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"Dear Mr. Gurney":
D. B. Gurney's Campaign to
Recover the Hog-Processing
Tax for Farmers

JEAN CHOATE

Farmers in South Dakota lived through some difficult times in the
1930s. They struggled to feed their families and livestock, pay their
debts and taxes, and keep their farms and ranches while dealing
with drought and depression. Many had borrowed money to expand their farm and livestock operations and buy new machinery
during World War I, when the demand for agricultural products
boomed. When the war ended and European farmers returned to
their fields, prices for American farm products fell drastically, making it nearly impossible for farmers to pay off their debts. In 1919,
for example. South Dakota farmers received $133 per bushel for corn
and $1638 per hundredweight for hogs. In 1932, prices had dropped
to $.25 per bushel for corn and $2.93 per hundredweight for hogs.
Prices rose for a few years and then dipped again. In 1938, prices
for agricultural products were still not up to pre-depression levels.
Corn was $.41 per bushel and hogs were $734 per hundredweight.'
The debt problems of farmers were reflected in the many farm
foreclosures and bankfailuresof the period. Between 1921 and 1932,
34,419 foreclosures were instituted, involving nearly 19.6 percent of
1. South Dakota, Crop and Livestock Reporting Service, South Dakota Agricultural
Statistics, 1940 and 1941 (N.p., [1941]), p. 15.
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the farm acreage on the tax rolls. From 1920 to 1934, nearly threefourths of all banks in the state failed. Exacerbating the farmers'
economic problems was the drought that struck South Dakota with
differing degrees of severity throughout the 1930s. In the worst year,
1936, the statewide average rainfall was just twelve inches. Even in
the wettest year, 1938, precipitation was more than an inch below
average. Along with the drought came plagues of grasshoppers,
which consumed the weakened crops in various areas of the state.^
South Dakota farmers had hoped that Franklin Roosevelt and his
New Deal would defeat the depression, but discouraging times continued throughout the decade. Besieged by debt and drought, farmers were willing to listen when, in January of 1938, Deloss Butler
("D. B.") Gurneyof Yankton, South Dakota, initiated a campaign that
promised to benefit area hog farmers. The president of Gurney Seed
and Nursery Company and owner of WNAX radio station, Gurney
was already known as a concerned public citizen who, in the early
1930s, had issued a radio appeal and received scores of railroad
2. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 2d ed., rev. (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1968), pp. 283-84; South Dakota Agricultural Statistics, p. 17.

By 1935, after several years of drought, drifted soil
had nearly covered this hog house in southern South Dakota.
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carloads of food and livestock feed for drought victims in Arkansas, South Dakota, and Nebraska. A prominent state Republican,
he had also requested a special session of the state legislature to
provide loans for South Dakota farmers and ranchers to purchase
cattle feed.-'
The campaign that Gurney outlined during his noontime farmers'
hour on WNAX in January of 1938 was a program for the recovery
of the hog-processing taxes that had been levied from 1933 to 1935
under the Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA). The AAA was designed
to raise farm prices through controlling the production of seven major commodities: wheat, cotton, tobacco, dairy products, rice, and
corn and hogs (usually treated as one unit since most corn went
to market as hogs). Under the act, the processors of these commodities were charged a tax, which was then used to make payments
to those farmers who had signed contracts with the federal government to reduce their production of that particular commodity. In
the case of hogs, farmers claimed that meat packers had lowered
the prices they paid to farmers by the amount of the processing
tax. The farmers believed that, in effect, they had paid the tax. Thus,
when the United States Supreme Court in 1936 declared the AAA
processing tax unconstitutional on the grounds that it improperly
extended federal regulation into local affairs and gave the secretary
of agriculture the power to tax, some farmers began to organize in
an attempt to get their money back.^
The National Farmers Process Tax Recovery Association, based in
Iowa, filed claims for the return of hog farmers' tax dollars with the
commissioner of internal revenue. When that effort failed, they requested help from Rep. William Lemke and Sen. Lynn Frazier of
North Dakota, who in August of 1937 introduced the first of several
bills calling for the return of hog-processing taxes to those farmers
who could prove that they had paid the tax. Gurney had long supported Lemke and his legislative program. He knew about the activities of the National Farmers Process Tax Recovery Association and
those of other groups that were seeking and eventually obtained
the return of the processing taxes on cotton and tobacco. Thus, the
idea of forming an organization to promote the return of the hogprocessing tax was not new when Gurney urged his radio listeners
3. Dale Lewis, "WNAX Rushes Aid to Stricken People," Dakota West 10, no. 1 (Mar.
1984): 15; Aberdeen Evening JVews, 9 Feb. 1932.
4. U.S., Síaíuíes at Large, vol. 48, p. 31, Act of 12 May 1933; US. v. Butler, 297 U.S.
1 (1936); Murray R. Benedict, Farm Policies of the United States, 1790-1950 {>iew York:
Twentieth Century Fund, 1953), pp. 306-9.
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Yankton businessman
D. B. Gurney used his
promotional talents to
good advantage in the
campaign to recover
the hog-processing
tax for farmers.

to gather up their hog receipts from 5 November 1933 through 6
January 1936 and enroll in his program.^
While he could do nothing about the drought or the grasshoppers, Gurney apparently believed that his campaign could help farmers financially. Any improvement in the farmers' lot would benefit
5. William Lemke to O. S. Eastvold, 26 Oct. 1938, Collection No. 13, Box 14, File
2, Orin C. Libby Historical Manuscripts Collection, University of North Dakota Library,
Grand Forks, N.Dak.; Curney to Bryce Sharp, 31 Jan. 1938, National Farmers Process
Tax Recovery Association (NFPTRA) Records, Department of Special Collections, Parks
Library, Iowa State LJniversity, Ames, Iowa. Except where otherwise noted, all correspondence cited is from the NFPTRA Records. Most of the Gurney correspondence
is found in boxes 1fr-2a For more on the efforts of the Iowa group, see Jean Choate,
" 'We Want Our Money Back': The National Farmers' Process Tax Recovery Association in Minnesota and Iowa," Minnesota History 52 (Fall 1990): 100-111.
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Much of the farmers' correspondente airivad al the
Curney Seed and Nursery Company, where a portion of the
staff helped to open mail and record payments.

him and his seed company as well. Even if the processing taxes were
not returned, the effort would be a good public relations move.
Gurney was a showman, an entrepreneur, and he used his enthusiasm and persuasive abilities to good advantage in the struggle for
the return of the processing tax.^ Many listeners to Gurney's farm
program regarded him as a friend. Matt Fellers of Bluffton, Minnesota, wrote: "Listened to WNAX station every day. Please send
me all papers for corn hog collection and all necessary Information how to get the money." R. H. Cook of Menominee, Wisconsin,
commented: "We listen to you talk over the Radio at 15 to one every
day. hope the refund will go thru that would be a real God's blessing." Charles Matz of Oconto, Nebraska, explained, "I have heard
you so many times on the Radio that I feel that I know you real well."^
Farmers occasionally asked for sign-up sheets for the tax-recovery
program at the same time they ordered seeds or baby chicks.** One
letter writer from Kasota, Minnesota, said he was sending his hog
slips to Gurney and hoped it would do some good because he
6. Interview with Charles Ramon Curney (grandson of D. B. Gurney), Iowa City,
Iowa, 2 Aug. 1990.
7 Fellers to Gurney, 28 )an. 1938; Block to Gurney, 2 Mar. 1938; Matz to Gurney,
11 Apr. 193a
a C. W. Valentine to Gurney, 8 Aug. 193a
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needed a "lot of alfalfa seed and clover seed and this money would
come handy and if you Get this for me you can sure expect a Big
order."^
In 1938, radio station WNAX had one of the highest towers in the
Middle West, and its broadcasts covered a five-state range. Correspondence came from listeners in South Dakota, Minnesota, Iowa,
Wisconsin, North Dakota, Montana, Nebraska, Kansas, and Missouri.
Gurney's campaign was not highly organized; letters came addressed to either WNAX or Gurney Seed and Nursery Company and
then were passed on to him. Secretaries at the seed company
opened mail and recorded payments, while Gurney generally
answered the farmers' letters himself. Some of the letters came from
people who did not even have a radio; they had heard about Gurney's plan from friends or neighbors and had written in to ask for
more information."*
Correspondents often had questions concerning Gurney's attempt to recover the processing tax. One of the most pressing concerns regarded eligibility Many listeners wanted to know whether
both those farmers who had signed the AAA corn/hog contracts and
those who had not would get the processing taxes returned to them.
The contract signers had received benefit payments from the government for reducing their numbers of hogs, while the nonsigners had
received nothing, even though they, too, had paid the tax. Lemke's
bill at first applied only to nonsigners, of which fact Gurney informed his listeners and letter writers. A few farmers were indignant that the legislation included only those who had not signed
up with the AAA corn/hog program. Joseph Shirer of Rockham,
South Dakota, questioned the bill's fairness: "There are certain
things which I don't quite understand. What I would like to know
is. Why the Signers are not intitaled to there refund of the tax just
as well as the non signers. I should think if a law is illegal for one
it would also be illegal for another. The signer payed the tax just
as well as the non signer.""
9. F. A. Castanczik to Curney, 12 Feb. 1938.
10. Interview with Charles Ramon Gurney; Ernest E. Fenske to Gurney, n.d. The
greatest number of letters (1,216) came from Minnesota, followed by South Dakota
(729), Nebraska (509), Iowa (487), North Dakota (207), and Wisconsin (70).
11. Shirer to Gurney, 2 Feb. 1938. The ratio of nonsigners to signers varies with the
dates of the letters. Twice as many of the earliest letters Gurney received were from
nonsigners, even when the category included all those who had signed up with the
AAA program for any amount of time within the 1933 to 1936 period. In later letters,
the ratio was nearly even. Of all the farmers who indicated in their letters whether
they were signers or nonsigners, and many did not, there were 587 signers and 821
nonsigners.
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Gurney addressed concerns like these, writing to Gilbert Gunderson of Bryant, South Dakota: "Personally, I believe that the signer
and the non-signer are equally entitled to this, but the present bills
before Congress do not provide for the signer. I have promised you
over the air that after this campaign is finished that I will see that
another bill is introduced, taking care of the signers." In a letter to
A. N. Wilbert of Beresford, South Dakota, Gurney explained, "I have
asked to have the Bill amended, and Congressman Lemke has agreed
to do it if I insist, but he says it might make a considerable delay,
possibly defeat the present Bill if we added that amendment." To
Reinhold Brickman of Colóme, South Dakota, Gurney wrote, "I want
every hog producer to get everything that is coming to him and do
not want to overlook anything at all where the farmer and hog producer is concerned."'^
In March of 1938, a subcommittee of the House Committee on
Agriculture recommended that both signers and nonsigners be
given the refund of the processing tax and that the bill be passed
as changed. Within a day or two, Gurney was announcing the new
policy over his radio program and in his letters. On 28 March, he
wrote to Henry Eoreston in Eoreston, Minnesota, "I know this will
be interesting to you and it is very pleasing to me because I have
made a stand for this and have worked hard to put the signers on
the same basis as the non-signers."^^
Many farmers responded to Gurney's proposal by busily hunting
up their records of hog sales from their own files. They quickly filled
out and returned the standard form Gurney provided, indicating
whether or not they had participated in the government corn/hog
program from 1933 to 1936. In addition, they were to list the number
of hogs sold, the purchaser's name and address, the hogs' total
weight, and the total tax paid. (The form included processing tax
figures for each year—$50 per hundredweight in 1933, $150 per hundredweight for part of 1934, and $2.25 per hundredweight from 1
March 1934 to 6 January 1936). The farmers were then supposed to
total up their claims and pay Gurney about two percent as a filing
fee. They also agreed that if the processing tax was refunded, Gurney
could keep six percent of the refund.'*
12. Gurney to Cunderson, 22 Feb. 1938; Curney to Wilbert, 8 Mar. 1938; Gurney
to Brickman, 26 Mar. 1938.
13. Gurney to Albert Dewitz, 26 Mar. 1938; Gurney to Foreston, 28 Mar 193a
14. The amount farmers paid depended on the size of the claim. For total claims
of one hundred dollars or less, the farmer would pay two dollars. If the total claim
was between two hundred and four hundred dollars, the farmer was to pay two percent of the claim. If the total claim was more than four hundred dollars and less
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Other farmers had more problems. Some wrote with questions
about getting duplicate receipts, stating that they had recently
moved or cleaned house and destroyed or misplaced their records.^^
One man wrote from River Falls, Wisconsin, that his wife had
"burned up a lot of slips last fall[;] she said they were no good."
Michael Traxinger of Herreid, South Dakota, explained that it was
difficult to obtain new receipts as many of the buyers were "not
around anymore."'^
Hog producers who did not have adequate sales records tried to
get copies of their receipts from the packing houses and commission firms they had dealt with. Frank Kinney of Gary, South Dakota,
reported that when he asked for the slips from his packer at Watertown, "they turned me down cold." Max Fiegen of Dell Rapids, South
Dakota, went to the John Morrell & Go. plant in Sioux Falls, where
officials said it took too much time to look for the hog receipts, "so
we didn't get them." E. A. Hoegh of Hampton, Nebraska, said he
had contacted two firms, the Farmers Union Gommission Gompany
and the Triangle Gommission Gompany, for duplicate slips of his
hog sales. Triangle wrote that the "government had given them permission to destroy their past records so they could not furnish . . . a
duplicate sales slip." Nor would Farmers Union supply receipts,
stating that it would be "early enough to get them when the bill
was passed."'^
Ole Trooien of Hendricks, Minnesota, wrote to Gurney early in
1938 and enclosed a letter he had received from John Morrell & Go.:
"We noticed in a late issue of Wallace's Farmer a statement from
the Solicitor of the Department of Agriculture that this activity with
reference to refunding Processing Taxes is not legitimate so far as
any Government Agency is concerned. Therefore, until we know that
the Government is behind this we cannot go to the expense of looking up all the information that is being requested by a number of
our h i " ^ ^

than nine hundred dollars, the farmer would pay eight dollars, plus one and one
half percent of the amount in excess of four hundred dollars. If the total claim was
more than nine hundred dollars, the farmer would pay fifteen and one half dollars,
plus one percent of everything in excess of nine hundred dollars. "Preliminary Information Blank," NFPTRA Records.
15. Nick Hoff to Gurney, 2 Feb. 1938; William Krumrei to Gurney, 29 Jan. 193a
16. Warren Bros to Gurney, 17 Feb. 1938; Traxinger to Gurney, 1 Apr. 193a
17. Kinney to Gurney, 9 Feb. 1938; Fiegan to Gurney, 3 Feb. 1938; Hoeeh to Gurnev,
3 Feb. 1938.
^
^
i a C. C. Ogborn, Office Manager, John Morrell & Co., to Trooien, enclosed in a
letter from Trooien to Gurney, 4 Feb. 193a

Copyright © 1992 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

764

South Dakota History

R. A. Rae of Worthing, South Dakota, also complained to Curney
that officials at Morrell's in Sioux Falls would not look up dates and
weights for him, claiming they knew nothing about the processing
tax. According to Rae, many other people were coming in to Morrell's office asking for information on their hog sales during the years
the processing tax was in effect. Company officials, however, "had
that article published in the Wallace Farmer to read to everyone to
beware of collectors of the processing tax." In Curney's response
to Rae, he explained that, apparently, the large number of people
going into the packing-house offices "sort of disturbed their work
and they were more or less peeved about it." However, he continued,
"our attorney has been to these plants now and explained the situation and told them that we would handle it on a basis that would
not cost them anything . . . [or] disturb them in their work."^»
Curney then began sending "Form B" to those farmers who did
not have all of their sales slips and needed help in establishing their
claims to hog-processing tax refunds. This form had blanks at the
top for the date, name, and address of any person or firm to whom
the farmer had sold hogs during the years the processing tax was
in effect. The form was essentially a request for the firms named
to furnish duplicate sales slips or other evidence of hog sales to
either Curney or his representative when the processing tax refund
was finally passed. Once they were returned to Curney, the forms
werekept in the farmer's file for future use. Curney assured his radio
audience and letter writers: "We will have a very large number [of
claims] in each of the commission houses and the packing companies in the various cities and we will send our own help there
and do the checking and not disturb them in their work. Or, we
will pay their own employees to get this for us.''^** Curney believed
that the packers and commission houses should favor passage of
the bill because, as he wrote a Luzerne, Iowa, correspondent, "It
would make better customers of the farmers for the people who
expect to make their living from the stuff that you grow."^'
While the nonsigner had the problem of trying to find his hog
receipts, the signer had other difficulties. He had already submitted
his receipts with his corn/hog contract to the government. Many
of the farmers who went to their county agents to ask for their
receipts or for copies of their corn/hog contracts, which contained
the same information, were turned down. John Mueller of Clearwater, Nebraska, told Curney, "I was to my Co. Agent and he stated
19. Rae to Curney, 3 Feb. 1938; Gurney to Rae, 9 Feb. 1938.
2a "Form B," NFPTRA Records; Gurney to Rae, 9 Feb. 1938.
21. Gurney to Paul Kantor, 8 Mar 1938.
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that thus far he had no right to issue me my original sales slips."
The agent gave him a copy of the statement by solicitor Martin G.
White of the United States Department of-^riculture to which some
of the packers had also referred. According to the solicitor:
"Representations by any persons or organizations to the effect that
they can, under existing law, obtain a refund of processing taxes
for a farmer who was not a processor are false and misleading. . . . likewise, representations by any persons or organizations
to the effect that they can, under any future law, obtain a refund
of processing taxes for a farmer, whether signer or non-signer, which
the farmer himself could not obtain, are also false and misleading."22
22. Quoted in memorandum for Près. W. Wallace, Chairman, Nebraska Agricultural
Conservation Committee, enclosed in Mueller to Gurney, 26 Mar. 1938.

}ohn Morrell & Co. in Sioux Falls, whose sliced-bacon
department is shown here, refused farmers' requests for the hog
sales receipts they needed to make their refund claims.
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Gurney wrote back to Mueller, saying that he had received a large
number of copies of the Department of Agriculture statement. He
said he had addressed the matter on his noon-hour radio program
numerous times, as copies of the statement "keep popping up from
everywhere." Its authors, he commented, "probably do not know
that the Bill has already been before the investigating committee
of the Department of Agriculture, and that the Sub Committee of
the House has finished its investigation and recommended that it
do pass, that Congressmen and Senators are falling over themselves

The hog farmers participating in Gurney's program often vented their
anger over New Deal farm programs in their ¡etters to him.

now to get back of the Bill." Gurney told Mueller that he need not
go to his county agent for evidence of his hog sales. He suggested
that Mueller and other farmers with similar problems sign a statement requesting that the agent furnish copies of the original sales
slips when the bill passed. Finally, in a rare moment of irritation,
Gurney blasted the actions of the Department of Agriculture, which
"is supposed to be about the only Department of Government that
the farmer might call his own, but in this particular case, they are
using every effort to hinder him in every way from securing a re-
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fund of approximately $361,000,000.00 that was collected from him
by an unconstitutional Bill."^^
In addition to questions concerning the status of signers and nonsigners and the problems of locating their hog sale records, farmers
also gave Gurney their opinions concerning New Deal farm programs. Many believed the processing tax had simply been an unfair burden on producers. Hubert Pool of Delano, Minnesota, wrote,
"Hope you will be able to collect this unjust tax for the farmers."
William H. Schaller of Groton, South Dakota, wrote that he understood Gurney was "helping the Farmers get back their rightful
money." Paul Klitzke of Elkton, South Dakota, wanted to see Gurney
"get this money back for the farmers that was taken from them."
C. P Knapp of Westfield, Iowa, wrote, "They took about $1500.00 from
me," and M. A. Brady of Hay Springs, Nebraska, commented that
the tax "was just a steal." C H. T Jenson of Nelson, Minnesota,
wondered if the government would keep about half of the refund
amounts to cover the "work of mailing out the money to us farmers.
But they shure as hell shoud not do so as we farmers were not to
blame they took that money I fought that deal as hard as I could
[and] I have not si[gn]ed up on any of the foolish thing yet/'^"
Other farmers feared that under the New Deal farm programs they
might lose the right to make their own decisions. Howard Abbott
of Webster City, Iowa, said that even though he signed up with the
AAA program, he was never much in favor of it. He feared that if
farmers kept on joining they would "soon all be slaves for the
government, lose our freedom." Elmer Rohm of Neligh, Nebraska,
wrote; "We are willing to try & help get action on this as it sure
made us angry, as lots of other measures has since. A sort of Communistic way of doing we think." R J. Matezeek of David City,
Nebraska, stated that he and his family had not signed up with the
AAA program and "are still independent."^^^
In May and June of 1938, Gurney had good news to report to his
listeners and correspondents. Writing to Carl Wall of Mellette, South
23. Curney to Mueller, 31 Mar, 193a Theodore Saloutos, in The American Farmer
and the New Deal (Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1962), p. 74, states that county
agents tended to see things from the perspectives of the farmers. However, the letters Gurney received suggest that by 1938 at least some American farmers viewed
the county agents as unfriendly.
24. Pool to Gurney, 13 Feb. 1938; Schaller to Gurney, 29 May 1938; Klitzke to Gurney,
15 Feb. 1938; Knapp to Gurney, 17 June 1938; Brady to Gurney, 31 Dec. 1938; Jenson
to Gurney, 10 Feb. 1938.
25. Abbott to Gurney, 6 Apr. 1938; Rohm to Gurney, 14 F^b. 1938; Matezeek to Gurnev,
29 Jan. 1938.
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Dakota, Gurney said that House and Senate subcommittees had approved the bill and the Senate Agriculture Gommittee had also
reported favorably on it. Gurney was pleased, commenting, "Of
course, I am enthused over the progress that has been made." In
a letter he wrote later that month to a Waubay, South Dakota, farmer,
Gurney tempered his enthusiasm slightly, remarking, "Understand
please that the legislation has not yet been adopted that will make
this refund payable to you, but we must continue to work for this
if we are to expect that this illegal tax will be paid back."^^ Gurney
also suggested that his listeners and correspondents write their
senators and representatives to encourage them to vote for the hogprocessing tax refund bill.
Throughout the summer of 1938, Gurney continued to report
developments in the campaign in letters to farmers who were joining his program. In June, Gurney traveled to Washington, D.C, where
he met with various congressmen and Edward E. Kennedy, the lobbyist for the National Farmers Process Tax Recovery Association, to
discuss the progress of the legislation. In July, he wrote to a correspondent that the delegates to the South Dakota Republican Gonvention had placed a demand for the return of the hog-processing
tax in their state platform.^^ Surprisingly, Gurney did not report in
any of his letters a piece of family news—the fact that his son, John
Ghandler ("Ghan") Gurney, was entering the contest for South
Dakota's United States Senate seat. In a speech broadcast over
WNAX that spring, Ghan Gurney, a Republican, had criticized the
New Deal, saying that it had failed to bring recovery and was possibly
leading the nation into a "dead end." Proclaiming, "we cannot spend
our way Into prosperity," Ghan Gurney ran on a platform of preserving American liberties by "safeguarding our institutions and form
of government."^^ South Dakota voters elected him to the Senate
in November of 1938.
In the weeks immediately following the election, D. B. Gurney continued with his program to secure passage of the hog-processing
tax refund, sending reminders to farmers who had sent in their
claims but had not paid their enrollment fees. In response to those
who wrote back explaining why they could not pay their fees, Gurney replied that he recognized their difficulties and would try to
enroll as many as he could. However, he wrote a farmer from Dodge
Genter, Minnesota, "the expenses are very heavy and I cannot af26. Gurney to Wall, 7 May 1938; Gurney to Ed Holscher, 24 May 193a
27. Gurney to Albert J. Schmidt, 23 June 1938; Gurney to Kreger Brothers, 2 July 193a
2 a '^nkton Press and Dakotan, 25 Apr. 193a
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ford to carry this load myself.''^" By January of 1939, about eight hundred of the thirty-five hundred to four thousand farmers who had
contacted Curney for information about his program were paid-up
members.
Then, as Chan Curney prepared to leave South Dakota to serve
in the United States Senate, D. B. Curney decided that his continued
active participation in the campaign to recover the processing taxes
might place his son in a position where he could be charged with
conflict of interest. Curney thus began to diminish his role in the
campaign by telling potential subscribers that they and their friends
and relatives could enlist either with him or with the National Farmers Process Tax Recovery Association. At least Chan Curney's election was the official reason given for the change in tactics. Other
factors may have influenced D. B. Curney's decision. The response
from farmers had not been as great as Curney had hoped. His
finances were in a low state. Radio station WNAX had faced a difficult struggle for relicensing and was sold in November of 1938.
Curney's health was also a concern. According to family tradition,
D. B. Curney was asked to run for the Senate before his son, but
he declined on the grounds of poor health.^"
For whatever reason, or combination of reasons, Curney decided
to take a less active role in the fight to recover the processing tax.
He met with leaders of the National Farmers Process Tax Recovery
Association and arranged to turn over his accounts to them. Recovery Association officials had always regarded Curney's campaign
with mixed emotions. While they appreciated the publicity his
broadcasts had given the cause, they resented the competition and
complained that farmers who might have joined their organization
enrolled with Curney instead. Now, Curney sent his letters and files
to the association's offices. He no longer spoke over the radio concerning the processing tax nor corresponded with farmers. All letters addressed to Curney asking for information on the processing
tax refund activities were forwarded to the Recovery Association offices in Des Moines and answered from there. For nearly a year after
he withdrew from active participation in the campaign, however,
Curney paid fifty dollars a month to Edward E. Kennedy, the association's lobbyist, to continue lobbying for the return of the processing tax.^^
29. Gurney to Fred Burrs, 2 Apr. 193a
30. Curney to Niel Woltjer, 22 Dec. 1938; interview with Charles Ramon Curney,
31. Donald Van VIeet to John Erp, 16 Feb. 1938; A. |. lohnson to Joseph Bohohoj,
26 May 1941.

Copyright © 1992 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

770

Soutíi Dakota History

Chan Curney carried
his father's fight for
the hog-processing tax
refund to the United
States Senate añer
his election in 1938.

Gurney's commitment in time, effort, and money to the hogprocessing tax refund campaign, as evidenced in his correspondence, supports the view of Jan dePagter, who worked with him during the late 1930s. According to dePagter, Gurney "sincerely believed
this cause was just and he put his whole heart into the fight."^^
Gurney may also have been motivated by a dislike of the Roosevelt
administration and the AAA. His first inclination had been to help
only those farmers who had refused to sign up with the AAA. Only
later did he begin to favor including both nonsigners and signers
in the processing-tax refund bill. Although Gurney did not generally
criticize the New Deal or the Department of Agriculture in his letters, he sometimes let slip a comment expressing his dislike of the
32. jan dePagter, Curneys of the Midwest (N.p., n.d.), p. 215.
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AAA. In one letter to an Iowa farmer who wrote that most of the
farmers in his area had signed up with the AAA, Gurney commented, "I guess that many of them wished now that they never
did sign up."^^
Chan Gurney carried on his father's efforts during his early years
in the Senate, where he enthusiastically supported legislation to refund the hog-processing tax to farmers. While the agriculture committees of both the House and Senate discussed several bills.
Congress never passed them. According to officials with the Department of Agriculture, which opposed the measures, farmers who had
cooperated with the AAA and signed the contracts had already
received their reimbursement. Those who had not signed the AAA
contracts had also benefitted by receiving higher prices for their
hogs through the corn/hog adjustment program. Besides, the officials added, the cost of repayment would be too great.^'^
Nor did the national farm organizations favor legislation to return
the processing taxes. For a time. Farmers Union officials supported
the refund, and President John Vesecky spoke in favor of the bill
before a House subcommittee in 1938. By 1940, however, the Farmers
Union was moving into closer alignment with the Roosevelt administration, electing leaders opposed to the Recovery Association's
Edward E. Kennedy and less supportive of the bills for the hogprocessing tax refund. The National Grange provided half-hearted
support, sending a letter favoring the refund, but no representatives,
to one of the hearings. The American Farm Bureau Federation, the
largest farm organization, had enthusiastically backed the AAA in
1932 and never supported the hog-processing tax refund bill. This
lack of support from crucial agencies and organizations played a
role in the demise of the campaign. Finally, in early 1942, the National Farmers Process Tax Recovery Association gave up the battle
to recover the processing taxes.''^
D. B. Gurney had spent ayear enthusiastically working for a campaign that failed. Unlike the producers of cotton and tobacco, whose
33. Gurney to Ben Hurley, 10 Mar. 1938.
34. Edward E. Kennedy, The Fed and the Farmer (Pismo Beach, Calif.: By the Author,
1983), pp. 105-6; U.S., Congress, Senate, Committee on Agriculture, Refund of Processing Tax on Hogs, Hearing, 75th Cong., 3d sess., 18 Mar. 1938, p. 35.
35. Herbert E. Gaston to H. P. Fulmer, 25 July 1941; Robert R. Chipperfield to George
Snively, 3 Feb. 1942; U.S., Congress, House, Certain Tax Refunds: Hearings before a
Special Subcommittee of the Committee on Agriculture on S26O1 and Other Measures,
75th Cong., 2d sess,, 1938, pp. 2-3; U.S., Congress, Senate, Refund of Hog Processing
Tax: Hearings before a Subcommittee of the Committee on Agriculture and Forestry
on S. J. Res. 39. 77th Cong., 1st sess., 6, 7, 12 May 1941, p. 59; Kennedy, The Fed and
the Farmer, p. 102.
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powerful lobby succeeded in getting a refund of their processing
taxes, the farmers who wrote to Gurney never formed an organization strong enough to rally support for or influence the number
of legislators needed to secure the return of the hog-processing tax.
Perhaps it was a fault inherent in the media he used, for how can
a radio audience be organized? Or perhaps it was the problem of
timing. Gurney had had to withdraw his active support of the campaign shortly after the processing-tax refund legislation failed to pass
in 1938. With his exit, the drive lost an important leader. In 1939,
both the House and Senate agriculture committees recommended
that Congress pass processing-tax refund legislation. Upon reconsideration, however, the House Agriculture Committee defeated the
measure by one vote, ending its chances of passage for the session.^^
Following this second defeat, the drive to recover the processing
tax lost momentum as war threatened Europe and Asia and national
attention focused on the international scene. In the end, farmers
of the Middle West never received refunds of the hog-processing
tax. While Gurney's campaign ultimately failed, the written record
that he and his correspondents left behind provides readers today
with a glimpse of the attitudes and concerns of American farmers
who faced the debt, drought, and depression of the 1930s.
36i Kennedy, The Fed and the Farmer, pp. 101-2.
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