge of a residence dichotomy. 

There are several possible factors contributing to 

the diminishing importance of residence location as a status 

determinant. Informants questioned on the matter indicated 

that the assignment of status based on residence was closely 
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correlated with, working small patch-work farms and a de

pendence upon hunting, fishing, and timbering as major 

subsistence techniques. Today, there are few individuals, 

and even fewer families, who approximate the subsistence 

level of the rather large group of families so categorized 

at the time of the first field study. Between 1940 and 1954 

many of the small, subsistence-type farms were consolidated 

into larger units. During the fifteen year period since the 

original study there has been an approximate fifty percent 

decrease in the number of Y/oodland County farms containing 

less than 100 acres. The major part of this decline came 

after 1945, during a period of rapid expansion in the tech

nology that is now considered such an integral part of mini

mum living standards in Plainville. Farming has changed. 

Informants are explicit in their contention that expanding 

technology, increased wants, and more expensive mode of life, 

have created a need for greater cash income; and to derive 

additional cash from agriculture the farmer must specialize 

and expand, both of which require considerable financial 

outlay. In the face of rapidly changing economic conditions 

the plight of the small subsistence farmer is quite critical. 

Two agricultural experts voiced the opinion that Woodland 

County was in its last generation of "marginal" farmers. By 

"marginal" they were referring to those who most nearly 

approximate the subsistence-level in techniques and income. 

Certainly there is little incentive for hill, or prairie, 

children to remain on small farms. These individuals, aware 
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of expanding wants involving cash, realize the cash potential 

of the small farm and are not content to embark upon a life 

of subsistence living. Most young people, and many of their 

parents, emigrate to the cities, or even other states, to 

procure salaried jobs. Other old-timers dispose of their 

small acreages, usually to an expanding neighbor, and retire 

to the village. 

Another factor that has probably influenced the economics 

of "hill life," as it was known in 1939, has been the decline 

in a market for wood. Many subsistence-level families depend

ed on the sale of wood for posts, ties, and fuel, for their 

small cash needs. Today there is little demand for these 

products....as one lower status bachelor commented, he could 

supply all of the fuel wood for the entire community if he 

wanted to "work that hard." 

Mention should be made that hill families have, by and 

large, raised their level of living above that of fifteen 

years ago. Electricity has been made available to more than 

ninety percent of all Woodland County farms, and many of the 

poorer hill families have managed some of the accessory appli

ances that accompany this innovation. Most low income fami

lies, even though they do not have the income potential, 

attach a high positive value to the "style of life" enjoyed 

by their more fortunate neighbors. A vital economic factor 

that has forced many elderly Plainvillers into a dependence 

upon cash, thereby eliminating a large segment of would-be 

subsistence-dwellers, many of whom lived in the "hills," has 
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been old-age assistance. Many of these individuals have more 

cash to spend each month than they formerly earned in several 

months, and many have moved to "town." Most of the community 

closely observes the spending habits of lower status individ

uals who receive old-age assistance. The phrase "they never 

had it so good" is heard quite frequently, and appears to be, 

in most instances, based on fact. 

Another factor that has contributed to the lack of 

identification of families as "hill" or "prairie" is that 

many Plainville business owners, and in recent years, a few 

farm families, are from the "outside." These individuals 

are generally not aware of, or do not attach significance to, 

many of the intimate details of family history that are 

available to "natives," and which are certainly brought into 

play by the latter in evaluating their neighbors. 

Informants indicate that the "hill" families reported 

by West were characterized by "clannishness," and that many 

such individuals had never'been out of Woodland County. Cer

tainly increased emigration has done a lot to decrease the 

family solidarity of some of the big "clans," and without 

doubt diminishing lines of communications have created a situ

ation whereby the "rubes" of yesteryear, who had never been 

out of the county, are a thing of the past. 

It is interesting that the term "hillbilly" is often 

employed in referring to someone considered "backward" in 

much the same manner as it would be in the city. However, as 

indicated above, there are few informants who still refer to 
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"families" as "hill" or "timber" or "prairie." Occasionally 

individuals are referred to as "living on the prairie" or 

"back in the hills," but this is more often a descriptive 

phrase employed in giving directions rather than a term of 

derision. It is seriously doubted that a sufficiently large 

number of people in the community attach significant enough 

importance to residence that it could be considered a major 

status ascribing criterion such as it was in 1939» In the 

latter year the primary significance of residence as a status 

criterion was closely correlated with the values attached to 

different "styles of life." However, by 1954 these value 

differences had been largely erased. 

LINEAGE 

Regarding lineage as a status-determining criterion, 

West (1945:121) comments: 

"Good families" are contrasted with "poor families," 
or "lower-element," or "no-account," or "trashy" families. 
So rigid are the restrictions governing courtship, visit
ing, worship, and so forth, and so firmly set are the 
patterns of behavior expected from each member of the 
society according to "what kind of a family he comes 
from," that lineage can almost be described at present 
as an absolute criterion. 

Informants arrive at the status position of Plainville 

families on the basis of ascription and achievement in other 

status determining criteria. In this small community, where 

everyone knows everybody else, where there is a high degree 

of face to face contacts, a particular economic position, 

set of moral criteria, and "style of life" come to be identi

fied with a specific family, and as a result higher or lower 
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status tends to be ascribed to future members of that family. 

The maximum-minimum limits of mobility possible for an individ 

ual once a definite status position for Ms family has become 

generally established throughout the community, and the time 

necessary for a family to achieve sufficient recognition that 

it will be ascribed higher or lower status, are important 

problems requiring future analysis. 

The ascription of status on the basis of lineage is 

more important for Plainville-born residents than for rela

tive new-comers to the community. The longer a family lives 

in Plainville the more their neighbors learn about them, and 

as a result more factors contribute to the solidification of 

their lineage position. A few higher status informants attri

bute inferior mental capabilities to certain long-standing 

lower status families. However, this is not the rule for 

the community as a whole. Children from one or two lower 

status families who have distinguished themselves in the 

local highschool are sometimes referred to as examples of 

innate mental capability regardless of the family's status 

position in the community. At the same time, when children 

from lower status families get into school disciplinary diffi

culties, higher status informants are most likely to infer 

that it is a reflection of their "background." However, mode 

of life, rather than heredity, is most often implied. 

Higher status informants, expressing the credo that 

any man can "rise," generally imply lack of industriousness 

as the primary factor underlying the low status position of 
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many Plainville families. Some of these lower status families 

accurately assess the limited life chances available to them 

in Plainville. They are aware that changing economic con

ditions, particularly in agriculture, are placing additional 

limitations upon their opportunities for local achievement. 

A large number of children from all status levels are forced 

to emigrate to seek opportunity in urban communities. However, 

children from higher status families often have the benefit 

of parental financial assistance in the city, or opportunities 

to pursue additional education on the "outside." The lower 

status child emigrates with little or no support from home, 

and informants indicated that lower status emigrants often 

sever connections with the community. 

Another important factor contributing to ascription of 

status in the lineage criterion is morals. This topic is 

discussed in the following pages. Mention is made here to 

further point- up the fact that lineage as a status ascribing 

criterion is largely dependent upon achievements and ascrip

tions in the other status criteria which come to be identi

fied with a family name, and not so much with biological 

heredity. 

Relative newcomers to the community are judged first 

by their economic position and "style of life," secondly by 

their moral behavior, and finally, by their acceptance of 

local standards. Education and manners which denote superior 

social position held outside the community are not easily 

evaluated by Plainvillers except as these attributes are 
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associated with status symbols, such as impressive automo

biles, home, and clothing. 

TECHNOLOGY AMD AGRICULTURAL ECONOMICS 

Technology, as the term is employed here, refers to 

the varied techniques for making a living, particularly as 

they apply to agriculture. Within the agricultural system 

there are alternative patterns for making a living, each of 

which is characterized by a definite organization of roles 

and role behavior. 

Scientific agriculture was innovated in Plainville 

about 1870 when techniques and tools became available for 

breaking the local prairie. 

Other sons (and their wives) joined with a 
second wave of settlement from outside the county and 
helped to homestead the prairie, These "second settlers" 
were prairie-seekers, who brought with them the steel-
beamed plow (the "plow that broke the plains"), a need 
for sawn lumber, and the knowledge that men and live
stock could live on the prairie, apart from springs, 
if wells twenty to forty feet were dug. The bull-
tongued plow, with its affiliated traits of frame houses, 
wells, and prairie farming, can be taken as a symbol 
of the first social revolution in the county. In its 
wake came corn planters, steel cultivators, mowing 
machines, binders, threshers, and (more recently) 
tractors and combines—in short the whole evolution 
of prairie technology and "manners," by which hill 
life and frontier traits have been devaluated to the 
point of being considered "comic," and the present 
class system has been established (West, 1945:208), 

From that day forward prairie farms, largely because of 

terrain, have been more adaptable to new technical develop

ments, particularly mechanical innovations developed for 

plains agriculture further west. However, as late as 1939> 

Plainville was considered a "relatively isolated and still 

'backward' American farming community (West,1954:vii)•" 
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Even so, there were sufficient differences in local tech

nology to symbolize prairie "life" as progressive, modern, 

wealthy, as opposed to hill "life" which was "miserely," 

"backward," and ridiculed for pronounced reliance upon fish

ing, hunting, and timbering as subsistence techniques. 

At the time of the first study the differential accept

ance of modern technology, closely correlated with residence, 

constituted one of the criterion for status in Plainville.... 

"The; 'way a man makes a living' is an important item of 

social discrimination (West, 1945:120)." During this same 

period technical innovations, largely through the impetus 

of federal agricultural programs dedicated to that purpose, 

were flooding the community at a rate faster than at any 

prior period in its history. 

It was discovered in 1954-55 that technology is still 

an important criterion for status assignment, but that it 

functions in a manner considerably different from that of 

fifteen years ago. The initial study indicated that the 

values attached to a particular "type" of farming served to 

differentiate the status of farmers. Those on the prairie 

primarily adhered to "modern" practices, whereas many others, 

particularly hill farmers, rejected the theory of scientific 

methods and machinery....rejected "book farming." The accep

tance or rejection of certain methods and equipment considered 

"modern" served as the primary basis for the significance of 

technology as a status determinant in 1939* The majority of 

the farmers interviewed during this research indicated that 

the "way a man farms" has little significance for his prestige 
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position in the community. Rather, status is derived from 

the possession of various symbols indicative of his achieve

ment as a farmer. The facts partially belie such answers, 

however, because the few individuals who still adhere to 

"old-fashioned" technology are ridiculed as "backward" and 

their status is, accordingly, ranked negatively. However, 

interview information indicates that informants are generally 

not aware of, or do not take into consideration, that within 

the past fifteen years the philosophy of scientific agricul

ture, i.e., mechanization and methods, has been pretty 

generally accepted by Plainville agriculturalists. Most 

farmers are in agreement with rational-empirical methods for 

controlling their environment, and comments such as "I'd 

prosecute a man that put lime on my land (West, 1945:223).", 

are generally lacking today, during the past fifteen years 

of rapid agricultural changes there has arisen among Plain

ville farmers an actual anticipation of change in agricultural 

technology, and innovative agencies caught short with nothing 

new to offer are open to criticism. There has been a tremen

dous proliferation of types of machinery and methods, all 

designed to do the same job, and as a result the present-day 

Plainville farmer has a wide choice in his technology. 

The shift toward general acceptance of modern methods 

and machinery throughout Plainville agriculture has been so 

great that it has resulted in a new status differentiation. 

The latter is based not so much upon acceptance or rejection 

of modern technology as a means, as a pattern of behavior, 

but rather is associated with the broader criterion of 
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agricultural economics, more especially land use. For ex

ample, the primary difference in the mechanization of Plain-

ville farms has to do with quantity, size, and expense of 

equipment. These three traits indicate to neighbors the 

financial achievement, or potential achievement, that has 

been realized by a particular farmer, and as such greater 

or lesser prestige is accorded the man and his family. Tech

nological equipment now becomes an end in itself, a symbol 

of achievement. A few individuals persist in using horses 

and mules rather than tractors, and there are others who do 

not always purchase the latest "necessary" equipment. These 

individuals are referred to as "backward," "behind the times," 

"tight," and in general are accorded lower prestige than the 

mechanized farmer. Most farmers, however, invest quite 

heavily in machinery, and possession and use of the latest 

equipment is an obvious source of pride for most of them. 

Another aspect of technology, "modern methods," is 

also pretty generally accepted throughout the community. 

This does not mean that all farmers follow extension recom

mendations down the line. There are deterring factors such 

as unpredictability of natural forces, and always the ques

tion of whether the expense justifies the risk or the in

creased return. This general acceptance of scientific methods 

has resulted in a status-determining situation considerably 

different from that of 1939. Today, the prestige of a farmer 

is more closely correlated with his economic achievement 

than by his acceptance or rejection of "modern" methods. 
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It is not so important that a farmer accept modern tech

nology, most of them do, but that he manipulate the technol

ogy to achieve greater cash income. The increased cash is 

turned into status symbols such as better homes, or the com

plex of labor-saving, comfort-giving devices important to so 

many Plainvillers. Needless to say, methods are not the 

sole determinant of agricultural economic achievement. Such 

things as size of farm, specialization, quality of soil, in-

dustriousness of the farmer, management, and "luck," all 

serve as selective factors in the success of any particular 

individual. Certainly the "big"operator, the one who special

izes, has a prestige advantage over the small farmer. Herein 

lies the primary basis for present status differentiation 

among Plainville farmers: the recent trend toward beef and 

dairy specialization has firmly established these two facets 

of technology as the best means of local economic achieve

ment in agriculture® The recognized economic advantages, as 

well as other minor advantages, to be derived from these two 

occupational sources has resulted in a high value being attach

ed to them. 

The major part of Woodland County farm income has tra

ditionally been derived from the sale of livestock and live

stock products. Within the past fifteen years, as indicated 

in the chapter on economics, there has been a shift in em

phasis within this particular area of the economy. There 

has been an increase in the number of individuals specializ

ing in registered beef animals, and "feeder" herds have 
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increased beyond ideal local range conditions. In recent 

years there has been a sharp rise in the number of farmers 

specializing in dairying, particularly grade A production. 

Actually, during the past five years there has been a de

clining interest in all phases of beef production, but 

dairying is becoming more popular with each passing year. 

Economic outlay and income potential are the two fac

tors contributing most to the general prestige associated 

with these two specialties. It costs more money to become 

established and more to operate, but most important, this 

outlay is balanced by an income potential that far surpasses 

that of the smaller, general-type farmers. Admittedly, there 

are a few older "general" farmers who are accorded extremely 

high status because of their economic achievement (in former 

years this economic advantage was turned to political power 

which farthered the high status of a few general farmers), 

but they are exceptional cases. Most informants agree that 

the Plainville farmers making the most money are those con

centrating on beef and dairy production. These are the men 

who are expanding, the "ones" who are getting bigger," and 

"bigness" indicates achievement. The dairy and beef opera

tors are the ones who talk in terms of fifty to sixty thousand 

dollar layouts. These men and their families have the most 

money to spend, are the most "progressive" in terms of modern

ity of farm and home, have better cars, and dress their 

children the nicest. It is becoming more and accepted that 

cattle and, especially, dairying are the two types of farming 
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best adapted to local conditions. There is an increasing aware

ness that "general-type" farming, adequate for subsistence-type 

living, cannot hope to suffice where there is a need for "steady" 

cash. As the trend toward specialization, mechanization, and 

larger farm units continues, the agricultural life chances of 

children born to small farm operators becomes even less than 

it has been in the past. Thus, the very exclusiveness of agri

cultural specialization, intensified by the selective factors 

involved in getting a start and becoming a big operator, con

tribute to greater prestige being assigned to these occupations. 

Brief mention should be made of the fact that of the two 

specializations in Plainville agriculture, there is more 

prestige derived from being a "beef man" than a "dairyman." 

Several factors are involved, one of the most important of 

which centers about work requirements in the respective 

specialties. Many dairymen and general farmers expressed 

the hope that "someday" they should "get enough laid by 

to go into the beef business." The attitude prevails that 

more leisure time is associated with beef production, that 

the owner can "sit back and take it easy." Considering 

the demanding hours involved in dairying, and the tedious 

tasks concerned with general agricultural chores and pursuits, 

this attitude is probably correct. Informants expressed 

the opinion that of all agricultural enterprises in Plain

ville, dairying included, beef production requires less 

work for the amount of money earned than in any other agri

cultural pursuit. Also, the cash outlay and ready cash 
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required for operating expenses, has established the success

ful, full-time beef producer at the pinnacle of economic 

achievement in Plainville farming. This has been forcibly-

demonstrated to local residents by the large number of "small 

beef men" forced out of business during the current drought.... 

the "beef men" who stay are the ones who are generally recog

nized as the most financially successful men in the community. 

WEALTH 

West (1945:121) notes that his question to informants 

"What gives a man his rank among his fellows?" usually re

turned the reply "The only thing that counts in other people's 

eyes is, how much money has he got?." He indicates that the 

average wealth of the prairie family exceeds that of the hill 

dweller, and this results in a style of life that is materially 

different. For example, prairie farmers have better homes, 

more expensive automobiles, more "modern" farm equipment, 

and better livestock. 

In 1954 it was found that the amount of wealth possessed 

by a family was an important consideration for assignment of 

status. However, of greater importance is the manner in which 

wealth is accumulated and manipulated. The significance of 

wealth as a criterion of social status in Plainville, then, 

lies in the fact that it is considered as an index of achieve

ment, and that it serves as the base for acquiring symbols 

considered indicative of a desirable "style of life." 

Highest prestige is derived from wealth that has been 

achieved in Woodland County. Informants report that 
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individuals with, the highest status are those who have, 

through industriousness, frugality, honesty, and clever 

management, managed to accumulate and manipulate wealth 

locally in such a way as to result in a desirable "style 

of life." Informants were careful to indicate which success

ful farmers and business men had "their money handed down" 

to them rather than achieving wealth through their own 

initiative. "Outsiders" who have moved into the county 

from drought stricken areas further west, purchased and de

veloped large acreages of relatively cheap land, are criti

cized severely because their improvements have been accom

plished on funds derived "outside." By the same token, the 

extension agent is criticized for "spending more time" with 

the "outsiders" than with the "natives," The strong positive 

value attached to industriousness, combined with the know

ledge that at best it is a difficult task to distinguish one

self economically in Plainville, lead to strong criticism of 

"outside" money spent locally, or of local individuals who 

"inherit" their start in life. There is nothing wrong with 

parents helping their children....they "should" assist them 

with a minimum start, particularly in obtaining land. However, 

once the initial assistance has been rendered the child should 

achieve his own economic success through hard work, honesty, 

clever management, and, in former years, an emphasis upon 

frugality. Criticism of parental assistance develops only 

if the assistance is initally too large, and continues for 

too long a period. 
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In former years industriousness, honesty, and frugality 

were the traits considered most important in accumulation 

of wealth. Today, industriousness, honesty, and management 

are considered paramount in the achievement of economic 

success. The diminishing importance attached to frugality 

is discussed below,, With this diminishing importance 

greater significance is attached to certain spending habits 

which were, in former years, largely rejected by Plainvillers. 

The influx of cash into the community in the past fifteen 

years has been accompanied by an increase in "installment" 

purchasing, particularly by younger and middle-age residents. 

Involved is a generational split of what constitutes the 

best manipulation of wealth. Older people worked hard, 

saved, and invested in land in order that one day they might 

achieve the valued goal of "independence." Independence 

was achieved through frugal spending habits and conserva

tism regarding debt, resulting in accumulation of actual 

cash. The cash was then invested in land for "leasing," 

loaned to neighbors "at eight percent," or was of sufficient 

quantity that the debt-free farmer could live out his life 

in comfort, secure that he had accumulated enough for his 

rather meagre wants. In recent years, particularly since the 

close of the second world war, the younger generation has 

experienced a greater desire for items involving cash "outlay," 

and as a result have turned more to "installment purchasing." 

Management to this particular group often implies manipula

tion of funds which you do not have, but rather, have the 
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potential for obtaining. They place considerable emphasis 

upon enjoying life as it is being lived and assign little 

importance to the valued goal of "independence" espoused by 

their parents® The older people, most of whom have with

stood depressive droughts and depression, criticize the 

careless spending habits of their children and comment that 

the latter Jbave never known "true hardships." Children re

taliate with criticism of parental economic conservatism and 

blame parents for all the "backwardness" of their community. 

There are several older individuals in the community 

who are substantially "well-off" economically. SomeA of 

these families are indicated as having been traditionally 

"leading" families in the county. However, today there is 

much criticism of their frugal ways, ways which formerly had 

a high positive value associated with them. They do not dis

pose of their income in a manner which younger people,-es

pecially, agree is the most desirable. True, many older 

farmers have spent large sums of money to improve their 

farms and to mechanize, and they espouse the values of labor-

saving, comfort-giving items "when we can afford them." How

ever, they have not invested heavily in the complex of sym

bols indicating conformance to the ideal "style of life" de

sired by most younger families. Many are content with older 

automobiles, and doing without most of the modern appliances 

found in many Plainville homes. Several older farmers, known 

as outstanding agriculturalists, are strongly criticized be

cause their "standard of living" is not as good as what they 
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could afford. Interviews with, some of these families revealed 

that they do not feel they can afford to live in the manner 

of their neighbors primarily because they adhere to the old-

style economic rule that nothing should be purchased until 

it can be paid for, i.e., nothing but land. Several young 

and middle-age residents openly criticized their parrents to 

the investigator because "they spend everything they get on 

land....they're land crazy," and because they do not "fix up" 

their homes and "make life easier and more enjoyable for them

selves." However, these same critics are aware that the posses

sion of large land holdings is an indication of economic achieve

ment. Their main complaint is that many members of the older 

generation are not inclined to spend their money for the "style 

of life" that appeals to most Plainvillers. Many older inform

ants agree with the "style of life" which most younger people 

hope to achieve. However, they are openly critical of the 

change in manipulation of wealth, particularly installment and 

credit purchasing, which is making many of the present status 

symbols available. Wealth to most older families is measured 

in amount of cash and lack of indebtedness—to the younger 

family it is measured more in terms of income potential. 

One significant change, touched upon only briefly, 

appears to be in motivation behind achievement of wealth. 

Prior to a few years ago wealth was accumulated and invested 

in a frugal manner in order that old-age "independence" 

could be achieved; status largely resulted from the success 

with which this was managed. Today, wealth is achieved in 
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order that it can be turned into status! symbols that con

tribute to a more enjoyable "style of life." There is less 

emphasis upon frugality, accompanied by less reticence to 

purchase by installment and go into debt. Frugal habits, 

highly valued only a few years ago, are now.ridiculed in 

favor of spending, enjoying now rather than working toward 

old-age "independence." 

Finally, achievement of wealth should be via ethical 

means compatible with local values of honesty and fair play. 

The attitude prevails, for example, that merchants should 

not make too large a profit....in a sense, profits should 

be shared with local customers by giving them "good deals." 

Merchants are aware of this, and some take great precau

tions so as not to appear ostentatious and risk the gossipS;.* 

criticism of "unfair profits." An an example, one family 

indicated a desire for a new car, but were afraid of the 

criticism should they purchase one; another merchant wants 

to air-condition his home, but is afraid of the criticism 

he "knows" would result. There appears to be an inconsis

tency in values which has arisen with the improved economic 

conditions over the past ten to fifteen years. There is a 

definite prestige attached to conspicuous consumption as 

evidenced by the proliferation of items considered a normal 

part of the present "style of life," and more especially by 

new values on the disposal of wealth. At the same time, 

there is general criticism of ostentatious behavior, particu

larly when this is displayed by merchants. Criticism of 
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similar behavior among farmers is not so severe, usually taking 

the form of poor management, ostentation in dress, lavishing 

too much money on children, etc. Implicit in such behavior 

for farmers is the positive value attached to economic achieve

ment in the agricultural enterprise. This is also acknowledged 

by business men0 However, the values attached to industrious-

ness indicate that most people, farmers especially, consider 

that agricultural labor is more difficult than that involved 

in operating a business, teaching school, and the like. 

MORALS 

West (1945:122) comments 

As a fifth criterion, 'morals' is given much 
local lip service. The common moral traits which 
most people agree in stressing are 'honesty' 
willingness to do hard work, 'temperance' (regarding 
alcohol), and performance of all domestic duties. 

Other "severer" points stressed were 

church membership, or "salvation,"....taboos 
against drinking beer or spirits, dancing, card 
playing, smoking (especially cigarette smoking, 
and particularly cigarette smoking by women), 
other uses of tobacco, swearing, obscene talk, osten
tation in dress, and so forth. (1945:122). 

West (1945:122) further indicates that "Within the upper class, 

morals are a critical criterion only for approval and 'respect,' 

therefore only for relative rank within the class." How

ever, "Morals count for more in judging lower-class people. 

Except for its lowest and smallest group, the lower class 

is subdivided mainly by the criterion of morality." He also 

discovered that morals are not a sufficient criterion for 

placement in either the upper or lower class, and that there 
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is a decided differential perception of moral criterion 

depending upon the reference group of the informant. A 

large part of "the lower-class," which, according to West, 

constituted approximately half of the community, are alleged

ly moral because most of them have been "saved." However, 

"lower-class" people of 1939 had to possess the additional 

moral traits of willingness to work, and conform to accepted 

moral standards mentioned above, in order to maintain the 

"respect" of the community. 

Except for two significant exceptions, the same "morals" 

situation roughly applied in 1954 as discovered by West in 

1939. These two changes have to do with the moral criteria 

"willingness to work" and church membership. In the first 

instance there has been a decided shift in values regarding 

what constitutes "hard work," and in the latter instance 

there has been added significance attached to church member

ship, more especially, type of behavior in church. 

Mechanization has greatly altered the traditional values 

associated with "hard" physical labor. During, and prior to, 

the initial study, before the advent of such diversified 

types of labor-saving machinery, the successful agricultural

ist was forced to spend long hours at hard physical labor. 

There was a definite positive value attached both to an 

individual's physical capabilities, and to a family's, or 

individual's willingness to perform long hours of hard labor. 

The recent influx of machinery into the area has created new 
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values regarding "willingness to work." These can best 

be characterized under the term "industriousness." Higher 

status is accorded the farmer who keeps busy through 

manipulating the latest machinery to achieve economic 

success. The man who refuses to invest in labor-saving 

machinery, particularly if it is believed that he can 

afford it, is ridiculed by his mechanized neighbors. Some 

old-timers refuse to invest heavily in machinery, indicat

ing that they have gotten along without it during their 

life time. .. «and besides, "I got more time than anything 

else....and hard work never hurt anybody." Most younger 

and middle-aged farmers stress the time and energy-saving 

qualities of mechanization, These are contrasted with the 

"old-fashioned" methods and equipment, the long hours re

quired to "just get by," that characterized the preceding 

generation. Certain men in the community are noted for 

their physical laboring ability, and in each instance are 

generally referred to as "slaves to hard worko" Some say 

they "enjoy" working like they do, and many more character

ize them as "foolish." One individual, definitely one of 

the more progressive farmers in the community, possesses 

all of the latest equipment and an enviable "style of life." 

He has the reputation as the most industrious man in the 

community. His younger neighbors criticize him because he 

will not take it easier—he replies that "this fancy life 

keeps me busier than ever." This particular man adheres 

to the "old-fashioned" economic concept of paying cash, but 



232 

has accepted, and is conforming to, the "style of life" 

values of the younger generation. 

There is a definite attitude prevailing that work hours 

should be shortened, that people should have more time to "en

joy life a little." The individual who invests in his machinery, 

and then still works as hard and long as he ever did, such as 

the man mentioned above, has progressed beyond the status re

quirements of industriousness, and is considered "foolish." 

Leisure time is becoming more and more important to Plain-

villers. Evidence for this is the large number of television 

enthusiasts, increased numbers who take vacations, and among 

men, especially, large cash outlays for sporting equipment, as 

well as time and money expended on hunting and fishing expedi

tions within and without the state. 

West (1945^130) indicates that the churches in Plainville 

form a local social hierarchy. The Christian ranks highest, 

followed in order by Methodist, Baptist, and Church of G-od 

(Holiness). He further indicates that this rank order would be 

reversed by Holiness informants. Involved in the prestige 

assignment based on religious affiliation is a strong correla

tion between economics and church membership. During the first 

study, and the present research as well, the Holiness group by 

and large has been comprised of families and individuals gener

ally from the lower economic categories of Plainville. However, 

it became evident during the present study that certain of the 

Holiness families occupied economic positions in the community 

that were average and above. Accordingly an effort was made 
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to determine why certain economically secure Holiness families 

were assigned to lower prestige positions. It was discovered 

that many Holiness are ranked low "because they are Holiness, 

rather than because they occupy a low economic position in the 

coipiunity. Admittedly, the Holiness doctrine definitely estab

lishes a framework of values for some of the other status-deter-

mining criteria - this church, as no other in the community, 

permeates most of the everyday secular activities of its con

gregation. The Holiness place a negative value on most 

worldly goods, therefore, those with money do not conform to 

the "style of life" they could logically afford primarily be

cause of religious taboos against manipulation of wealth for 

such purposes. They do not invest in many of the labor-saving 

and comfort-giving devices common to other economically secure 

Plainville families. 

However, of equal, if not more importance, was the dis

covery that the Holiness as a group, along with certain 

Baptist and Methodist factions, are ranked lower in prestige 

because of their "emotional" type of worship. To many upper 

status informants this has connotations of mental instability 

....to the devout Holiness it is an indication of his nearness 

to God. The attitude prevails among non-emotional church

goers that "you have to have a church for people like that.... 

that kind don't fit in regular churches," However, within 

the memory of many informants, all churches were "more emotion

al than they are today." This has resulted in "emotional" 

worshipping being characterized as "old-fashioned" religion. 
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Tli© Holiness are not alone in their emotional behavior, al

though theirs is the only congregation which is, as a group, 

considered emotional. There are definite Baptist and Metho

dist factions focused around the issue of emotional behavior, 

and these were given considerable lip service by the community 

residents during the period of research. 

The significance of religion, then, as a criterion for 

social status, lies primarily in the behavior exhibited by 

the individual in his worshipping. In the case of the 

Holiness, rejection of "worldly values" considered important 

by the remainder of the community is also taken into consider

ation. Actual identification and participation with a congre

gation is more important for lower status than higher status 

families. Most of the latter see to it that some member of 

the family attends, and this is generally considered suffi

cient. However, non-participation and non-membership among 

low status families is often given the connotation of "irre

ligious," and general condemnation results. 

Today, as in former years, there is much lip service 

devoted to criticism of drinking, women smoking, obscenity 

and other minor moral criteria. Fear of gossip criticism 

results in some drinking and smoking behind closed doors. 

Few people would dare to "buck" the churches on minor issues 

such as are mentioned here, and which certainly are streng

thened and reinforced in most church services and gossip 

sessions held in the community. 
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"MANNERS" ("STYLE OF LIFE") 

This criterion is very much the same as that normally 

referred to in the stratification literature as "style of 

life." 

The sixth criterion of class is of enormous complexity, 
because it involves all the other criteria, renders 
them meaningful, and in a sense supersedes them. At 
the same time it governs interclass relationships and 
is critical in matters of class mobility. This cri
terion is 'manners.1 The number of traits associated 
with manners is so nearly infinite that no effort can 
be made to describe them all. All relate in some way 
to the fundamental division of the society into two 
main "ways of life": the older, more isolated, and 
more self-subsistent hill life, and the newer, more 
up-to-date life on the prairie....People on the prairie 
have better and more modern cars, improvements, farming 
implements, livestock, furniture, clothing, etc, than 
the hill people have, but such things represent not 
only the greater productivity, or wealth, of the 
prairie; they represent also the habits and tastes of 
prairie people, and their "feelings" of what it is 
appropriate for their class to possess, use, and dis
play. in their increasing efforts to do things as they 
are done in better farming regions outside (West, 1945:124)* 

The significance of this criterion in 1939 lay more in the 

values which people assigned to a "style of life," than to 

the "style of life itself," West indicates that the way of 

life of the hill people, for instance, was attributed, accord

ing to local thinking, to ignorance on their part, and to the 

fact that they "like to life" the way they live. 

In 1954 "style of life" was probably more important as 

a status criterion than it was in 1939. This is the result 

of general acceptance of a great proliferation of labor-saving 

and comfort-giving traits. As indicated in the preceding 

chapters, particularly the ones concerned with economy and 

physical setting, there has been a tremendous inflUfX., and 
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acceptance, of technology in the home and on the farm. The 

differential values attached to the two "ways of life," such 

as existed in 1939, have largely been eliminated by general 

acceptance of the new "style of life" by all economic levels. 

Today there is more significance attached to the quality, 

quantity, kind, and expense of traits that are associated 

with the "style of life" of each Plainville family. One ob

vious exception pertaining to the material aspect of "style 

of life" accepted by most of the community, is found among 

the Holiness. This group attaches a negative value on 

worldly possessions and as a result some members reject some, 

but not all, of the labor-saving, comfort-giving devices 

common to other families. Holiness by and large still con

form and adhere to the older values commonly associated with 

frugality—"they spend their money different." 

The all inclusiveness of "style of life" is evidenced by 

the fact that a certain set of moral attributes are assigned 

to most families, and this is included when an informant "adds 

up everything" he "knows" about someone. These include the 

various moral criteria already discussed, as well as amount 

of, and value attached to, education by a particular family. 

The latter appears to be becoming more significant, and can be 

largely attributed to diminishing isolation and to the increase 

in cash income. Several younger parents expressed the hope 

that with additional cash they could send their children to 

college, or at least to an advanced trade school. 

One interesting aspect of "style of life" that is associa

ted with higher status families, one which points up the new 
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interest in leisure, has to do with vacations. Taking a 

vacation just for the sake of going somewhere, perhaps to 

fish, hunt, or sightsee, and not offer as a primary reason 

a visit to relatives, is associated with high income. Many 

Plainville families take annual vacation trips to other 

states, and the expense involved in such leisure activities 

limits participation to those families in superior economic 

positions* 

Features of the Plainville 
Status Ranking System 

Mention was previously made of the fact that West 

identified the status ranking system in Plainville as 

social "classes." He indicated two strata, upper and lower, 

with the latter subdivided into three levels, all of which 

were assigned descriptive labels. Three principal techniques 

were employed in the present study in an attempt to determine 

whether or not classes existed in the community in 1954. These 

were: (1) Analysis of informant statements, particularly to 

determine if labels were employed to signify strata stereo

types; (2) determination of distinctive subcultures, particu

larly as these might be manifested in differeing "styles of 

life" valued by different status groupings; and (3) analysis 

of observed social behavior, particularly as this applied to 

organizational membership and more intimate types of social 

interaction. 

(1) During the present investigation informants did not 

employ labels with sufficient consistency, applied to a 
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specific group of individuals, to warrant their use for 

descriptive or classificatory purposes. It is true the 

terms "good" or "bad',' "better," "honest," "average," and 

on occasion "lower element," or "high" or "low class," 

were employed by informants when speaking of various families. 

However, consistency was not maintained to the extent that 

particular terms denoting inferior or superior could be 

associated with a given group of people,, Particular atten

tion was paid to the term "people who live like animals." 

This term was voluntarily employed by only one informant, 

an elderly man, who, when pressed to identify specific 

families in the category, either could not or refused to do 

so. However, several informants were confronted with the 

term, and in a few instances the opinion was expressed that 

"maybe we use to have people like that." Pressed for identi

fication of criteria for such a group of people, informants 

normally indicated that they had an extremely low level of 

living as evidenced by "filth," "low morals," or "backwards" 

in the sense that they seldom came to town, but preferred 

to live in isolation. It is significant that no objections 

were heard regarding the terminology employed in the first 

report. However, most of the terms are of such general 

nature that informants did not object to them until there 

was an attempt to correlate terms with specific families* 
CL. 

Many higher status informants were reluctant to admit that 

their obvious status position was any better than "average," 

although they would admit that it was better than some lower 
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status residents. There is great concern among higher 

status informants that people in the community should not 

receive the opinion that "we think we're better than they 

are." The phrases "the quickest way to get talked about 

is....to try to put yourself forward....to try to take over... 

to let people get the idea you think you are better than 

they are" were heard quite frequently. 

(2) An attempt was made to determine if different status 

groupings, correlated with particular "styles of life," might 

indicate class realities. This approach is inherent in much 

of the data reported in the original study. It was found 

that, except for some of the Holiness group, there is a 

pretty general agreement among most individuals regarding 

what constitutes a desirable "style of life." This general 

acceptance of a particular mode of life, although not obtain

able by all, is in sharp contrast to the situation fifteen 

years ago when there was a definite value attached to the 

two distinctive ways of life. At that time, those who 

valued a subsistence-type livelihood, primarily farmers 

identified with hill residence, as opposed to the more modern 

"style of life" associated with the prairie, were accorded low 

status. This apparently involved the acceptance of one value 

system as opposed to another. In view of the situation de

scribed for 1939, subcultures probably existed at that time, 

and if these can be termed "class" then classes also existed# 

However, within the past fifteen years, largely through 

diminishing isolation and changing economic conditions, there 
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is pretty general agreement regarding values attached to "style 

of life." Now, status is accorded not through acceptance of 

one value system as opposed to another, but rather, results 

from the possession of symbols indicative of economic achieve

ment, 

(3) West (1945:133) indicates nearly every friendship 

clique, lodge, club, church, and other organization can be 

ranked according to its position within the social stratifi

cation system. The same holds for the 1954 status ranking 

system. Essentially social interactions are restricted to 

relations between individuals or families of similar prestige. 

Farm organizations by and large draw their membership from 

the higher status families, and the same applies to partici

pants in PTA, the ladies Bridge Club, men's Commercial Club, 

Masonic Order, Eastern Star, and Royal Neighbors. The two 

major political parties include individuals from all status 

positions, and the two "rural" community gatherings, meeting 

once a month, include people from a wide status range. Churches 

are ranked according to the general status composition of 

their members,* although identification as an "emotional" 

appears to influence the prestige of those so identified. 

The basic problem involved in determining class on this 

basis is whether or not separation along the lines of inter

action is permanent, and whether or not persons interacting 

* See especially Liston Pope, "Religion and the Class 
Structure," (1943:84-91) for a good presentation of this 
idea. 
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in the various organizations, cliques, etc. are really be

having as social classes. Plainvillers would reply that 

they visit and associate with those with whom they have 

"the most in common"....with those whom they like. 

Xn view of the preceding it is believed that a hier

archy of social classes with appropriate divisions and 

labels did not exist in the minds of tiia residents of Plain-

ville in 1954-55. It is believed that the status ranking 

system of Plainville can best be characterized as a status 

continuum of imperceptible gradation between two extremes. 

These two extremes are recognized as small groups of people 

on either end of the continuum: those families and individu

als assigned high status according to the six status criteria 

previously discussed, and those families and individuals 

assigned low status according to the six criteria. In be

tween these two extremes lies the bulk of the community^ 

families, any one of which is assigned to a prestige position 

on the basis of high or low status in the six criteria em

ployed for ranking. It is possible to subdivide the community 

on the basis of singular status criterion, and the validity 

of doing so for heuristic purposes is recognized. However, 

it is believed that such divisions are an imposed frame of 

reference upon the community, a construct, and do not indi

cate real categories.* 

* Milton C. Coughenour (1953) in an excellent study of 
social stratification of a Northeast Missouri rural community, 
came to similar conclusions regarding presence or absence of 
a class structure. 
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One final feature of Plainville status ranking - social 

mobility, needs to be considered. West (1945:135) notes the 

following regarding mobility. 

Practically, the two main classes are rigidly ex
clusive systems into which people are born. Movement 
across the line separating the upper class from the 
lower class is virtually impossible, without leaving 
the community0 It is not easy even by way of migra
tion, because local manners, training, viewpoints, 
and the initial contacts of migrating Plainvillers 
with the outside world are pretty apt to place them 
in a first job or social setting from which no very 
great "rise" is likely. 

"One of the proudest points in the Plainville credo 

is the point that 'Anybody can rise. Any feller can git 

just about where he wants to be if he's got the grit and 

determination ( West, 1945:134) •" However, at the time 

West made his study in 1939, "among people still living, 

or recently living, in and near Plainville, only three real 

shifts in class status have occurred (1945:137)." Two of 

these represented status rises from extremely low to high 

status positions in the community, and the other represented 

a descent from high to low status. No such, outstanding ex

amples of social mobility were encountered in the present 

research. 

Despite the paucity of extreme status shifts, it is 

believed that social mobility is a common process in the 

Plainville status ranking system. The minimum-maximum 

limits of mobility, without emigration, depending upon the 

position in the system from whence an individual starts, 

is a problem for further investigation. The three illustra

tions reported by West indicate that it is possible to rise 
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or descend through, the complete status range,, However, such 

radical status changes are obviously exceptions for Plain-

villers. Informants generally indicated their "ranking" of an 

individual by contrasting his status position against that 

of his parents....what "he comes from." Viewed in this manner, 

there are many examples of individuals having risen in status, 

and a lesser number who have descended. This is not the 

sole manner of reckoning mobility, however, because inform

ants often contrast various time segments within the life of 

different individuals. Certainly, with the present emphasis 

upon achievement it would seem that mobility would be quite 

common. However, as will be indicated below, the life changes 

for local economic achievement appear to be getting less and 

less. However, there are certain obvious manipulations, 

particularly in the moral criteria, where the individual can 

exercise some mobility in his status position. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSIONS 

As mentioned in the introduction, the general theo

retical orientation of this dissertation is in the area of 

status ranking, more especially status ranking in American 

rural communities, A survey of the literature on this sub

ject indicated the basic concept that economics is one of 

the major factors contributing to status position in both 

rural and urban America. This led to the general hypothesis 

that changes in economic methods, organization, and values 

in the rural community are accompanied by structural changes 

in the status ranking system of the community. This hypo

thesis was tested in Plainville, a community which had been 

previously studied. The problem as conceived by the in

vestigator was to observe the entire community as it func

tions today and to determine what economic influences were 

activating change in the social status system, and to attempt 

to discover how these changes have shaped a system of status 

ranking different in important respect from that of fifteen 

years ago. 

It was discovered that the most significant economic 

change that has occurred in Plainville during the past fifteen 

years has been that from an emphasis upon subsistence to cash-

type living. This has been accompanied by, and is partially 

the outgrowth of, an era of economic prosperity for farmer 

and business man alike. In the ten year period between 1939 



and 1949 "the total Woodland County agricultural income from 

products sold increased from roughly $665,000 to $2,400,000. 

During this same period there were income shifts among 

County farmers, who comprise 71a(° of the county's laboring 

force, as demonstrated in the following table, 

TABLE XXIV: FARMER INCOME LEVELS, WOODLAND COUMTY, 1940-1950 
Percent reporting with specified income 

Income Level 1940 1950 

Under 1250 • 22 o 6f 12.3/o 
# 250 to # 399 17.4 10„4 

400 to 599 19,9 10.0 
600 to 999 22.6 10.0 

1,000 to 1,499 9.7 16.8 
1,500 to 2,499 4.7 18.9 
2,500 to 3,999 1.8 9.0 
4,000 to 5 j 999 o 5 7.3 
6,000 to 9,999 .5 2.6 
10,000 and over .0 2.6 

(Source: U. S. Ag. Census reports, years indicated) 

The Woodland County retail businessmen shared in the farmer's 

prosperity as evidenced by the increase in average gross 

sales from #5,300 per business in 1939 to $27,600 per business 

in 1949. 

With the better economic conditions there appeared a 

new standard of living with emphasis on an infinite number 

of gadgets associated with making work easier and life more 

enjoyable. Practically every family has experienced a rise 

in its level of living, and with diminishing isolation there 

is pretty general agreement throughout the community as to 

what constitutes the most desirable "style of life." 

Rapid changes in agricultural technology have resulted 

in general acceptance of the theory behind "scientific agri

culture." Greater production and easier work conditions 
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are important considerations in the rapid acceptance of 

"modern" methods and mechanization* Of even greater impor

tance has "been the trend toward specialization in livestock, 

i.e., in registered animals and larger "feeder" herds, and 

dairying, particularly grade A production. Specialization 

is an attempt to cope with the need for greater cash, and 

in the case of many dairymen, to receive a "steady" monthly 

income. There is increased interest in national associations, 

particularly those that hold promise of affecting market 

prices and influencing federal legislation which has, in 

the past twenty years, become so vitally important to the 

farmer. Smaller farmers have, in recent years, begun to 

leave the farm. Many have sold their small acreages to 

beef and dairy specialists desperately in need of additional 

land for their expansion programs. 

Life appears to be easier and more enjoyable for Plain-

ville farmer and villager alike. There is considerable 

attention devoted to leisure activities, and television in 

particular has greatly affected the community's traditional 

recreation patterns„ However, life in a cash economy has 

created additional worries for many Plainville families and 

has certainly resulted in frustration for others. There 

are bills to be paid every month; the complex of traits 

comprising the accepted standard of living is continually 

expanding, creating new and more expensive wants. To com

plicate the rising costs associated with the mode of living 

that most hope to achieve, agriculture prices have, for the 
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past six to eight years, steadily declined. To further 

add to this dilemma, the first few years of the 1950,g 

have brought serious drought conditions. The increase 

in mechanization and specialization in agriculture has 

eliminated the era of "getting a start" on a few hundred 

dollars; now the figure runs to the thousands. It could 

still be done on a few hundred, if one had the land to 

start with, but Plainvillers today by and large reject 

the low income,, subsistence-level living associated with 

small, non-mechanized, non-specialized farm units. Values 

attached to agriculture as a "way of life" are rapidly dis

appearing in favor of new values attached to farming as an 

economic enterprise. 

These far-reaching economic changes have had their 

effect on values associated with the Plainville status-

ranJcing system. For example, the status criterion of resi

dence, so significant in 1939, is of little importance to

day, In 1939 this criterion functioned to assign status 

largely on the basis of the values which hill and prairie 

people attached to the technology and resulting styles of 

life that were associated with their terrain. With diminish

ing isolation the hill people, although economically disad

vantaged and with little opportunity except through emigra

tion, experienced the material desires similar to those of 

the prairie residents. As a result similar values are 

attached to the same "style of life traits" throughout the 

community. There has been a diminishing interest in sub

sistence-level living, and interior and exterior emigration 
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lias "been accompanied by a sharp decline in the number of 

small farmers. 

In 1939 individual status was assigned on the basis of 

acceptance or rejection of modern technology, i.e., agri

culture methods and machinery. Within the past fifteen 

years there has been a general acceptance of the philosophy 

of scientific agriculture. This has accompanied the recog

nition that soil building programs, mechanization, etc., 

ultimately result in greater income regardless of type of 

production. In order to achieve a greater and more dependa

ble source of income there has been a decided trend toward 

beef and dairy production as income-producing specialities; 

and this in turn, along with mechanization, has led to land 

consolidation. Social prestige is associated with these 

specialities primarily because they represent greater economic 

achievement, and secondarily, in the case of beef production, 

offer more leisure time through different work requirements. 

Today,assignment of status based on acceptance and rejection of 

modern technology has definitely declined in importance, 

whereas economic achievement through the agricultural pro

cess, in so far as it is recognized as a result of possession 

and manipulation of technology, results in higher status. 

For most Plainvillers the status imparting qualities 

of the lineage criterion are directly associated with the 

other status criteria, which in turn become identified with 

a particular family. Lineage as such counts for very little 

as a status determining criterion compared to the signifi

cance accorded it in 1939. 



249 

Wealth, in 1939, as in 1954, owed, its primary status 

determining qualities to the fact that it is an index of 

achievement. Older positive values associated with frugal

ity and "independence" have largely given way to newer 

values on "spending" and manipulating wealth in order to 

enjoy a desirable "style of life." There is a marked, al

though not absolute, generational split regarding the 

manipulation of wealth. Conspicuous consumption, install

ment purchasing, and extensive credit, are definitely a 

part of new values attached to management of wealth. New 

spending habits and new values attached to "style of life" 

have resulted in a proliferation of social status symbols. 

The primary affect of economic changes upon morals 

has been in the concept of what constitutes work. There 

is no longer an assignment of status on the basis of 

physical strength, endurance, and willingness to work long 

hours. Rather, increased mechanization has resulted in a 

positive value associated with manipulation of modern 

machines to accomplish tasks in the shortest time possible. 

The man with all the machines who persists in following 

old-style daylight to dark work habits is considered "foolish." 

This is definitely associated with the "more enjoyable life" 

values of the younger generation. 

"Style of life" owes its importance as a status cri

terion to the fact that possession of the traits making 

for an easier, more enjoyable working and leisure life, 

are largely considered as an index of economic achievement. 

No longer is there a group, even in the hills, who place 
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a positive value 011 subsistence-level living. All economic 

levels accept most of the traits associated with present 

"style of life," and most families, no matter how poor, 

have attempted to improve their level of living. Even the 

"worst" houses occupied today have had some repairs within 

the past ten years. In 1954 this criterion serves to de

termine status through achieving a certain "level of living." 

This is in opposition to former assignment of status based 

on values attached to one of two modes of life so pronounced 

in 1939. 

It should be obvious from the preceding analysis that 

a change in the status ranking system has taken place. To

day there is an overwhelming importance assigned to achieve

ment of status measured primarily in terms of money; more 

especially, the manipulation of this money to obtain traits 

commonly associated with a desirable "style of life." So

cial mobility is conceived, by most, more in terms of economic 

achievement than through acceptance or association with a 

particular group of people, set of associations, or cliques. 

This emphasis upon achievement is in sharp contrast to the 

former emphasis upon ascribed criteria, and has been brought 

about largely through the disappearance of value differences 

applying to technology, "style of life," and wealth. These 

three criteria are strongly interrelated by an economic 

thread. The differential in economic life changes appears 

to be widening between the minimum and maximum status posi

tions in the community. 

Opportunities for rising in status through economic 
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achievement are locally limited to agriculture and shop-

keepingo Indications are that the life chances of children 

from lower status families have traditionally been limited, 

and that during recent years, in agriculture especially, 

opportunities are even more scarce® This has been largely 

precipitated by a shift from subsistence to cash in agri

culture, accompanied by a trend toward specialization, 

mechanization, and larger farm units. Farmers estimate 

$50,000 as the necessary requirement for purchasing and 

outfitting a farm...."the way a feller would want it." 

This is an obvious deterrent for the individual who would 

start at the bottom and work up the agricultural ladder. 

For the individual without financial resources who goes 

into business in Plainville, and a few have, chances of 

success are rather poor. One such individual, known by 

the community to be constantly on the verge of "going 

broke," was often referred to as a "pitiful" example of 

someone with no business acumen. Informants attribute 

what meagre business the man has to those who "feel sorry 

for him." Indications are, then, that locally it is 

possible to alter one*s financial position within certain 

limits, but that opportunities for rising too high via 

the achievement ladder are becoming even more rare than 

previously. The logical result is emigration in all status 

levels. Emigration dispenses with the possibility of a 

large laboring group which might tend to result in a clear

ly defined class grouping. 
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There are several factors associated with the present 

Plainville social status system that indicate the possibil

ity of a future crystallization of status differences. The 

diminishing life chances for economic achievement previous

ly mentioned should contribute to an awareness of status 

differentials. Certainly specialization trends and the 

achievement associated with these tend to make Plainvillers 

aware of occupational differences within the overall struc

ture of the agricultural system. This is particularly true 

when these are founded primarily upon cash outlay and poten

tial income. An outgrowth of agricultural specialization 

and mechanization has resulted in larger land holdings - the 

need for more land to produce more to achieve greater income. 

Conceivably, size of land-holdings, in so far as this is an 

index of achievement and income potential, could become 

even more important in reckoning prestige than it is today. 

Finally, the importance attached to conspicuous consump

tion, which results in new traits being continually accepted 

as part of the desirable "style of life," should result in 

greater awareness of status differences, particularly as 

many material traits are not available to certain disadvan

taged economic groups. The above factors apparently are 

leading to a greater awareness of status differences. The 

situation as just described, leads to the hypothesis that, 

given the social prestige criteria described in this report, 

increased wealth in an area, unequally distributed, results 

in a proliferation of status symbols; the status symbols 



are unequally distributed, hence a greater awareness of 

social differentiation. 
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