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ABSTRACT To conserve the resources available for historic documentation,
archivists would do well to concentrate on what is most crucial in shaping
events. The farm family has been crucial to shaping agriculture and rural life
in the United States since chattel slavery was abolished. Methods which can
be used to document the family-based occupation of farming, where produc-
tion on the farm is integrated with reproduction in the family, are described.
Limitations of these methods are noted. Problems involved with retrieval are
considered.

Agriculture is "the science and art of farming;' according to Webster.
Although the image is rural, agriculture and rural America are far from
coterminous. Not only are farm products refined and packaged for final
consumption in urban areas, fuels, machinery, chemicals, and credit are trans-
formed into farm resources in channels of commerce that lead from the city.
Because the activities that constitute agriculture are intertwined with corporate
conglomerates, as well as with the activities of national, state, and local govern-
ments, documenting agriculture becomes the equivalent of documenting every
aspect of American life. Public interest in historical preservation may well be
at an all time high, but archivists who would document agriculture are unlikely
to obtain the resources needed to implement so inclusive a strategy. Narrowing
the scope of inquiry is necessary.

If we grant that raspberries and hops, for example, are of less consequence
to the nation's well being than, for example, corn and soybeans, we may devise
a stategy for documenting agriculture that needs no apology for being less than
comprehensive. Narrowing the scope of documentation is justified because the
ends to which agriculture resources have been directed, the means used to
achieve these ends, and the pace at which the means have been applied, all
correspond to decisions made within farm families, such as to buy or not buy
a tractor, expand or not expand the acreage, or encourage or not encourage
a child to take up farming. In general, archivists will do well to concentrate
their documentary efforts on what is most crucial in forming and ordering
human activities, but, since every documentary activity is defined, in part, by
the passage of time, the test of "what is most crucial?" must be applied through-
out the period that is selected. When documenting agriculture the farm family
meets the long-term test.
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In the 19th century, when Webster defined agriculture, the farm family
constituted a larger portion of. agriculture than it does today, but, as store-
bought clothes have replaced homespun, and tractors farm-bred horse power,
the farm family has retained its crucial position as agriculture's pace setter.
Academic people, caught up in the changing aspects of agriculture to the point
that their livelihood depends on their ability to maintain or increase the rate
of change, have rather overlooked the fact that the most pressing challenge to
the cruciality of family-based farming, chattel slavery, fell away over a centu-
ry ago.

In testing for cruciality, archivists may encounter what amounts to disin-
formation in the guise of accepted knowledge: articles in the press, for instance,
which dramatize the entry of corporations into farming while ignoring the fact
that in over ninety per cent of these corporations the stockholders are members
of the same family. Documenting agriculture should perhaps begin with
skepticism about accepted knowledge.

In 1965 such skepticism about assumptions led four faculty members at
Cornell University and this archivist to investigate how farm people make deci-
sons about how and when to assemble, use, and dispose of farm resources.
Each questioned the view of farming that dominated the academic and popular
literature amd continues to do so. That literature, as analyzed at the Library
of Congress to provide subject entries for cataloging that literature, indicates
that farms are operated by adult males who are married to women who are
characterized by the term "farmers' wives." The assumption is that one person
operates each farm and a woman operator is marked as unusual by the L.C.
term "women farmers." The assumption which accounts for how families and
farm units of production are connected is that capitalism has been extended
into the countryside as entrepreneurship; in sum, the profit-seeking farmer,
as he assembles and allocates resources, draws upon his family's labor to con-
duct an enterprise which supports his family.

If farming were actually organized this way, determining what information
to collect, identifying appropriate sources for that information, and devising
procedures to obtain records containing this information could focus on this
member of the farm family, and analyses of farming based on this source alone
could be well grounded. But as the documentation obtained in the Cornell
Farm Family Decision Making Project indicates, farming is different from
entrepreneurship.2 Often the woman, who is wife for one generation and
mother for the next, uses these positions, with or without the expressed con-
currence of "the farmer," to coordinate her children's apprenticeship in farming
with the withdrawal of her husband and herself from farm tasks and manage-
ment so that one or more of the former apprentices can acquire enough control
over farm resources to become a fully fledged farmer. By effecting a smooth
transition between generations, that farm gains a competitive advantage over
farms where resources are dispersed or effective management is disrupted in
the generational sequence. To the extent that such transitions contribute to the
survival of the occupation of farming, women are a crucial source of infor-
mation, for a husband could not be expected to account for his wife's willingness
to help in making that smooth transition or even be aware of what forms that
contribution takes.
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The farm family, therefore, is a regenerative organization in which the
contribution made by both sexes change as its members advance from youth
to old age. Transferring ownership of capital resources to the succeeding gener-
ation or generations, usually associated with estate settlement in mid-life, needs
to be viewed as a continuous process that extends over the entire family cycle.
The criteria used by parents and children when evaluating each other as poten-
tial business partners, and considerations which guide relationships between
in-laws and the stem family are aspects of estate settlement. Children, conse-
quently, are a crucial source of information about farming. Parents cannot
know what each child understands or contemplates about his or her place in
the farm operation, especially when the children have been taught that there
are not enough resources to support everyone and, as when primogeniture
prevailed, they have little hope for a future on the farm.

When growing older is a crucial aspect of the subject being documented,
records which do not take aging into account will be insufficient. In the occu-
pation of farming, jurisdictional conflicts between generations of the family
are virtually inevitable as the upcoming generation, on reaching middle life,
seeks control over farm resources that are controlled by the elder generation;
and that latter generation, in a kinship-based business, cannot freeze the juris-
dictional boundaries like industrial bosses can. The origin of these conflicts and
their resolution, which is crucial to the survival of farming as a family-based
occupation, would not be captured in documentation spanning only a few
years. Although successive stages in the family cycle could presumably be
locumented quickly with the help of a panel of farm families containing
members of every generation, in practice this is not an alternative to returning
time and time again to the same families. Real people are unlikely to share with
strangers, for the record, experiences about family conflicts and their resolution.
Sufficient acquaintance with people who hold the desired information is a
necessary requisite to obtaining the complete story.

Documentation derived from conversation is necessarily governed by how
the conversation is guided. The association of oral history with the interview
method, as in 'oral history interview," suggests that oral history relies on ques-
tions to guide documentation. However, for the purposes of the Farm Family
Decision Making Project, questioning was inadequate. The trail of how
decisions evolved sometimes disappeared, only to reappear, perhaps years later,
as if from nowhere. Although the investigators were not so innocent as to expect
decisions involving real capital and labor to proceed from identifying a problem
to choosing among alternative solutions, as they do in textbooks, they did expect
to be able to trace the course of decisions between initiation and implementa-
tion. Once a reliance on questions gave way to give and take conversations with
farm people about matters of common interest, the missing connections began
to emerge. The question format, though, did serve as a transition to these more
productive methods of documentation. Farm people expected investigators to
ask questions.

Before the field phase of the project was completed in 1982, information
which complemented individual recollections was recorded as the project's
representatives talked with family members in a family group. Some of that
conversation was guided by a Monopoly-like device called "The Game," which
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the family played. The purpose of this was to explore whether certain ways
of making decisions are characteristic of the occupation of farming by placing
each individual in situations which were hypothetical but probable.3 A tape
recording of a contrived family conversation designed to elicit the reactions
of participating families was another device used.

A decided advantage of a longitudinal project is the opportunity it affords
the researcher to enlist additional investigators and to revise documentation
procedures. A mismatch between attempting to document the occupation of
farming and an exclusively male panel of investigators was corrected-with the
addition of Sarah Elbert, associate professor of history and women's studies,
SUNY, Binghamton. Many of the ideas about methods for documenting the
reproduction of the family unit originated with her.

Another benefit of a long-term documentation project is an opportunity to
undertake research which may serve to refine the documentation guidelines
or procedures. Between 1975 and 1979 seven case studies of families in the Farm
Family Project were published in the bulletin series maintained by the depart-
ments of Agricultural Economics and of Rural Sociology at Cornell. 4 These
studies are naive in that they did not consider the possibility that decisions were
being made in ways which are characteristic of the occupation of farming, for
example, wives being involved in farm management in ways that are invisible
to their husbands.

The next step after completing the documentary record and placing it in
a repository secure against the forces of time and alienated people, is to inform
potential users that the record exists. The Archival and Manuscripts Control
format (AMC) of the Research Libraries Information Network (RLIN) is
adapted to doing that; indeed, its availability and use may well enable archivists
to move into the mainstream of scholarly inquiry and to help to secure for rural
life the place in American studies that has been preempted over the last eight
decades by urban affairs.

Yet words which acquired their meaning in the industrial-urban sector of
our culture may actually mislead when used to inform potential users about
documentation concerning agriculture and rural life. When my colleague
Tamberly Gobert and I turned to Library of Congress Subject Headings, which
is RLIN's primary source of indexing terms, we came up with the items num-
bered 1 to 84, in the following description.

Farm Family Decision Making Project
Oral histories, 1966-1982.
327 tape recordings. 594 transcripts (21,362 pp.)

Summary: Biannual conversations with adults and children eight and older, individ-
ually and in family groups, in a panel of thirty-three New York and Iowa farm families
concerning how the occupation of farming is organized and conducted. Topics include
activities of family members and employees, daily and weekly, by season; aspirations,
expectations, and responsibilities attributed to the self, other family members, and
employees; obtaining and evaluating information; extent of involvement in decisions
attributed to self, other family members, and employees; conflict between genera-
tions in the family and its resolution; reproducing the stem family; establishing and
maintaining boundaries between in-laws and stem family, between family and
outsiders, and between rural and urban culture; conflict between rural and urban
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culture; connections and barriers between production and family within occupation;
means for evaluation in production and family sectors; mate selection; determining
priorities; meaning of work, labor, tasks. chores, and recreation; task differentiation
by gender; using and compensating hired and family labor; reserve labor; forms of
emotional and financial support; capital formation: credit; sources of income; mar-
keting farm commodities; land use and conservation: record keeping; adoption and
use of production and household technology: apprenticeship education; and values
attached to consumption.

Other topics discussed are the form, timing. and quantity of rewards to family
members and employees; distinction between ownership and control of farm resources;
religious participation; farm maintenance: soil conservation; formal and informal
training; dairy farming; poultry farming; apple production: 4-H clubs; farm organi-
zations; U.S. agricultural colleges; the United States Department of Agriculture;
Cooperative Extension; and related topics.

Access restricted.
Use restricted.
Cite as: Farm Family Decision Making Project. Oral Histories, #13/6/1230. Depart-

ment of Manuscripts and University Archives, Cornell University Libraries.

1. United States. Dept. of Agriculture. 2. Agricultural colleges. 3. Agricultural
conservation. 4. Agricultural credit. 5. Agricultural education. 6. Agricultural
extension work. 7. Agricultural laborers. 8. Agricultural laws and legislation. 9.
Agricultural machinery - Maintenance and repair. 10. Agricultural resources. 11.
Agriculture Accidents. 12. Agriculture Costs. 13. Agriculture - Documentation.
14. Agriculture Finance. 15. Agriculture- Information services. 16. Agriculture

Labor productivity. 17. Agriculture Social aspects. 18. Agriculture - Taxation
Law and legislation. 19. Agriculture - Iowa. 20. Agriculture New York (State).

21. Apprentices. 22. Communication in agriculture. 23. Conflict of generations. 24.
Crop rotation. 25. Culture conflict. 26. Dairying. 27. Decision making. 28. Domestic
relations. 29. Drainage. 30. Employee selection. 31. Employees, Training of. 32. Family

Longitudinal studies. 33. Family corporations. 34. Family farms. 35. Family
recreation. 36. Farm buildings. 37. Farm corporations. 38. Farm equipment. 39. Farm
income. 40. Farm life. 41. Farm management. 42. Farm management - Decision
making. 43. Farm management - Records and correspondence. 44. Farm partner-
ship. 45. Farm risk. 46. Farm supplies. 47. Farmers. 48. Farmers - Family relation-
ships. 49. Farmers Nutrition. 50. Farmers Supplementary employment. 51.
Farmers' wives. 52. Farmhouses. 53. Farms- Accounting. 54. Farms Taxation.
55. Farms, Size of. 56. Father-son operating agreements. 57. Hill farming. 58. Home
economics extension work. 59. Inheritance tax. 60. Intergenerational relations. 61.
Interpersonal conflict. 62. Job satisfaction. 63. Land use, Rural. 64. Landlord and
tenant. 65. Mate selection. 66. Milking machines. 67. Non-formal education. 68. Part-
time farming. 69. Quality of work life. 70. Rural women. 71. Rural families. 72. Sav-
ing and investment. 73. Self-evaluation. 74. Sex role. 75. Silage machinery. 76. Soil
conservation. 77. Soils. 78. Success. 79. Tillage. 80. Women in agriculture. 81. Work.
82. Work and family. 83. Work measurement. 84. 4-H clubs. 85. Oral histories. 86.
Chores Meaning. 87. Evaluation and farm operation. 88. Individual and family
attitudes. 89. Recreation - Meaning. 90. Reserve labor. 91. Rewards used in farming.
92. Rural-urban cultural relationships.

RGPN 13/06/1230
ID: NYCV85-A591 CC: 9554 DCF: a PROC. b
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Would potential users understand, though, that "farmers - nutrition,'" (no.
49), indicates information about what farm families eat? Is the term, "quality
of work life," (no. 69), an appropriate indicator when the documentation shows
that farm people have little sense of work life apart from life's other aspects
unless they are employed part of the time off the farm?

There remains the problem of how to alert potential users to the availability
of information which is not encompassed by terms on the L.C. list. RLIN has
anticipated the problem of a mismatch between those terms and the content
of documentation by allowing each repository to use what are called local
terms. Numbers 86-92 are local terms. Number 87, "evaluation and farm
operation,' is intended to lead the potential user to that part of the collection
description that reads "aspirations, expectations, and responsibilities attributed
to the self, other family members, and employees," but how effective is that
signal? Numbers 86 and 89 are words which have a different meaning in ru-
ral than in urban culture; "work'; "job" and "task" might also be listed here.
"Reserve labor," (no. 90), refers to an aspect of farming without an industrial
counterpart, where women and other relatives, who are willing and able to
perform tasks in which they may rarely engage, help to determine the pace,
scale, and content of farm operations by their availability. "Rural-urban cul-
tural relationships;' (no. 92), refers to the sense by farm people, that is unmistak-
able in the documentation, that they constitute a distinctive culture, a thought
not to be found on the L.C. list. Because descriptive terms derived from
publication may not fit a documentary record, especially about agriculture,
archivists interested in documenting agriculture and rural life would do well
to consider banding together to develop a thesaurus of local terms.

Alas, though, when documenting human behavior, means and ends are likely
to conflict. As in farm families, contradictions can be met head on by a studied
compromise between the interests involved or by apparent solutions which
avoid identifying the contradictions. Students of rural art and architecture will
probably be disappointed with the documentation of agriculture in the Farm
Family Decision Making Project because the record consists of words and free-
hand sketches. Although the purposes of the project would have been well
served by photography, rightly or wrongly, the camera's eye was deemed
incompatible with the privacy of the project's participants. And cruciality, of
course, is a subjective measure which depends on the eye of the beholder.
Perhaps the best an archivist can do is to record the initial objectives and
documentation strategy, keep a running account of adjustments between means
and ends, and make this record available to those who use the documentation.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: After directing the Cornell Program in Oral History
from 1965-1972, Gould P. Colman became University Archivist at Cornell. A
study which he co-authored with Jerry D. Stockdale, Area Development
through Agricultural Innovation: New York's Sugar Beet Fiasco (Rural Socio-
logical Society Monograph No. 4, West Virginia University, Morgantown 1977)
is based on systematic agricultural documentation.
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NOTES
1. The original investigators were Professors Howard Conklin and C. Arthur Bratton in

Agricultural Economics and Harold Capener and Jerry Stockdale in Rural Sociology. The
author was director of the Cornell Program in Oral History at the time.

2. The description of this documentation which has been entered in RLIN appears later in
this paper. The following understanding, signed by one or more members of each family,
governs the use of these records.

This manuscript, which is the result of a tape-recorded interview, and the
oral record from which it is derived are hereby made available for research
and teaching purposes with permission of the Department of Manuscripts and
University Archives at Cornell University and with the understanding that
the speakers will not be identified by name or location. All literary rights are
granted to Cornell University, Ithaca, New York.

The foregoing restrictions also apply to the farm business records attached
as appendices, and to group interviews with family members.

3. The farm and family events and methods for making decisions used in "The Game" were
selected because they' had been mentioned frequently in the recorded conversations. Allen
Bjergo made the selections. See Bjergo's "A Study of Decision-Making in Twenty-One New
York Farm Families" (Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell University, 1970): 112-18.

4. Case studies published under the title How Farm Families Make Decisions are: Gould P.
Colman and Jean Lowe, "The Brauns," Rural Sociology Bulletin 79 (October 1975); Agricul-
tural Ecotnomics Research Bulletin 75-30 (October 1975); Sarah Elbert and Gould P.
Colman, 'The Roots," Rural Sociology Bulletin 79 (December 1975); Agricultural
Economics Research Bulletin 75-34 (December 1975); Sarah Elbert, Joyce H. Finch, and
Gould P. Colman, "The Nierikers," Rural Sociology Bulletin 79 (June 1976); Agricultural
Economics Research Bulletin 76-11 (June 1976); Gould P. Colman and Leslie Puryear, "The
Sawyers," Rural Sociology Bulletin 79 (January 1978); Agricultural Economics Research
Bulletin 78-3 (January 1978); Gould P. Colman, Laurie Konigsberg, and Leslie Puryear,
"'The Nordahls," Rural Sociology Bulletin 79 (May 1978); Agricultural Economics Research
Bulletin 78-5 (May 1978); Gould P. Colman, Laurie Konigsberg, and Leslie Puryear, "The
Crockers," Rural Sociology Bulletin 79 (March 1979); Agricultural Economics Research
Bulletin 79-7 (March 1979); and Gould P. Colman, Laurie Konigsberg, and Mary Arluck,
"The Jarsons," Rural Sociology Bulletin 79 (August 1979); Agricultural Economics Research
Bulletin 79-8 (August 1979). See also: Alan D. Berkowitz, "Marital Stress and Congruence
in Farm Families" (M.A. thesis, Cornell University, 1977); Alan D. Berkowitz, "Role Con-
flict in Farm Women" (Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell University, 1981); Allen C. Bjergo, "A
Study of Decision-Making in Twenty-One New York Families" (Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell
University, 1970), and Helen L. Taylor, "The Farm Wife Influence in the Intergenera-
tional Transfer of the Farm" (M.P.S. project report, Cornell University, 1979).
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