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During the first years of the Great Depression in the upper Midwest, agrarian organizations flour-
ished, accompanied by outbreaks of violent rural protest. For Wisconsin’s economically ailing dairy
industry, 1933 was the culminating point of these two currents. One organization, the Wisconsin Co-
operative Milk Pool, advocated two central policies for relieving the dairymen’s plight. First, the Pool
sought to recruit all such farmers into a centralized, statewide association, thereby controlling produc-
tion and using cooperative marketing to place the price of milk and its derivative products at a satisfac-
tory level. Second, it advocated strikes as another means of economic amelioration, and executed with-
holding movements in February, May, and October of 1933. The Milk Strikes involved extensive pick-
eting by farmers, dumping of milk, and violent encounters between the strikers and law enforcement,
making headlines across Wisconsin.

Although the Strikes have been the subject of a few limited treatments, no author has thoroughly
examined why the policies espoused by the Milk Pool were formulated, and drew at least some mod-
icum of support.1 As evidenced by the following discussion, the impetus behind such policies and their
appeal stems from the desire of Wisconsin dairy farmers for self-empowerment. This desire resulted
from the grievous economic situation of agrarians, and their conviction that government actions at both
the federal and state level hurt rather than helped them. Moreover, they believed large corporate inter-
ests controlled the dairy market and used such power to exacerbate the farmer’s financial difficulties. In
determining a response, dairymen looked to the example of the perceived oppressor – big business – as
well as that of the labor movement and other organized dairymen. Thus, Wisconsin milk producers
sought to exert control over their destiny and thereby eliminate the drift of their fortunes, drift which
they believed would lead to ruin.

Wisconsin dairymen in the early 1930s were not the only farmers to react to desperate circumstances.
Agrarian protest in the latter part of the 19th century coalesced into Populism, a movement that attained
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its greatest influence by the early 1890s.2 In addition to falling farm prices, which had declined steadily
from 1870, these farmers were also encumbered by heavy debts, as well as taxes and burdensome mort-
gages. Although they toiled on the land, farmers could not pay their obligations.3 The Populists railed
against trusts and monopolies, the train system, middlemen, and bankers, who, they asserted, were
responsible for their plight.4 Populist support, both in terms of the perceived grievances and oppres-
sors, grew as a response to the times.5

Agriculture did not remain depressed. With World War One quickening demand for farm products,
agriculture enjoyed reasonably prosperous years in the early 20th century.6 In the aftermath of the War,
however, conditions changed for the worse. The gravity of the setback from 1920 to 1921 was, as the
Secretary of Agriculture explained, “a stunning surprise to a majority of farmers.”7 Not only did over-
production lower prices, but many farmers took part in the speculative boom during the war years, con-
tracting extensive debts.8

While the fallout after the World War receded and agriculture had its share of national prosperity, all
was not well. Despite an advancing per capita income, farmers were still troubled by a prosperity gap.
Compared to the exceptionally lucrative war era, which they believed would continue, their level of
income and income ratio to non-agrarians never reached such heights in the 1920s. In addition to frus-
trated expectations, farmers experienced steadily declining land values, rising mortgage foreclosures, and
frequent bank failures in rural America. Other difficulties also hampered agriculture, including increased
operating costs, relatively high machinery prices, growing tax burdens, and fixed interest on loans.9 As

2. For the purposes of this paper, I am not going to enter the scholarly debate on the character of Populism. Instead, I am only
emphasizing that a varied set of factors stimulated the farmers’ protest. For a review of this debate, see the Introductions in
Norman Pollack, ed. The Populist Mind. (New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1967) and Norman Pollack. The Populist
Response to Industrial America: Midwestern Populist Thought. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962), as well as Lawrence Goodwyn.
Democratic Promise: The Populist Movement in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976), 601-614. Goodwyn’s account is by
far the most perceptive.
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to F.D.R. (New York: Vintage, 1955), 21-62.
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Arthur Link points out, farmers “operated at a net capital loss during the entire period 1921-1929”.10

Moreover, government relief policies were rather meager, extending limited credit to farmers and advo-
cating voluntary solutions and cooperative marketing. Even when legislators introduced bills to bring the
farming sector into “parity” with industry, they was either defeated in Congress or vetoed by the
Republican Presidents. Thus, Agriculture stumbled throughout the 1920s, unable to regain its former
apogee of success.11

Such extended economic problems, while significant, became more acute with the onset of the Great
Depression. Writing in 1932, economist Joseph Davis succinctly stated, “Farmers have been very hard
hit the in the great depression”, citing the 55 percent drop in the wholesale price of farm goods since
1929.12 Indeed, during 1932, prices for most farm products were the lowest since 1908.13 Put another
way, farm prices were 30 percent below prewar levels.14 Wisconsin dairy farmers, who had received
around three dollars per hundredweight of milk in 1919, were paid less than one dollar for the same
amount in 1932 and 1933. Furthermore, this average does not reveal the disparities created by the two-
price system. Three-fourths of the milk produced in Wisconsin was used to manufacture commodities,
such as cheese and butter, and commanded only about half the price of fluid milk. The vast majority of
milk, therefore, sold well below a dollar per hundredweight.15

The effect of falling prices was serious. As one agriculturist exclaimed in a letter, “I believe laws
should be made prohibiting any more cuts in farm products.”16 Under these conditions, Wisconsin’s
gross farm income from milk dropped from about $215 million dollars in 1929 to about $98 million dol-
lars in 1932.17 For dairymen, not only was income dropping, but the cost of production exceeded prof-
its.18 Illustrating this dilemma, the Wisconsin Dairymens News declared, “It is impossible for the farmer to
continue farming at the present prices. Each day he is operating at a loss. ...How long can he keep on?”19

The Farm Relief News identified another problem – the fact that farmers were buying supplies “at
retail” and selling their products “at wholesale”.20 While milk prices declined, fixed costs increased, with

10. Link, American Epoch, 263. In addition, adding to the farmers’ sense of frustration, falling farm values stood in sharp con-
trast to their uniform rise from 1900 to 1920. Johnson, “Postwar Optimism”, 182.

11. Fite, “The Farmer’s Dilemma, 1919-1929,” 82-102; Glad, The History of Wisconsin, 152-153; see also Gilbert C. Fite. George
N. Peek and the Fight for Farm Parity. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1954). Wisconsin agricultural periodicals in the Great
Depression alluded to the farmers’ former condition, stating that they had endured economic woes stretching back 10 to 12 years.
See for example, “Editorial.” The Farm Relief News, August 1930 and “What Ails Agriculture.” The Farm Relief News, November 1930.

12. Joseph S. Davis. On Agricultural Policy, 1926-1938. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1939), 221.
13. Davis, On Agricultural Policy, 1926-1938, 221.
14. Glad, The History of Wisconsin, 358.
15. Hoglund, “Wisconsin Dairy Farmers on Strike”, 24-25.
16. Barrette to Amlie, January 16, 1933. Papers of Thomas R. Amlie. Box 1, Folder 4. Wisconsin State Historical Society.

(Hereafter WSHS).
17. Wisconsin Blue Book, 1933, 137.
18. See generally, The Wisconsin Dairymens News. October, 1932.
19. “A Farmer’s Viewpoint on Holiday Movement.” The Wisconsin Dairymens News. November, 1932. Based in Menomonee Falls,

The Wisconsin Dairymens News was the official organ of the Wisconsin Co-operative Milk Pool. Officers of the Pool, including
President Walter Singler, contributed some of its articles for the few issues that appeared from 1932 to 1933.

20. “What Ails Agriculture.” The Farm Relief News. February, 1931. Put out by the Farm News Publishing Co. (Cooperative)
from Madison, The Farm Relief News was edited by I.M. Wright (and bore the subtitle, “The Broadcaster of Cooperation”). In addi-
tion, it had a brief affiliation with the Milk Pool before The Wisconsin Dairymens News appeared, and Mr. Wright was one of the
founders of the Central Co-operative Association that eventually formed the Pool. Glad, The History of Wisconsin, 411.
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the result that dairymen were in “desperate straights”.21 As Paul Weis wrote for the Wisconsin Dairymens
News, “you know as well as I do that under present conditions it is not possible to operate a dairy farm
at a profit”.22 Some farm families commented on their privation. Frank Meindl, for example, noted,
“My barn needs paint. I need a new wagon. My machinery all needs repairs. . . . I could spend $500 so
fast you couldn’t keep track of where it went. And I’d like a pair of Sunday shoes but I don’t suppose
there’s any use of talking about that.”23 Another farmer recalled, “I had my telephone taken out because
I couldn’t afford it”.24 As Mrs. H.C. Grauban lamented, “I couldn’t begin to tell you the things we need”,
adding on a personal note, “I haven’t had a new dress in three years.”25

In addition to being, as a petition to the Congress and President of the United States bluntly put it,
“worse than bankrupt”, Wisconsin dairymen also faced mounting debts and mortgages.26 By 1933, Paul
Glad relates, “about 17 per cent of mortgaged farms in Wisconsin had encumbrances greater than 75
per cent of their value”.27 With the depreciating value of agricultural lands aggravating this situation,
farmers raised their voices in protest. “Wisconsin farmers are carrying the heaviest mortgage load in the
United States”, complained the Farm Relief News, continuing, “Many Wisconsin farmers today are not
worth the amount of the mortgage they carry”.28 Speaking in Juneau, Wisconsin on January 5, 1933,
Governor-elect Albert G. Schmedeman said that Wisconsin farmers were “forced to wage an almost
superhuman battle for mere subsistence,” and unfortunately, it had “been a losing battle”. “No longer
able to pay their rent, unable to meet their taxes”, he added, “they are faced by foreclosure and evic-
tion.”29 With farmers, as one agrarian put it, “barely existing”, the Farm Relief News maintained: “It has
ceased to be a question of whether the debtor farmer can make a payment on his mortgage.” Instead,
“The big question is whether he will be able to hang on to his farm for another year”.30 For Max Cichon
of Sugar Creek, Wisconsin there was no reprieve. When he refused to leave his foreclosed farm, a band
of officers stormed the house on December 5, 1932, hurling tear gas and brandishing firearms, carry-
ing Cichon off to jail.31

Speaking to the larger picture, one farmer wrote, “The situation brought on by this depression is
becoming desperate, and something must be done to relieve this situation immediately”.32 Having expe-

21. “Editorial.” The Farm Relief News. March, 1931.
22. “Agriculture.” The Wisconsin Dairymens News. November, 1932.
23. “Places Falling Out of Repair.” Milwaukee Journal. June 3, 1932. Records of The Wisconsin Co-operative Milk Pool, 1932-

1943. Microfilm, reel 1. WSHS.
24. “Places Falling Out of Repair.” Milwaukee Journal. June 3, 1932. Records of The Wisconsin Co-operative Milk Pool, 1932-

1943. Microfilm, reel 1. WSHS.
25. “Places Falling Out of Repair.” Milwaukee Journal. June 3, 1932. Records of The Wisconsin Co-operative Milk Pool, 1932-

1943. Microfilm, reel 1. WSHS.
26. “A Declaration and Petition.” November 11, 1932. Records of The Wisconsin Co-operative Milk Pool. Box 2, Folder:

Correspondence, 1932. WSHS (original emphasis).
27. Glad, The History of Wisconsin, 362. See also, James I. Clark. Wisconsin Meets the Great Depression. (Madison: State Historical

Society of Wisconsin, 1956), 13.
28. “Wisconsin Farm Debt Heaviest In United States.” The Farm Relief News. January-February, 1933.
29. Papers of Albert G. Schmedeman. Box 1, Folder: Personal Correspondence, January-February 28, 1933. WSHS.
30. Olaf Jenson to Amlie, January 17, 1932. Papers of Thomas R. Amlie. Box 2, Folder 4. WSHS; “Wisconsin Farm Debt

Heaviest In United States.” The Farm Relief News. January-February, 1933.
31. John L. Shover. Cornbelt Rebellion: The Farmers’ Holiday Association. (Urbana: The University of Illinois Press, 1965), 78.
32. Alfred Carlson to Amlie, January 27, 1933. Papers of Thomas R. Amlie. Box 10, Folder 2. WSHS
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rienced trying times stretching from shortly after WWI into the early Great Depression, it is not sur-
prising that, as one Wisconsin official observed, “Farmers have been agitated and unsettled as never
before”.33 Believing they had “tasted more or less of hard times during the past 10 or twelve years”,
Wisconsin dairy farmers naturally demanded and sought remedies to their distress.34

To survive, dairymen believed they at least needed to stabilize their incomes. Farmer S.F. Kern
expressed this conviction in a letter, stating he was a “home loving American”, but “to preserve that
home. . . we must get cost of production.” It is also revealing that Mr. Kern described his view as far
from radical.35 Indeed, he and other dairymen demanded no more than preservation of their former
economic status.

In a similar vein, the Farm Relief News noted that farmers knew “something must be done right away
to relieve the situation,” and knew relief could only be secured “through their ability to get a fair price
for their products.”36 Others took this position a step further. At a meeting of Wisconsin dairymen in
1931, one farmer declared, “I feel I am entitled to receive a price that will cover my cost of production
and allow me a fair, reasonable profit.”37 With a modicum of revenue, therefore, farmers believed they
could then begin to work their way out of economic straits.

Farmers had clear examples upon which to base their assertions. “Other concerns do not operate
without a profit”, remarked an article in the Wisconsin Dairymens News, “Why should Mr. Farmer?”38

More specifically, in a letter to the Farm Relief News editor, agrarian Ed Clack commented, “The
International Harvester company sets the price on their machines and sets it high enough so they can
pay their head man, Mr. Legge, $100,000 a year.” Clack concluded, “I don’t think they have any more
right than the farmer” to established their own prices.39 Combining these two thoughts, another dairy-
man settled upon the solution: “In my opinion, the way to get farm relief is for the farmers to fix the
prices on their products the same as other manufacturers do.”40 Having this ability would give farmers
a degree of control over their conditions, mastery which they had not possessed during times of hard-
ship. Instead of being subject to seemingly distant, yet potent economic forces, dairymen would be gov-
ernors of their own livelihood.

Thus, milk producers believed themselves entitled to cost of production plus profit because other
businesses exercised such power and because they believed it essential to recovery. Moreover, dairymen
felt the pivotal role agriculture – the “basic industry” that constituted the “foundation for national pros-

33. Quoted in Glad, The History of Wisconsin, 362.
34. “What Ails Agriculture.” The Farm Relief News. August, 1930. This belief demonstrates farmers’ deep-seated view of agri-

culture in the 1920s, regardless of increasing incomes. See n.43 and n.44.
35. Letter from S.F. Kern, “Opinions, Brickbats, Bouquets”. Hoard’s Dairymen, April 25, 1933.
36. “Wisconsin Farmers Seek Membership in Proposed Milk Pool.” The Farm Relief News. January, 1932.
37. “Communications.” The Farm Relief News. November, 1931.
38. “A Farmer’s Viewpoint on the Holiday Movement.” The Wisconsin Dairymens News. November, 1932; see also, “”What Ails

Agriculture.” The Farm Relief News. January, 1932.
39. “The Farmer Says.” The Farm Relief News. October,1931.
40. Letter to the editor, “Will Farm Price of Milk Be Set at $2 Per Hundred?” The Farm Relief News. May, 1931; see also The

Farm Relief News. January, 1932 and The Farm Relief News. June 1931. In the latter issue, one article stated, “The dairy farmers are
simply insisting on the well recognized business principle that the producer of any product has a right to control production, and
secure a price for his product equal to an average cost of production plus a reasonable profit.”
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perity” – reinforced their claim.41 Because “The farmers of this nation have been experiencing the
depression for the past 10 years” an editorial in the Farm Relief News said, “their purchasing power is
gone, which probably can be considered more of a contributing factor to the general depression than
any other single item.”42 It followed, an article explained, that “If the buying power of the farm was not
cut off for the years past, there would be no depression now”.43 By placing the consumption of farm-
ers as integral to the prosperity of industrial America, economic revival would inevitably have to incor-
porate a resuscitation of the agricultural sector.

This notion that farmers constituted the nation’s “backbone” was fostered by dairymen’s views about
the nature of their commodities.44 Unlike factories, which turned out goods that were not necessities,
they regarded dairy products as “essential to sustaining the life of all of the people”.45 Some went even
so far as to say, “milk is indispensable to the human race and the keystone of the food arch”, citing milk’s
biblical and historical uses to demonstrate its “prominent place.”46

In addition to strengthening arguments over price fixing, the perception of agriculture’s paramount
importance also supported the view of farmers that government should intervene on their behalf. On
the national level, however, Herbert Hoover left such a principle unfulfilled. His chief policy while
President was that, as Harris Warren describes, “the government must help the people, but the people
must bear the burden and not expect miracles.”47 One relief institution, the Federal Farm Board, was
already functioning when the Depression hit. But its efforts were, Edward and Frederick Schapsmeier
relate, “inadequate from the outset” to solve agriculture’s problems.48 The Farm Board’s power to make
loans, foster the growth of farmer co-operatives, and build up marketing procedures, in an effort to har-
ness the free market system to benefit the agriculture, was unequal to the task.49

Yet Hoover was not alone in his laissez-faire faith and abhorrence of federal government paternal-
ism. Hoard’s Dairymen, one of the most respected agricultural periodicals in the United States based in
Wisconsin, shared his convictions: “We believe it has been pretty well demonstrated that it is impracti-
cal to attempt to set prices upon the basis of cost of production plus a profit. Prices are not governed

41. “Editorial.” The Farm Relief News. June, 1931.
42. “Editorial.” The Farm Relief News. November, 1930 and “Purchasing Power of American Farmer Materially Reduced.” The

Farm Relief News. December, 1930.
43. “Purchasing Power of American Farmer Materially Reduced.” The Farm Relief News. December, 1930. These views illustrate

that while agriculture was not depressed in the 1920s and even enjoyed prosperous times, Wisconsin dairymen did not see the past
in such a positive light. It was this perception rather than reality which constructed their attitudes.

44. Letter from W.C. Gottschalk, “Opinions, Brickbats, Bouquets”, Hoard’s Dairyman. April 25, 1933.
45. “Exploiting Farmer Caused Depression – The Way Out.” The Farm Relief News. March 1932.
46. “Why Milk Business Is Sound.” The Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer. January 7, 1933. The belief that milk held a special

position is indicative of a form of agrarian myth. Experiencing radical change in their lives, farmers sought, at least to some degree,
to instill importance and meaning into their activities. See Hofstadter, The Age of Reform. It is interesting to note that in several peri-
odicals, an idyllic country life was contrasted favorably to city life, depicted as filthy and immoral. See, “They Would Marry Farmers.”
The Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer. January 4, 1930; “Many Prefer Farm Girls.” The Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer. February 8,
1930; “Editorial Comments.” Hoard’s Dairyman. June 10, 1932; “Why A Farmer.” The Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer. October 29,
1932.

47. Harris G. Warren. Herbert Hoover and the Great Depression. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1959), 114.
48. Edward L. and Frederick H. Schapsmeier. Henry A. Wallace of Iowa: The Agrarian Years, 1910-1940. (Ames: The Iowa State

University Press, 1968), 120.
49. Schapsmeier, Henry A. Wallace of Iowa, 120.
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in this manner, except as the old law of supply and demand may accomplish over its inevitable work-
ings over a long period of time.”50 In addition to leaving the market to function freely, farmers should,
as an article in the similarly conservative Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer elaborated, “depend upon their
own initiative”.51 Rather than relying on government assistance, these periodicals exhorted dairymen to
improve the efficiency of their farms, cull low-producing cows from their herds, use cost effective feed,
carefully breed their animals, and practice economy in all areas.52

These conservative sermons, however, did not obscure what some Wisconsin dairymen perceived as
the patent insufficiencies of the Hoover administration’s policies. Indeed, the reported total of
$2,077,000 in loans made to national, regional, and local farmer-owed organizations in Wisconsin by the
Federal Farm Board did not appreciably raise their lot.53 Frustrated by the response, one farmer
exclaimed, “there are so many things about our government that make me just about ‘boil’”. He went
on to write that the government should enable dairymen to borrow at low interest rates, allowing him
to “carry on”.54 More forceful was farmer Frank Otis’s attack on the Federal Land Banks. He asserted
that these institutions were not, as purported by the government, “farmer-owned”. Instead, those tak-
ing out loans were forced to invest in the banks, but received neither dividends, nor had any say in man-
agement.55 Revealing the heightened dissatisfaction with government, an editorial criticizing his views in
the same Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer issue, remarked, “Mr. Otis leaves the impression that bankers
instead of the farmers are being benefited by the Land Banks”.56

This impression solidified into a conviction on the part of farmers whose condition remained
unalieviated by federal policies. Similar to Otis’s opinion, a headline in the Farm Relief News read:
“Hoover Credit Pool Aid National Banks; Fail The Farmer”.57 Moreover, legislation that farmers
believed would furnish relief, especially the Frazier Bill for refinancing mortgages and the Wheeler Bill
for the remonetarization of silver, failed to pass in Congress.58 Since, in the words of one farmer,
“Agriculture is now up against it”, it was a simple yet powerful demand that “all we ask is a square

50. “Editorial Comment.” Hoard’s Dairyman. February 10, 1932.
51. “Home Relief For Dairymen.” The Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer. April 16, 1932. Established in 1849 and published

out of Racine by the Farmer Publishing Company, The Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer called itself in 1930 and 1931 “The Only
Weekly Farm Paper Owned, Edited And Published in Wisconsin”.

52. As one article stated, “there is considerable opportunity to lower the cost of production through good management”.
The Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer. January 4, 1930. See also, “Editorial Comments.” Hoard’s Dairyman. October 10, 1932;
“Opportunities for the Coming Year.” Hoard’s Dairyman. January 10, 1933; “The Great Dairy Problem.” The Wisconsin Agriculturist
and Farmer. March 15, 1930; “Things To Be Done For The Dairy Industry.” The Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer. February 7,
1931.

53. Untitled document. Papers of Albert G. Schmedeman. Box 1, Folder: Personal Correspondence, January-February 28,
1933. WSHS. The Farm Board’s promotion of farmer co-operatives will be addressed later in greater detail. Additionally,
although the Farm Board set up a revolving fund for farm products, this method of stabilization benefited other farmers, such
as grain growers, more than dairymen. Ibid.

54. Olaf Jenson to Amlie, January 17, 1932. Papers of Thomas R. Amlie. Box 2, Folder 4. WSHS (original emphasis).
55. “Are Federal Land Banks Farmer-Owned?” The Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer. March 7, 1931.
56. “Editorial.” The Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer. March 7, 1931. The response is indicative of this newspapers’ conser-

vative position, defending institutions and officials from criticism.
57. The Farm Relief News. October, 1931.
58. Warren, Herbert Hoover and the Great Depression, 168-187. See The Farm Relief News. January-February, 1933 for views sup-

porting currency inflation and a letter in “Opinions, Brickbats, Bouquets.” Hoard’s Dairyman. April 25, 1933.
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deal.”59 But, in the view of some dairymen, the federal government did not answer the call.
For Wisconsin dairymen, the federal government was not solely at fault; their state government also

failed to furnish adequate aid. Under Philip La Follette, who served as Governor of Wisconsin from
1930 through 1932, few relief bills were passed. The most important piece of direct legislation was a tax
levied on oleomargarine, a substitute for butter that some observers of the dairy industry thought
responsible for decreased consumption and thus lower prices.60 While the tax secured no substantial
assistance, benefits from the seminal unemployment insurance bill, seen as boosting sales of dairy prod-
ucts, were only indirect. Furthermore, unemployment assistance to workers did not gain universal appro-
bation among farmers.61 A dairyman from Hartland Wisconsin, for example, called such an enactment
one of the government’s several “quack remedies”. He then criticized La Follette’s advocacy of a five-
day week for workers, questioning, “Are not the farmers laborers”, and sharply remarking, “Oh, no, the
farmers are not included.”62

The actions, or lack thereof, taken by both federal and state governments demonstrated to Wisconsin
milk producers that these authorities would not provide necessary relief. Politicians had failed, with one
writer insisting that neither party had “paid very much attention to the needs of the people engaged in
the basic industry of the state, agriculture.” “The result”, he insisted, “is that our farmers are rapidly
becoming pauperized”.63 Indeed, the farmers saw only empty pledges. A Farm Relief News editorial writ-
ten in January 1932 reveals the building frustration as conditions worsened: “How much longer will it
be before the farmer and the general public will raise up and refuse to accept politicians’ promises, and
demand action?”64 Because, as agrarian Harry Jack exclaimed, government had done “Not a solitary
thing”, it was up to the farmer to exercise self-help.65 After remarking on the Hoover administration’s
hollow optimism and assurances that “prosperity was just around the corner”, I.M. Wright concluded,
“The sooner we the people take definite action to bring about relief in place of continuing a policy of
watchful waiting, the sooner definite results can be expected.”66 Likewise, Walter Singler compared wait-

59. Nelson to Amlie, February 2, 1932. Papers of Thomas R. Amlie. Box 3, Folder 2. WSHS; see also Gerhard Sounson to
Amlie, February 1, 1932 and the enclosed petition. Ibid.

60. Jonathan Kasparek. “The Highest and Noblest Ideals of Our Fathers”: Philip La Follette and the Wisconsin Progressive Party, 1925-1946.
(Ph.D. diss., University of Wisconsin – Madison, 2003), 141-171; John E. Miller. Governor Philip F. La Follette, The Wisconsin Progressives,
and the New Deal. (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1982), 18.

61. Glad, The History of Wisconsin, 384-396.
62. These opinions are contained in the newspaper clipping, “Letters to the Editor”, attached to a letter from R.G. Dawson to

Amlie, January, 1932. Papers of Thomas R. Amlie. Box 3, Folder 1. WSHS.
63. “New Party Needed.” The Farm Relief News. January, 1932.
64. “Editorial.” The Farm Relief News. January, 1932.
65. “Singler is Praised”, newspaper clipping, February 15, 1933. Records of the Wisconsin Co-operative Milk Pool. Microfilm,

reel 1. WSHS; see also, “Financial Relief Necessary For Farm and Home.” The Farm Relief News. January-February, 1933 and, as an
editorial in the November 1932 edition of the Wisconsin Dairymens News quipped, “The farmer, as a rule, gets nothing”. It is true,
however, that when Governor Schmedeman entered office in 1933 he endeavored, with the help of the legislature, to aid Wisconsin
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ing for others to help agriculture to waiting for “Santa Claus”, proclaiming that farmers must “do it for
themselves.”67

Although effective legislation was not forthcoming at any governmental level, the administrative arm
of Wisconsin did possess the power to take definite action on behalf of the state’s distressed dairy farm-
ers. The Wisconsin Department of Agriculture and Markets, for example, had authority through price
fixing to reduce the margin between prices paid to the milk producer and those charged to the consumer.
Yet, as a state Senate investigation disclosed, the Department was doing “nothing” on the price differ-
ential issue.68

The Department did, however, finally exercise its power in 1932, issuing an edict setting milk and
surplus milk prices for all Milwaukee merchants. According to a report based on the cease and desist
memorandum, it was “prepared to go to court to enforce its mandate,” compelling dealers to abide by
the ruling.69 For over a year, this was the only instance where the state interceded, and even the
Milwaukee intervention was unsatisfactory to some dairymen.70 Testimony revealed that whereas the
price for fluid milk was fixed at $1.60 per hundredweight, it cost about $2 to produce the amount, and
the established price of $1 for surplus milk was to be paid even though the market for butter might
advance.71 Such an arrangement was clearly objectionable to dairy farmers who demanded at least cost
of production for their commodities. As one milk producer reasoned, the Department “must” deter-
mine “the average cost of production”, since “a price fixed less than this must ultimately prove disas-
terous [sic] to the farmer and destroys his purchasing power thereby destroying business”.72

In the eyes of Wisconsin farmers, not only was government relief nonexistent, or if imple-
mented, too circumscribed, but government-imposed taxes were thought to be unduly burdensome.
Despite some cuts in state property taxes at the recommendation of Governor La Follette, dairymen
still perceived this encumbrance, in light of the economic depression, to be excessive.73 In the opinion
of a Chippewa county dairyman, there was “too much reliance on the general property tax”, constitut-
ing “The worst offense in our present tax program”.74 Because of the precipitous decline in farm prices,
one agricultural advocate observed, unaltered levels were “equivalent to paying double the tax.”75 Some
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argued this condition placed a “tax yoke” on the farmer, citing an agrarian who paid county and state
levies equal to the value of his farm every nine years.76 In protest, during the spring of 1932, as Jonathan
Kasparek relates, “3,000 farmers from Juneau, Sauk, Monroe, Vernon, and Columbia counties agreed to
refuse to pay property taxes at all unless they were reduced.”77 Further illustrating their indignation,
farmers formed the Tax Relief League in January 1933, which maintained that farm levies were unsound
and unjust because they were calculated on inflated farm assessments.78 Dairymen believed the govern-
ment should, in the words of an Ashland county agrarian, adopt “new taxes to supplement and reduce
the property levy.”79

Additionally, farmers believed government unfairly singled them out. They saw wealth generated in
urban-industrial America as being free from oppressive excises. For the aforementioned Chippewa
farmer, “too little” was assessed “against salaries, bonds, stocks, wages, credits, and such forms of wealth
which should pay their just share.”80 Wisconsin farmers, therefore, had another reason to feel alienated
from government.

The tax question sparked an additional criticism – farmers vociferously objected to the government’s
use of their dollars to pay county agents and bureaus. One correspondent to the Wisconsin Agriculturist
and Farmer protested that these officials cost the state of Wisconsin far too much ($275,000 per year),
and specifically, that his agent had not aided him “in the least.”81 Two other farmers leveled similar
objections. The first contended, “We don’t need a county agent; we have too many officers now” who
“are not doing anything” but making the already “overtaxed” farmers “pay more taxes”. The second
called the services provided by these officials “overlapping and therefore. . . an unnecessary burden to
the tax payers.”82 A far more vitriolic interpretation came from Mr. Ring, who pronounced, “County
agents are only leeches and blood suckers, and that doesn’t mean maybe.”83

Fused with serious concerns over state expenditures, dairymen harbored feelings of contempt
and futility. Many believed government officials merely preached about agricultural methods, offering no
substantive assistance.84 Citing agriculture’s prosperity before county agents appeared, one farmer
branded them as superfluous and called for their abolishment.85 “Cut out this great army of agents”,
another milk producer said, “and let the farmers alone.”86 The outspoken Mr. Ring added, “We know
how to raise the products without advice from any white-collared bugger.”87 Addressing the overall sit-
uation, a dirt farmer underscored the issue for dairymen: “we do not need their assistance to raise crops
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since we cannot even get a fair price for what we do raise.”88

Beyond a superfluous burden, farmers even believed the county agents’ assistance to be aggravating
their plight. One conservative opinion regarding the dairy crisis held that overproduction of milk was
to blame for low prices, and some county agents, as well as other bureaucrats concerned in agriculture,
emphasized this point.89 For example, an editorial in the Farm Relief News pointed out, “Most of these
farm advisors are telling farmers that the whole low price situation is due to surplus. . . and are quick to
advise to cut down production”.90 The counsel of these agricultural experts, however, contradicted the
constant urgings of other officials to produce more. “They tell us”, explained Sidney Schmidt from
Oneida County, “to use fertilizer, plant high yielding varieties of potatoes, grains, and the like, and to
join cow-testing associations, cull out the low producing cow in favor of the one that gives more and
better milk”. Mr. Schmidt went on to say, “Of course, this will aggravate that overproduction nuisance,
but that is what they tell us, and they have been telling it for years.”91 With officials seen as inadequate-
ly addressing their dire circumstances and actually carrying out policies detrimental to their condition, as
well as fraught with incongruities, farmers felt disaffected from government. In place of state aid, farm-
ers saw they would have to pull themselves up out of the depression.92

An important method of self-help for dairymen was cooperative marketing with other producers.
The idea of cooperation gained widespread acceptance and practice in WWI, and continued to expand
during the 1920s.93 Yet, the fact that more Wisconsin farmers were organizing did not necessarily mean
that they were improving their conditions. Despite the proliferation of co-operatives, Wisconsin dairy-
men had not gained control over what was seen as the most important factor – prices.94 As the afore-
mentioned decline in milk rates indicate, these organizations were unable to reverse or dampen the steep
declines caused by the Great Depression.

Although there was no single paradigm for such cooperation, the perceived failure of smaller and
loosely joined ventures motivated some Wisconsin milk producers to seek broader and centralized
organizations. Most co-operatives did not control retail of their product, and instead sold to various pri-
vate distribution companies. Given their lack of size and clout, such co-operatives could not effectively
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negotiate with the larger milk-marketing corporations.95 As a result, the Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer
noted, “In some cases farmers have blamed their bargaining associations for submitting to requests for
lower prices”.96

In addition to being relatively small, the fact that so many co-operatives operated throughout
Wisconsin created competition, which in turn militated against higher prices. For example, an article on
the newly established Sheboygan Dairy Produce Company concluded that it would face “economic
struggles” with the Sauk Trail Dairy and other local outfits. The manager of the Chicago Pure Milk
Producers’ Association who surveyed the co-operative field, observed, “the many small co-operatives
frequently compete with each other with the result that unpleasant and sometimes unfair methods are
employed”.97 Indeed, co-operatives in Milwaukee participated in a deluge of price slashing to drive
rivals from the market.98

Even when several co-operatives were brought together in federations, thereby eliminating the detri-
ments of competition, enhancing the power of the participating farmers, and providing a framework
for direct marketing, success was largely unattained. The National Cheese Producers Federation, for
instance, had approximately 100 co-operative factories selling their goods through its channels, but lost
about $600,000 over the span of a few years. Compounding the loss, the management asked farmers
who marketed their cheese with them to reimburse the Federation for the difference.99 In a memoran-
dum, William Kirsch, an official in the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture and Markets, judged that
the Federation “did not live up to expectations.” Instead of being able to raise prices, it continually sold
its contributors’ cheese at low cost. Kirsch attributed the Federation’s problems to mismanagement –
the failure “to adopt an agressive [sic] merchandising policy and to build up an active sales organiza-
tion.”100 An article in the Farm Relief News took a different view, stating that “federations find them-
selves largely helpless in determining the market price” because they only controlled “a small percent-
age of the products”, enabling dealers to outmaneuver them.101 The outcome was grim: most co-oper-
ative federations were unable to increase prices for dairymen during a time of great hardship.

Although The National Cheese Producers Federation demonstrated to Wisconsin dairymen the
shortcomings of this model of co-operation, the apparent and surprising success of the Land O’Lakes
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federation pointed to possible solutions – methods which Kirsch’s report alluded to. Rather than
employing dealers like smaller co-operatives or neglecting to buildup a robust marketing program, Land
O’Lakes sold farmer products direct to the customer, with its network even reaching Philadelphia resi-
dents. Aggressive sales policies enabled this federation to circumvent what one article termed “the old
established wholesale channels” that gave dealers the leverage to reduce prices paid to the producer.102

As the President of Land O’Lakes explained, “If we had depended on the old distributing outlets for
the [s]ale of our product during the declining prices of the last two years, we would be out of business
today.” He continued, “Their [the dealer’s] practice of trying to take everything and give nothing forced
us into protecting ourselves by going into the business of distributing our own products direct to the
retail trade.”103 Thus, through co-operative production and co-operative marketing, Land O’Lakes
avoided the troubles that plagued The National Cheese Producers Federation.

While it furnished a useful example of important cooperative methods, Land O’Lakes was seen as
an aberration from most federations which, according to one dairyman, “have come out like the Cheese
Federation”, and allegedly paid “2 cents to 3 cents less for butterfat than other creameries around
them.”104 Such organizations prompted dairymen to further question the efficacy of what meager relief
the federal government did supply. The Federal Farm Board actively promoted, in the words of one edi-
torial, “the federation of existing co-operatives into larger commodity sales organizations”.105 Not only
were the federations far from universally successful, but there was even trouble in forming them. Under
the Farm Board’s policies, the above editorial piece added, there was “a good deal of strife and con-
tention among some groups of co-operatives handling the same products concerning plans for consol-
idation into large selling groups”.106 Federations may have been embodied useful models, but their actu-
al construction and operation left much to be desired. Their general failure to improve conditions
showed Wisconsin dairymen that the government had again failed to address the farmers’ plight and
therefore a different approach to self-help was needed. As one Wisconsin farmer derisively wrote,
“Don’t wait for Hoover to help you; he is helping himself ”.107

Just as the Federal Farm Board was mandated to promote co-operatives, it was also the duty of the
Wisconsin Department of Agriculture and Markets to advocate these organizations. Exercising author-
ity under the Farm Marketing Bill, the Department was to “assist in the organization and development
of cooperative associations for production and marketing purposes along lines of dairy and other farm
products.”108 Writing in January 1932, Charles I. Hill, Chairman of the Department, stated that all
efforts concerning Wisconsin co-operatives were made with the Marketing Bill “in mind.”109 To carry
out its charge, the Department focused its efforts on strengthening The National Cheese Producers
Federation, the Wisconsin Co-operative Creamery Federation, and the Pure Milk Products Association
to, as Hill asserted, “make these eventually strong enough to have a marked influence on the different
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lines of dairy products.110 Wisconsin dairymen saw no virtue in this approach. These organizations, an
editorial chastised, “do not have commodity control and are not in position to secure a better price or
even cost of production for the farmer.”111 As indicated by the Cheese Federation’s inability to increase
prices, the state’s efforts failed to generate relief.

In its work to build up the three federations, the Department avoided intervention into each orga-
nization’s policies. Instead of more forcefully exerting bureaucratic authority, it operated in the back-
ground. An article in the Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer, following its free market tack, praised the
Department for simply furnishing “counsel and advice”.112 This unwillingness to intercede and refor-
mulate practices typified how little government would do when circumstances demanded a more mate-
rial response.

Amplifying concern over the Department of Agriculture and Market’s actions on behalf of
Wisconsin dairy farmers was the Farm Marketing Bill itself. As the fourth provision decreed, “The
department of agriculture and markets shall at the outset center its efforts. . . upon the development of
a centralized system of the cooperative marketing of dairy products of Wisconsin.”113 In essence, Hill
and the Department had directly contravened what the statute bound them to do: rather than endeav-
oring to foster a concentration of co-operative power, they had attempted to advance federated agen-
cies. Milk producers did not overlook this fact. At a meeting in Appleton, dairymen stressed to
Commissioner Hill that the Department was not fulfilling its ordained duty.114 Indeed, the state legisla-
ture subpoenaed farmers in order “to sift the widespread dissatisfaction against the department to the
bottom.”115

The Department also did not support cost of production for dairy products, which it deemed impos-
sible to attain. In what could only have antagonized farmers even more, the Department admitted that
recovery through its methods “may be a long way in the future”.116 For Wisconsin dairymen in the
Great Depression, this approach was tantamount to Hoover and his do-nothing administration. As one
farmer predicted, “At the present and past gait, it will take the Department of Markets 60 years to organ-
ize the farmers of Wisconsin into effective milk marketing institutions”.117 Others even intimated that
its activities enabled dealers to keep the prices given to producers so low.118
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The power of these dealers constituted another force influencing Wisconsin dairymen to seek solu-
tions to their plight – only strong centralized organizations could stand up to them and strikes could be
used to force fair treatment. The dairy merchants in Wisconsin were indeed corporate leviathans.
According to a report in the March 1930 issue of the Farm Relief News, the National Dairy Products
Corporation purchased the assets of the Kraft Phenix Cheese Company, strengthening an already giant
agency that extended across the United States and into Wisconsin.119 When combined, National Dairy’s
estimated annual sales volume, handled by a long list of subordinate affiliates, reached approximately
$385,000,000.120 But it was not alone. The Borden Company controlled over 100 subsidiaries in twen-
ty states, including Wisconsin. Furthermore, Borden dealt in numerous products, such as fluid milk, con-
densed milk, malted milk, ice cream, butter, cheese, and others.121 With such extensive concerns, these
corporations possessed the ability to influence the dairy market.122

Evaluating their depressed conditions, Wisconsin dairy farmers did not lose sight of these vast,
looming enterprises. In fact, milk producers established a direct correlation between economic woes and
such mighty companies. As an article in the Wisconsin Dairymens News asserted, “The rise of the two big
milk trusts and the downfall of the dairy farmer are parallel cases. As the milk octopus gobbled up the
individual milk distributors, the farmers [sic] profits fell.”123 Indeed, in the early years of the Great
Depression, dairy corporations attempted to maintain their former profit margins, and, as John Black
observes, “almost succeeded through 1931 and 1932.”124

The Department of Agriculture and Markets found that dairy companies investigated in Milwaukee
and Madison “showed substantial profits during the year[s] of depression, 1930, 1931, and the first few
months of 1932.”125 Both the National Dairy Products Corporation and the Borden Company also
raked in hefty earnings. In 1930, the former boasted a net income of $25,470,942, which dropped slight-
ly to $22,540,973 in 1931, and the latter dramatically improved its income from $11,354,331 to
$21,681,213 in 1928 and 1930, respectively.126 Under the law of supply and demand, dairymen saw that,
in the words of one agrarian, “the organizations of farm produce dealers and gamblers have waxed
fat”.127

Some were indignant that while they suffered, dairy companies enjoyed exorbitant profits and the
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allegedly paid robust dividends to their stockholders.128 A piece in The Farm Relief News conveyed this
sense of iniquity: “In spite of the low prices paid farmers for their products, many concerns dealing in
farm commodities show enormous gains in net earnings.”129 The corporations’ profits and falling prices
paid to the producer clearly indicated to dairymen that, one writer explained, “The milk barons through
their far-flung subsidiaries tell the farmer what he shall get for the milk he produces and they tell the city
dweller what they shall pay for the milk they consume.”130 In the Chicago milk market, Wisconsin farm-
ers protested continued cuts in fluid milk prices. A Wisconsin Agriculturist and Farmer editorial quoted them
as asking, “Is it fair distribution of the consumer’s price of 10 cents per quart” when the middlemen
“take nearly eight cents, leaving such a small share for the man who owns and maintains the herd and
who does the real work”.131

Within their state, Wisconsin dairymen saw another and even more egregious example of the power
of corporations to dictate prices. Initially serving as a market where assembled dealers bought most of
the state’s bulk cheese output, the Plymouth Call Board adopted an auction system, effectively trans-
forming into an exclusive price-setting body.132 Although purportedly farmer-based, an investigation by
the Department of Agriculture and Markets revealed that the Board was “really an organization con-
trolled by dealers.” Discarding competitive bidding, dealers reached “mutual understandings” before
each meeting to purchase certain lots, leaving the producer with no practical choice but to sell at the pre-
determined rate.133 With the dissolution of most of Wisconsin’s other cheese boards, the Plymouth
Board became the chief mechanism for setting cheese prices across the state each week.134

Chairman Hill called this system a “farce”.135 The Department also received a letter from Jacob
Marty that supported its findings. “This Board, there is not question,” he wrote, has employed “unfair
method[s] in the past of fixing prices”. Mr. Marty, a former employee of Kraft “thoroughly acquainted
with their methods of doing business”, continued, “as you probably [know, it] is controlled by one firm
– the Kraft Phenix, affiliated with the National Dairy Produce Co. If there is any other representatives
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Industry of Wisconsin statements, articles, information, 1921-1947. WSHS.
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there, they are only from the branches of the above named firm and controlled by them.”136 Given that
milk used in the manufacture of cheese brought, on average, less than a dollar per hundredweight to the
producer, farmers could blame the Plymouth Board for their depressed prices and inability to recoup
the cost of production.137

Farmers did protest. A widespread “revolt against the prices of cheese being established in this man-
ner” prompted the Board, in consultation with the Department of Agriculture and Markets, to substi-
tute a committee of seven members for stabilizing cheese prices to “more nearly reflect the real
value”.138 Yet, the dealers remained recalcitrant, making it difficult for this Cheese Market Committee
to exercise its authority, and, as the dairy market reveals, cheese prices did not stabilize.139

The dealers’ pernicious influence in the cheese sector represented what Wisconsin farmers saw as a
struggle across the entire dairy industry. These sentiments were embodied in a cartoon depicting milk
that flowed from Wisconsin turning Wall Street’s wheel of wealth, and a portly capitalist rejecting a
farmer’s plea for reasonable interest rates. The caption read, “Under the present system of marketing
milk, all of the earnings of the dairy farmers are taken by the big distributors.”140 For dairymen, while
the corporations were prospering, they were unfairly enduring hardships, evictions, and foreclosures.

Embattled and with the status quo seen as untenable, farmers needed some way to extricate them-
selves from the mire of economic depression. Given the powerlessness of a single farmer to change his
or her circumstances and the considerable power of the dealers, reliance on the venerated notion of
individualism was out of the question. Instead, the situation demanded collective action. The “Marketing
Monopoly” exercised by Borden and its fellow corporations, as one cartoon portrayed, was viciously
strangling the unorganized farmer; but small co-operatives and federations promoted by the government
did not provide effective solutions to raise prices, let alone garner cost of production.141 What was
“badly” needed, a dairyman from Manawa asserted, was “a real marketing program”.142

What better model to emulate than the colossal organizations erected by the dairy industry. In the
past, when business enterprises were locally organized on a relatively small basis, farmers and their asso-
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ciations could effectively bargain with their counterparts. The rise of large national and international
corporations, however, put the dairyman at a distinct disadvantage. “Too often”, instructed an editorial
in the Farm Relief News, the farmer is “clinging to his antiquated local co-operative association, rather
than reorganizing his endeavors along co-operatives sales or purchase lines similar to the organizations
with which he has to deal in commerce and industry”.143

Instead of financial agreements and capital, the farmers saw themselves as the building blocks to
match evolving business. As an imaginary millionaire described in one article lectured to farmers,
“You are a great people – potentially great – but the biggest set of fools in the world! You have more
power and make less use of it than any class on earth!”144 By following the example of large corpo-
rations, dairymen could tap into this latent strength. Like industry, observed an article in the Farm
Relief News, as a centralized group they must “organize to gain control of the vast majority of the
product available for the market”, thereby overcoming what was the stumbling block for federa-
tions.145 Such a prescription entailed a massive association of farmers. With control, dairymen dis-
cerned that they could turn the tables and dictate prices to the dealers. But until then, as an address
by Frederick Bergelin pointed out, “you are not going to make these octopuses surrender with 960
different cooperatives, the way Wisconsin is now divided among themselves”. The rallying cry was:
“United we stand, divided we fall.”146

Organizing along a broader front presented an even more effective tool than improved
strength to cope with large dairy concerns – exclusion. Just as federated co-operatives sought to
market their own commodities, farmers saw that a centralized organization controlling a “vast
majority of the product” could more effectively engage in retail. An editorial in The Farm Relief
News pointed out,

The distributing agencies are too often acting as a jobber, purchasing from the pro-
ducers as cheaply as possible, and merchandising to the consumer at what the traffic will
bear. If producers ... adopted this same policy, we can readily believe that they would find
themselves shortly in the same position as [industry].147

In essence, dairymen perceived they could be both farmer and dealer, eliminating the big compa-
nies believed to control and exacerbate their economic situation. Even more than the power wielded
by dairy conglomerates, this strategy, if actualized, would constitute a monopoly. Under the most try-
ing conditions, dairymen thought such a principle represented the only way to relieve their difficulty.
One newspaper piece emphatically enunciated this doctrine: “If co-operative marketing should be
properly defined, there should be only one definition, and that is ‘cut out the handlers of the farm-
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ers’ product.’”148 An “organized front” was demanded at a meeting of Marshfield farmers – a “basic
organization with milk as a common ground to stand on”.149 With such an organization, dairymen
believed they could then “make a determined fight for cost of production, plus a reasonable prof-
it”.150

Farmers did not construct the notion of an “organized front” solely from the example of business;
they were also influenced by the success of the New York Dairymen’s League. After recounting how
low prices had left many Wisconsin farmers bankrupt, a story in the Farm Relief News observed, “the
New York Dairymen’s league has been organized for over 10 years, and is a factor in the market price
of milk”.151 Indeed, the League was built upon the idea that if an association was not powerful enough
to control most of the milk in its region, it would fail the dairyman.152 Its successful efforts to unite
farmers in its territory brought results. Whereas Wisconsin dairymen on average earned less than a dol-
lar per hundredweight of milk, the top price for League members was $3.25 and its lowest, $1.19 for
milk made into cheese and butter. It even had a marked influence on the entire state of New York, which
boasted an average price of $1.53 per hundredweight.153

These lofty rates elicited a favorable response from some Wisconsin farmers. An article on the
League’s success praised this outfit for “proving” that a centralized co-operative organization “can be a
business success.” As well as economic prosperity, The League was, this story pronounced, “a lighthouse
of hope to all farmers everywhere in this country, not only pointing their way but giving them encour-
agement to expect that by uniting their own efforts cooperatively they too may achieve a higher stan-
dard of living” where “happier homes” abounded.154

The New York Dairymen’s League, recognized by Wisconsin farmers for its accomplishments in
employing organization to raise milk prices, also utilized strikes to achieve this objective. Strikes carried
out in 1916 and 1919 forced important concessions from intractable dealers. As evidenced by New York
prices far in excess of Wisconsin’s, they were effective.155 The League’s actions demonstrated that with-
holding movements, coupled with strong organization, could be useful tools in extracting demands from
dairy interests that normally held the balance of power over producers. Moreover, strikes embodied a
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form of direct action and self-help that Wisconsin farmers believed necessary in the absence of gov-
ernment assistance. The League, therefore, served as a paragon for a centralized dairymen’s organiza-
tion, a model blueprint for the Wisconsin Co-operative Milk Pool.156

Like the New York Dairymen’s League, the labor movement furnished Wisconsin farmers with
another influential example of effective centralized organization and strikes. Labor had built formidable
associations to improve poor working conditions and low wages, an editorial noted, and if elected offi-
cials did not act on their behalf, they controlled enough votes to turn some of these politicians out of
office.157 Concerted collective action undergirded its apparent success. Yet, labor had had to overcome
an identity of personal independence that pervaded its ranks in forging a class-consciousness to garner
support for, and increase the effectiveness of, group organization.158 This evolution demonstrated that
dairymen needed to discard their own individualistic heritage where each “relied upon himself ” and
“was obliged to do so.”159 Drawing on the workers’ experience, a Farm Relief News editorial stated, “The
agricultural problem is a class problem and until the farmer becomes class conscious – just as labor has
become so – he cannot hope to solve the problem” of increasing his economic welfare.160 Since farm-
ers were the only remaining “unprotected group” and thus at the mercy of both the milk trusts and
plunging markets, an editorial argued, “Let us do as labor has done.”161

As well as using unions to harness collective bargaining power, labor also used strikes to achieve it
goals. Like the New York Dairymen’s League, labor brought strikes or the threat of withholding work
to bear upon employers to help gain what Wisconsin farmers recognized as superior working conditions
and higher wages. One article went so far as to say that labor’s “betterment is built upon a series of
strikes.”162

In 1933, the Wisconsin Co-operative Milk Pool likewise tried to better the conditions of its mem-
bers by striking on three separate occasions. These efforts demonstrated the desire of a number of
dairymen exercise control over their perilous economic situation through direct action. They believed
securing cost of production the essential ingredient to survival. In addition to ameliorating their own
depressed circumstances, dairymen thought their financial stability would also benefit the stricken
national economy. They proclaimed that since agriculture was the “fundamental” industry of the coun-
try, restoring the farmer’s purchasing power constituted the only path to economic revitalization – a
belief which buttressed their own demands while underscoring their basic insecurity.

But getting back on their feet after hardships thought to reach back into the 1920s was no easy mat-
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ter. Moreover, the government did not adequately assist recovery. For farmers, both the federal and state
levels were inert authorities. Led by Hoover’s perceived policy of retrenchment, the national government
offered no direct aid and only unfulfilled promises. Similarly, Wisconsin’s government did not supply
substantial relief. Compounding problems, tax burdens, as well as contradictory advice from officials,
fostered mistrust and alienation. As a result, farmers embraced self-help, i.e., empowerment through
their own means.

Motivating and strengthening the farmers’ resolve was the power of large dairy corporations. In addi-
tion to difficult economic times, Wisconsin dairymen branded milk “trusts” as responsible for crushing
them under low prices. Yet, no single prescription of self-help to cure their maladies existed.
Government officials, as well as more conservative commentators, hailed local and federated co-opera-
tives as indispensable instruments for farmers to reap prosperity. As experience revealed, however, these
organizations failed to boost prices, let alone earn cost of production, and failed to loosen the grasp of
large dairy interests.

Rejecting such an approach, dairymen sought a different paradigm, and built their own model from
the examples of other organizations. First, these Wisconsin dairymen looked to the perceived oppres-
sors, conglomerates, which by exercising control over a product, dictated the market. Second, apart from
large corporations, they saw the New York Dairymen’s League’s successful use of a broadly-conceived
co-operative venture based on centralized power and withholding movements. Third, they were influ-
enced by labor’s ability to improve its station through strong unions and strikes. Since business had
evolved, Wisconsin dairymen saw they must emulate this organizational change just as labor and their
counterparts in New York had done.

Although at least one scholar has found an underlying progressive current in Populism that repre-
sented a fundamental rejection of societal configuration, the voices of protest of Wisconsin dairy farm-
ers did not possess such a coherent and radical bent.163 Their attacks were less against the structure of
the system than against the fate it had granted them. Instead of seeking to abolish capitalism, they
sought to transform it into an apparatus that benefited rather than hurt them. Instead of being domi-
nated by trusts, farmers sought reverse roles with the Wall Street manipulators. Holding power, they
could then impose their own demands and attain a higher standard of living. In short, Wisconsin dairy-
men wanted a revolution against status and position, not against the system. Their protest is one exam-
ple in the long tradition of American agrarian discontent.

163. See n.3.
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