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To my dad, as good and true a farmer as there’s ever been.




INTRODUCTION


SPRING WATER


They came from miles around, a few as far as Illinois, to see the old farmhouse before it was gone. The farm that sprang forth from it had been in existence for well over one hundred years. It was the Driftless region of southern Wisconsin, called such because the glaciers stopped short of this place thousands of years ago, leaving its soaring hills and plunging valleys intact. Sitting in one such valley, at the end of a steep, bending road where the township pavement ended and gave way to dirt, the old homestead and surrounding buildings were cordoned off—like a secret, holy place—from the rest of the world. The house was small, but tall in their minds with the memories it bore—of origins and hardships and shots at the middle class.


Their numbers had multiplied when they heard Helene was coming. She was nearly ninety years old then and the last of the generation who could tell stories of growing up in that house during the Great Depression; her only remaining sister was not able to travel, and the rest of the original fourteen brothers and sisters were dead. The summer sun bathed the farmyard and the valley of rolling green hills beyond as Helene stepped out of her daughter’s car to look upon the place where she’d been born. A quiet fell. It was her first time seeing the home farm in sixty-eight years.


Helene smiled and nodded and began to talk, picking her steps and her stories with care, remembering those olden days. Helene’s father and mother, Alois and Teresia, had started it all on that little farm. She told of survival—of Teresia giving birth to thirteen children in that house, until she bled so badly during her final labor that they feared for her life and went to the hospital. She told of hard work—as a young woman carrying eighty-pound pails of milk from the barn to the tank in the milk house. She told of a natural spring the family harnessed to draw water out of the surrounding hills. These were the stories, they knew, that made their lives possible. Without this place, there was nothing else.


But times had changed. The natural spring was buried back in the woods behind the house and offered no more water to the slumping buildings. The angular old farmhouse was crooked now, warped with age, and nobody lived in it anymore. It smelled of mold and wild animals. The squat, wooden milk house was weathered gray. All of it, the farmyard and memories, sat in what had been the orbit of the old barn—before it became so brittle that one day it simply collapsed.


Although the surrounding land was still part of a working farm, one now operated from another farmhouse up the hill, the faded farmyard here on the original homestead seemed to preserve in place what was happening to so many other farms—a steady but somehow sudden disappearance. At one time, nearly every family Helene had grown up knowing in that area was a farm family, and most of her fourteen siblings either farmed for a living at one time or worked on someone else’s farm. Now nearly all of the extended family had jobs off the farm, save for her nephew Jim, who owned the property. He was still farming crops and raising heifers for other dairy herds and steers for meat, up the hill on the nearby farm.


Jim’s grandfather and father—Helene’s father and eldest brother—bought the land to expand upon the original homestead, back in the days when family farming was the future and not the past. But now even Jim had to sell his herd of milk cows and alter his business model to keep the farm going, hoping as they all gathered that day that he’d done the right thing. There was only one other working farm left between Jim’s and the highway.


The story of the disappearing American farmer is at once a sweeping economic history of the most urgent, unexplained socioeconomic crisis in our country today and a brutally personal hardship for the families living it. Small family farms like the one Helene grew up on once not only dominated the landscape of places like the rural Midwest but also defined much of the economy and culture in the United States.


In 1920, following the rise in American farming before years of economic depression hit, there were nearly 6.5 million farms in the United States. That came out to about sixteen people for every farm in the country1—the exact size of Helene’s family. The number of farms had been on the upswing for decades, with families getting started in the Midwest and other agricultural enclaves across the country. In places like Wisconsin, America’s Dairyland, such family farming took root just in time to face the devastation of the Depression.


The farms that survived the Depression emerged to power the rural economy with enough dynamism to deliver, within just one generation, middle-class status for countless families that began by digging their living out of the dirt. Along the way, America’s identity became intertwined with the family farm—a connection that began with the ideal of the yeoman farmer Thomas Jefferson wrote about as the foundation of a young nation,2 and stands to this day with a wide range of public-opinion polling consistently showing trust in farm families at well over 70 percent.3


And yet, just two generations after the Depression, American family farming had taken a hard fall. By 2020, one century after Helene’s family typified the American experience, there were just 2 million farms in the United States, a nearly 70 percent drop. That meant there were approximately 162 people in the United States for every farm, compared to the sixteen people per farm from one hundred years earlier.4 Economic devastation and changing times, from the Great Depression to the Farm Crisis of the 1980s to the recessions and other crises of the twenty-first century, all took their toll. By the 2010s, the loss of family farms had long been occurring not only during economic downturns but during boomtimes as well, while the rest of the United States economy was soaring.5 The American economy had officially left the American farmer behind.


To be clear, some level of disappearance was inevitable, even natural. From the time America’s westward expansion ended, there was going to be consolidation among all industries depending upon limited land—from farming to ranching to logging and beyond—as one competitor performed better than another. Given that there would also be some level of consolidation occurring in other parts of our food system and the rest of the American economy, there were always going to be farms growing through consolidation to keep up. Many farms also grew to support more than one generation at a time, a worthy reason to combine farms.6 The problem is, that’s not all that happened in America. We’ve experienced a much deeper shift—one that didn’t need to be and that we must address.


The cost of this shift—from family farms clearing a path toward the middle class through the Great Depression to barely making ends meet in modern America—is impacting every American dinner table by putting our very food supply at risk, and fueling a broader economic and cultural crisis involving many of our country’s deepest problems and divisions. For decades, America’s food system increased production to provide as much food as possible,7 as affordably as possible, a fact that some consider a modern wonder of the world while others fear it has degraded our nutrition and environment. In any case, that system succeeded in the goal of affordable food up to a point, but faltering supply chains and skyrocketing food costs8 in the wake of the COVID-19 global pandemic have shown its limits. The disappearance of family farms has fueled this problem through the loss of economic diversity.


Rather than a mix of large, mid-sized, and small farms all playing a competitive role in the market, America’s small farms and mid-sized farms—and even some of its larger farms—have faced economic ruin and fallen to bankruptcy or sales of necessity. Meanwhile, America is continuing to see ever-larger farms buying up smaller farms to keep up with a food industry dominated by far bigger companies. Those bigger companies, in turn, are trying to keep up with larger growing companies in other parts of our economy, and domestic and global demand. Such loss in the number of farms is part of a food supply chain that is less durable against disaster, less sustainable, and less secure because our farms are disappearing. It’s the compromise of our most fundamental form of economic security: food security for every American. While it is a problem rooted in rural America, evidence of its effect is spreading from coast to coast, carrying a myriad of other economic and cultural problems in its wake.


In farm country, the pummeling pace of farms vanishing has not been limited by geography or industry.9 It’s a devastating hollowing out of rural America reverberating across the country, at various time periods and in often brutal ways, as family farms and ranches disappear, nostalgia the only monument left in their honor. Dairy farms in Wisconsin. Almonds in California. Cattle in Texas. Soybeans in Nebraska. Corn and pigs in Iowa. Oranges in Florida. All have faced some form of this decline. Sometimes the land ends up in the hands of other farms, or it becomes home to other industry or development. Other times, it lies fallow. Even when the land finds some new and valuable use, some parts of past economic life are extinguished—families going bankrupt or left with no choice but to sell the land that had been their stake in the American economy for generations.


The fate of these family farms reaches far past rural America—to the tables of millions of Americans who have never set foot in a barn. As more and more members of our agricultural industry slip away, our broader food system shifts ever onward toward consolidation, automation, uniformity, and the kind of mass production that increasingly has people questioning what’s for dinner. Our country needs an economically diverse agriculture industry, with as many kinds of farms as possible operating in a competitive market in as many parts of the country as possible, to have a food system that is both affordable and resilient. Instead, we have fewer farms than ever carrying an increasingly perilous burden, and a food system with a stunted capacity for local options, even as consumers crave more farm-to-table choices than ever at stores, restaurants, and farmers’ markets in every corner of the country.


Other dangers are emerging from this loss of economic diversity. Over half of Americans believe additives that are now a standard of our food industry pose a “serious health risk” as people crave more local, fresh food.10 Meanwhile, the ecological decay that has accompanied this decline in family farms is not merely the source of an environmental debate, but also an existential issue for everyone to solve—entire societies have risen and fallen based on the availability of water and how they’ve treated the soil that sustains them.11 Fewer farms—in place of a diverse industry of farms of many sizes competing—leave our food supply more vulnerable when disease or other systemic disasters, like contamination or invasive pests, strike. Even our control of the land on which we grow our food has fallen into peril. With consolidated farmland in fewer hands, foreign adversaries like the Chinese have the ability to sweep in and buy an increasingly larger piece of our country’s food supply like a cheap hand in a global casino. As of 2022, 43.4 million acres of American farmland was owned by foreign investors, a total that remains small but is growing rapidly.12


Along the way, America as a whole has begun to lose something even more elemental as the control of our food supply has become suspect. Jobs have vanished, communities have declined, and powerlessness has replaced prosperity, crushing our country’s economic mobility. The lack of hope has given our urban drug problem a rampant rural sibling. These farmers, so trusted by the American public in part because they represent America’s vision for itself, are succumbing to depression, even killing themselves at troubling rates to end the pain of facing the families they fear they’re failing.13


It doesn’t end there. The resentment of being left behind is widening America’s rural-urban divide, contributing to political parties that demonize rather than disagree, communities that don’t trust each other, and people who don’t understand each other well enough to solve problems together. A country that doesn’t recognize itself. Each of these issues is a complex problem in its own right, often also driven by other forces. But each also ties back, in its own way, to the disappearance of the American farmer. We are losing not only the family farms that feed us but also a part of ourselves.


This book will uncover the crushing forces that have created this problem. Brutally quick, yet decades in the making, family farming’s shift from economic powerhouse to past due in modern America leaves a confounding question: How did we let this happen? There are many fragments of an answer—spanning economic downturns, policies from Roosevelt to Reagan and beyond, a shifting American and global economy, and more. But there has never been an answer that traced this transformative timeframe from the Depression to the tumultuous 2000s and offered a truth worthy of the toll this problem has taken on our country’s economy and culture. It happened not because our current food system isn’t capable of modern miracles, which it is, but because we have made hidden decisions to have fewer farms in this country at almost every turn.


The full answer, then, lies in the untold history of the American farmer, a rare combination of revolutionary land ownership and inescapable vulnerability to broader forces—walking so delicately that fault line between prosperity and failure as both landowner and working class. So many of our farm families hold great wealth in the form of land that is increasingly becoming valuable only if they sell it, and harder and harder to make a living on if they don’t. Unknowingly, decade after decade, our country sowed the seeds of decline of these farm families, until one day we’d left too many of them in the age-old but increasingly urgent dilemma of being land rich, cash poor.


This is a history that will shock those who haven’t lived it and in some ways even surprise some of those who have. And it has the capacity to bring us all together around solutions to save America’s family farms—and our food supply with it—if we are prepared to face hard truths. Family farms are part business, part labor of love. Since farms have always been bound by economics like any other business, as well as their love of the land, that means what will work economically and practically for the remaining farms must guide our path forward—just as any long-term solutions would also need to make economic sense for consumers, companies, and others participating in our food economy. To have any chance in solving this problem, all Americans who care where their food comes from must find ways to bridge divides between rural and urban, right and left, defender and critic, and farms and consumers of all kinds. Despite the discomfort of hard truths along the way. Instead of taking the easy way out of demonizing one side or another.


In this book we will explore the roots, ruins, and road to revival of the disappearing American farmer on two parallel paths: an analysis beneath the surface of each of the key eras of economic history driving the disappearance, and a raw personal portrait of a family living out each of those eras, right there on that farm where Helene grew up in southern Wisconsin. We’ll talk with some of modern agriculture’s biggest champions and critics and see how life in rural America is more at risk than ever. Along the way, we will find lessons to redeem our future buried in our past. I’m here to share with you this unique look in part because I spent nearly a decade covering economic hardship as a journalist, the years after that trying in vain to address these issues in the public policy arena, then the years since as a columnist writing about the past and future of rural America. But most of all, I’m here to share this with you because I will forever be a farmer’s son. And that family walking the old homestead—there in that sacred valley, where the pavement ends and the dirt road through rich farmland begins—is my family.
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Inside the house that day we shuffled around on the dusty floor, listening to Helene and to the floorboards that piped up now and then with complaints of age from beneath the worn linoleum. Many of the family members huddled inside the house were offspring of one of the original fourteen children of Alois and Teresia Reisinger. My grandpa Albert was the eldest of that generation, and his eldest son, Jim, is my dad, still proudly carrying on the fight for our way of life. It was my dad’s many cousins returning to the farm, to see where each of their parents were born, as I followed along to hear the memories aloud.


We saw the backroom, tucked behind a narrow doorway, where Teresia was so often in labor. We saw too where the fourteen children slept, up a steep, narrow staircase to spare bedrooms, most of which lacked heat in the winter. Back downstairs, we learned with surprise that the family later owned a piano that once sat in “the parlor,” a small room just off the living room not big enough to fit more than six of us as we huddled to imagine the sight. Asked how poor the family was on its journey through the Depression to the middle class, Helene offered a youthful smile and an answer only a farm family could: “We always had something to eat.”


Such are the stories that make this book about not only the great economic forces at play, but also the resilience of the rural working-class families of the heartland. I’ll tell the stories of the kind of family farm that is owned and operated by the people who live on it—found in all corners of the country, but especially common in the “flyover country” of the Midwest and Great Plains. Throughout the book, we’ll learn about forces affecting all farms, but there will be no claim that the experience of family farms like the one I grew up on was universal.


There are other types of farms with stories worth telling: farms with long legacies of migrant labor, tenant farms and sharecroppers of the South and elsewhere, and countless other individual circumstances. Some other farms are tangled in thorny issues, or have mainly become vehicles for wealth and mechanisms for exploiting government programs. But I don’t think that’s most farms, and it’s not the kind of farms I know. There are parts of our way of life that fulfill some of America’s deepest dreams about itself, and others that highlight our country’s many disagreements. I will try to tell our story honestly and tie it to those larger forces affecting so many types of farms, because it’s a true story worth heeding—for the sake of our food supply, and our humanity.


You’ll join us in carving our living out of the ground. You’ll see moments of joy as our family progresses and moments too of tragedy, from financial hardship to fickle weather to farm accidents that maimed and killed and still echo through the generations. You’ll see our family’s four-generation fight on up through today, as my sister runs the farm with my dad—and I struggle to help preserve our way of life, after walking away from it for a time. But you’ll also see universal forces that have shaped not just my family but also every part of our country from coast to coast: immigration, economic upheaval, war, women’s rights, addiction, and survival in a global pandemic. You’ll see, I hope, that it is a truly American way of life vanishing—one we can only hope remains within our grasp to save.
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In the final moments, before we took our picture and scattered back to our own lives, the family wandered about the backyard. Some wondered aloud what my dad should do with the old house. The barn outside had been gone more than thirty years now, and the nearby machine shed served as storage for our working farm up the road. Maybe the only thing to be done with the house was to bulldoze it—or burn it.


My dad and some relatives decided to crawl back into the woods to see if we could find the old spring that once supplied the farm with water for the better part of a century. I followed them back through the underbrush and the fallen branches. And then, through arching trees, we saw it: the spring’s old one-room stone shelter, built into the hillside, one gray stone stacked on top of another by hand, so tight against the steep bank that the small square room seemed like a natural part of the earth that might have risen right out of the ground. Moss and brush had grown around it, and it took a few minutes of heaving to wrench the broken, old, wooden door open.


The open doorway was endlessly black, the darkness burrowing deep into the hillside. It might have looked like a tomb. But somehow there was a sense of life to it. Perhaps it was the green of the moss and the forest floor encircling the doorway, brightening it some. Or the sun, shining on it through the trees. And then, as we peered in closer and listened, we realized it was the water—pooling still in the bottom of the shelter, bubbling up out of the doorway and into the light.




CHAPTER 1


THIS LAND


America’s Modern-Day Dilemma After a Century of Disappearing Farms


There are more tears on this land than we want to admit.


My dad and I were on sacred ground, back at the small cabin I own on a forty-acre parcel behind the farmhouse where we both grew up. This is land upon which my grandpa turned out milk cows to graze years ago, and my dad journeyed to bring them into the warm barn each morning, and where I had escaped, for a few moments, the work I did on the farm since I was old enough to walk. His hands were big and calloused from decades of hard labor, his back still strong, but not as straight as it once was. We sat there on the porch in the sun, and the trees seemed to whisper of those things we’d lost. My father quietly broke into tears—like rain that starts suddenly while the sun is still shining, the Earth feeling more than one thing at once. So, too, for our family, with all that had been taken from us and all we had yet to save.


There are not many times a man will see his father truly broken. Especially not on the farm, where resilience is a crop grown no matter the season and children are raised to work onward when others can’t—to be a stubborn people, for better and for worse. But there are such moments, and the broken times are all the more stark on the farm because of what it takes for our people to halt for even a moment: when my grandfather, Albert, saw his father, Alois, holding the bloody body of a boy injured in the fields; when my father, Jim, saw Albert lying in bed with a broken back; and now as I stood in this sacred place, with my own father mourning the loss of our milk cows after a century of our family dairy farming on this land. I wondered if there were answers in these times, if we felt able to look at them.


My dad hung his head. I put my hand on his shoulder, much sturdier than my own, and he leaned in and sobbed. He sold the cows the day before. Friends and family helped us load them onto the clanging trailers that would take them down the road to another farm that could afford to keep them. We still had our land and a plan to operate our farm on new terms; a plan our family worked on together that we hoped would keep it going. But we knew the unspoken stakes: those that come when you’re not just fighting for your job but for your heritage. Our heritage on this land, where my great-grandpa first came to make a living four generations ago, then passed the farm on to his son, who passed it on to his in an ongoing family gamble. Losing the farm now—as my sixty-nine-year-old father was trying to pass it on like our ancestors did before him—would mean losing our home and our community and a proud line of farmland tradition. We had sold one part of that heritage, our beloved milk cows, in a bid to save the rest of it. And we did not yet know the outcome of our wager. I looked at my dad leaning against me and said words I could only hope he’d believe were true.


“You did so good, Dad,” I said. “You held on for so long, and now because of you, we have a chance to keep the farm going.”


There was more at stake than the farm, prowling beneath the surface of our loss. A danger that was not only unspoken but also thought of only in that deep, quiet place in the mind that is too honest for us most times to face—where secrets and fears and conscience reside. I had heard the stories for years of farmers taking their own lives over the loss of their cows. Some lost more than us: their land, their savings, or more. Some may have faced better or worse chances than us of making it with what they had left. There was no way to know, but the fear of losing our dwindling way of life allowed me to imagine how those farmers must have felt before they left this world by their own hand. Peering down at my dad, I let the thought surface for a moment, and then it was like a knife coming up through my stomach. I took hold of the thought and pushed it back down, then looked out over the sun streaming across the land before us and said a silent prayer.


The wind blew the wild grass, and I thought of my father’s fields beyond and how hard we’d fought to keep them. For our family, the story of the disappearing American farmer—a threat not only to those living it but also to the life of our nation—began here, on this land. This plot turned our family from dirt poor to middle class in one generation during the depths of the Depression, carried two more generations forward, and gave way to the generation of me and my sister, and her kids. Until the rest of the world shifted and left us behind.


I thought of all of that and everything we’d survived since: not only the pandemic but also four recessions in my lifetime alone, the days of my sister milking cows through below-zero weather while pregnant, the days of my dad in the hospital when I was a boy trying to be a man, the farms of friends and family disappearing, people dying in tragic farm accidents around us. Surely, the resilience of the American farmer—paired with some new ideas and blessings from above or luck on the ground—could get us through.


And yet as I stood there with my dad, I feared the danger of him feeling that he’d failed us. And I knew that I had failed him.


There was a time, more than two decades ago, when I did my own crying on this same forty-acre parcel of land, hoping my dad wouldn’t know. I looked into the woods and wondered again if there were answers back there in our past. Answers from a nervous twelve-year-old boy, struggling to follow his father’s path, then as now. We had been hunting deer, my dad looming before me in a hard Wisconsin winter. I remembered seeing him there, in the sleet cutting sideways as we walked among the trees in the howling wind. Although we’d been hunting all morning, I felt alone somehow, like the snow blowing through the air was dividing us from each other and the rest of the world. Old trails, packed hard by cattle and wild game alike through generations of farming, twisted among the trees and underbrush beneath a thick and growing blanket of snow. I thought of those trails, and of the fields stretching across the hillsides beyond these woods, for even in the face of this harsh Wisconsin winter, we were always aware of the earth beneath us and the life that sprouts forth each spring, for us and our animals and the world beyond. Yet, on this day, the land was cold and spare, its trees black against the stark white of winter.


I knew by the time of my first deer hunt that things were changing, but I had no idea just how much. On that morning, I was doing as I had always done: following my father as he followed his, and his father followed his. The path was not yet broken, and I hoped, against the doubts I felt even then, that I could still find my way upon it. The cold stung against our sweat as we walked. Ice clung to my dad’s dark moustache, visible in flashes as he looked back at me through the snow. He was tall, with an angling stride defying the limp of a broken leg he’d had years ago. I was small for my age, and rushing to keep up. Even though I was aware on some level I didn’t fit this place, he was my dad, and I couldn’t fall behind, or all I valued as a boy looking up to his father would be lost. The lever-action .30-30 I carried weighed heavy and foreign in my hands. The excitement in my chest rose and fell with the shifting currents of the howling wind. Its only rival was the quiet fear, lingering among the snow accumulating and drifting across the forest floor. I didn’t know what I was more afraid of: not seeing anything or confronting whatever showed itself.


We reached the edge of a rock ledge extending out into the woods beyond, and my dad stopped. He peered over the edge, then motioned to me and put a finger to his mouth. There was a deer below, sheltering from the wind.
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The memory could be a dream—that winter landscape that holds so much of the past, present, and future within its bounds—except for the ways in which it is all too real. It is, in fact, a rare genuine moment where I had an opportunity to please my dad, at a time when everything was about to change—for me and my dad, and our way of life. I come from a place where sons do as their fathers did, and I learned over the years to search for these times. Moments like these—annual November deer hunts that are a rite of passage in our world, or evenings when we would drive across our family’s farm just to look at it—offered a chance to connect with my dad through the land, even as we grew apart.


I’d search for these times as I learned, whether I wanted to face it or not, that I would be the first of four generations of Reisinger men who would not take over our farm. I’d search for them as I left to find my own way. And I’d search for them when I returned years later to find that farms like ours had gone from the economic building block of a free people to a heart-rending relic of another time—slipping away at a rate of as many as three per day in Wisconsin.14 I search for these times still, over two decades out from boyhood, as our family fights this rural devastation. My dad and sister first and foremost, working the farm together, but also my mom and me in our own ways, searching for how to help to save our way of life. This life that once rose with prosperity, like crops in the spring, but now for so many has fallen quick as corn cut down in a hailstorm.


I knew growing up that our way of life was special, in part because it was becoming rarer. Teachers talked about it, and I’d seen how many kids stepped onto the school bus each morning from dormant farms and how many more lived in town. Still, none of us could have known the depth of the devastation to come. A deep winter had set in on the American family farm as well as on the journey my dad and I were on together, as farms like ours went through a great, and perhaps terrifyingly final, shift.


From the 1970s—when my parents bought our farm from my grandparents—to 2017, America would lose a staggering 85 percent of its dairy farms.15 The decline was driven not by any one American figure or force, and certainly not by a lack of farmland work ethic, but by a perfect storm of economic, governmental, and technological forces, stronger than any winter wind or snow we’d endured. And yet, there were also decades of bad decisions; seeds of decline so many had sewn, waiting beneath the ground and leaving the family farm too vulnerable to withstand the weather. It would all culminate in the years my dad’s generation prepared to pass America’s farms on to my own, making America’s Dairyland the epicenter of an ever-closer slip toward extinction for family farms of all kinds across the country. From the Farm Crisis of the 1980s to the repeated recessions in the first two decades of the 2000s, the American economy would fundamentally change, adding to the uncertainty of a growing global marketplace. Family farms across the country, regardless of agricultural sector, had been seeing ups and downs and an overall trend toward vanishing—some through farm failures, some through industry consolidation—for nearly a century by then.16 The forty-year fall in dairy, which was at one time one of America’s more durable sources of family farming, would force a new level of urgency upon a nationwide shift that was reaching a troubling tipping point.


The decline would not simply be a matter of larger farms replacing smaller farms—an economic reality that has existed as long as one farmer discovered he could do a bit better by buying his neighbor—but also of a new level of economic devastation. In these decades, Wisconsin would go from number one in milk production17 to number one in farm bankruptcies.18 Still more farms would fall to voluntary sales with few good choices, where families still lost their land, livelihood, and way of life with it. And that decline in dairy would join the broader nationwide trend of disappearing farms, again marked by bankruptcies or devastating sales of necessity.


This decline, and the decades of economic upheaval that drove it, would change the face of land ownership in America. In the 1980s, mid-sized farms operated nearly 60 percent of our country’s cropland. Within twenty-five years, as dairy and other forms of family farming fell, it would be just 36 percent.19 Those still holding onto their land would either grow bigger to survive or find themselves less and less able to make ends meet. Over time, more of them became land rich and cash poor. This status was not outright poverty, as the agriculture writer Sarah Mock correctly notes.20 But it was a paradox of grinding hardship: Keep your land and struggle to make a living, or sell your land and lose so much else.


Along the way, America itself would fall into a perilous trap as our food supply came under threat. A food industry capable of more than ever—larger amounts of food, in more places, at a cheaper cost—would somehow translate into a system that is less durable, less sustainable, and less secure. By the time of the COVID pandemic and its economic fallout, the problem would be clear, yet unbelievable: a supply chain struggling to provide the food Americans needed in the spring of 2020 and long afterward, while at the same time American farmers searched desperately for a place to sell their products with processing plants, restaurants, and other parts of our food system shut down.21 Two presidential administrations in a row—from opposite political parties, agreeing on very little—said America was in a national emergency, as families struggled, for one reason or another, to put food on the table.22 Ultimately the cost of food to consumers would spike by more than 10 percent in 2022, far faster than the inflation that was leading to increased prices across the rest of the economy.23 And yet nobody seemed to understand all the ways our broader food system’s failures tied back to challenges farmers had been facing for decades.


Every national trend meant hardship on the ground for farms like ours. In the same time period that American agriculture made its fateful shift, the farm our ancestors started a century earlier reached its highest point, then began to decline—imperceptibly at first, like the noon sun giving way eventually to cold black night. Those who came before us were men whose living rose not out of the latest job market but directly out of the land, and women whose strength and independence might have been celebrated by the feminist movement decades later, had they paused in their work long enough to tell their stories.


My great-grandfather, Alois Reisinger, had left pre–World War I Europe and lost himself in the rolling hillsides of southern Wisconsin, settling in 1912 on our farm in a deep valley filled with rich brown dirt. He and my great-grandmother, Teresia, built a future together as the Depression gripped the country. Out of their fourteen children came the eldest, my grandfather Albert Reisinger, who married my grandmother, Anna. Their generation helped expand our family’s dairy farm up out of the valley to the hills above. And then his eldest, my own father Jim Reisinger, took over, feeling—like his father before him—that he had no choice with what he was supposed to do with his life. So he and my mom, Jean, rose each morning to milk the cows, bounced countless hours on the seat of a tractor, shoveled, carried, and heaved until they expanded the farm further still, buying a third farm once run by my dad’s aunt and uncle and bringing the Reisinger family acreage to a height of six hundred acres.


My dad found, despite feeling he had no choice, that farming was his calling. Each day it sank deeper down into his blood and then his bones until it was a part of him. To me, he seemed to share the instincts of his animals and sense the changing weather bearing down on his crops. For forty-five years, morning and night every day of the year, he milked fifty cows in our old but sturdy red barn—sometimes rotating in more cows in shifts, when he could manage it, to make a little more money—and harvested enough crops each year to feed his herd and maybe sell a little extra on the side. He and my mom built our family a farm worth more than any point in its one-hundred-year history and gave my sister and I choices my dad never had. For me to find my own way, whatever it may be, and for my younger sister to decide to take over the farm in what had long been a man’s world. And each year more people shrugged and told us little family farms like ours, so much work for so small a milk check, just couldn’t make it anymore.
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I nodded my head to my dad and stepped past him, slipping through the trees, aware now of every sound even in the sharp winter wind. My rifle weighed heavy in front of me. And I knew, as I walked out onto the rock ledge under the big black branches arching overhead to take a shot at my first deer, that something wasn’t right. Perhaps it was the nerves of the hunt that brought it on, or the years of failing so many other tests from my father, or a fear of the unknown beyond that hard winter. But whatever the reason, I felt—from the tightness in my chest down to the emptiness in my stomach—that I was about to fall short. I had begun to understand not only that our way of life was becoming rarer but also that my father was a rare man, and becoming rarer still, and that there was a special weight to this. His devotion was something I had felt for years, ever since I was old enough to sit with him in the tractor as he worked our fields, but had been unable to name. Without fail, he was out in the damp spring and the hot green summer and the bright fall that gave way to hard winter. And I knew now, out there on that rock ledge, that what I was feeling was how truly rare he was—and how I might never measure up.


I reached the edge of the rock ledge and peered over. The deer, a big mother doe, was curled up under the ledge, braced against the snow blowing past. We had sat all morning and walked much of the day through the bitter cold to find her, and now I was unsure. She was no more than fifteen yards away, down over that ledge, but it was an awkward angle, and I was young and uneasy with my rifle. The wind took on even greater force, as if to test me further still. I struggled at first to find her in the scope fogging beneath my breath, trees and ground and snow passing before me. Finally, I caught my focus and aimed where I’d been taught to, right behind her front shoulders. In that final moment, the fatal shot felt elusive—the wind and my heaving lungs and the very pulse of the blood in my veins urging the crosshairs off course. I saw her there and thought she must feel tired and cold like me. I fired.


The rifle cracked, and I blinked against the kick as the scope went black. When I looked again, the doe was scrambling out from under the rock ledge and then bounding down the hill and through the trees to disappear behind the white curtain of falling snow. There was no time for another shot. I looked down, the bitter tang of the gunpowder lingering in my nose and mouth. I was old enough to know that what I was supposed to feel in a moment like this was shame. We strode through the snow toward home, and I waited to see whether my dad would tell me what he used to when I was a little boy and would miss squirrels in these woods years ago. Holy shit, were you close. But we said less to each other by then. Instead, we walked in silence, and I squinted against the tears rising in my eyes, hoping that my father would not hear me cry if I was sure to do it softly. The solitude offered by the wind and snow felt now like a small gift, despite the distance it placed between us.


I would get more chances to please my dad, on that first day of hunting and others, but the weight of failure would remain. Such moments, when he had the scarce and precious time to teach me something and I had the ability and interest to learn it, would prove elusive on the other side of this hard winter. So many other times over the years, one of those things would seem to be missing, leaving our attempts to relate to each other to slip and tumble down the distance that was growing between us.


And there would be more worries: how many families we knew that would lose everything; what such losses nationwide would do to the food supply of every American, as well as our country’s broader economy and culture; how much territory rural prosperity would cede to hopelessness, addiction, and resentment. Increasingly rare farmers like my dad would help set records for new milk production despite these challenges,24 while others like him would end their troubles with suicide—choosing death over facing the choice between failing to provide for their families by holding on, or losing their way of life by selling out.


We would face these worries, as a father and son trying to connect and a farm family struggling to make sense of a changing world, as the years passed. And it would take more years still to understand what I must do to live up to him—finding my own way and then looking back, deep into a precious way of life and four generations of family secrets. I would learn more than two decades later, as I saw my dad shed tears just as I had on this sacred land, that we must unearth our hidden history—that of my family and that of our country—if we are to save it. Buried times that would reveal who we are and what happened and what is happening to us, and what it would take to preserve our way of life so crucial to America’s future.


Until then, as a boy still unaware of what was to come, there was nothing to do but trudge onward behind my dad. I followed his footsteps in the snow, looking up to make sure I hadn’t lost him. The silhouette of our barn and silos marked the skyline before us, the snow getting lighter now. I wiped the tears from my wind-stung cheeks and hurried along again to keep up. There was work to be done. And truths on this land—from the past, and years still to come—we had yet to face.




CHAPTER 2


“DOWN IN THAT HOLE”


Surviving in the Early 1900s


The blood and memories run deep in the valley where our family first put our plow to the ground. Most of all, the blood. Flowing through our veins over the generations, but also spilling all too often out onto the land that offered a stage to the dreams and sorrows of a people who came to America hoping for better. My great-grandparents thought crossing the ocean would mean avoiding bloodshed—like their families seemed sure to face in the Old Country as Europe prepared for what would become the First World War—but it was a dream short-lived, and it disappeared one day in the summer of 1919, there in that rolling green valley in southern Wisconsin that held so much promise. For that was the day when they faced a tragedy that would echo for the better part of the next century. Our family would feel the tragedy reverberate, through happy times and other tragedies, and in quiet rooms where weary men and women grew old and thought of what they’d done, to themselves and to each other.


My great-grandfather, Alois Reisinger, came to the United States in 1909, and Teresia Roth came in 1911. They had grown up just three miles from each other in a pair of small farming villages in Bavaria, Germany, but never met. It would take the threat of continental war, a 4,500-mile journey over land and sea, and a chance meeting in the New World to bring them together. Alois was rawboned with sharp features and ears that loped out from his head. In later years his features would sharpen further yet, and he would at times wear a dark moustache. But when he first arrived in the United States at the age of twenty-five, his face was smooth, albeit marked even then by a mouth set with stubborn determination. Teresia was kinder and softer faced, and would remain so through the years, but was no less tough, even if her strength showed itself in other ways. She was twenty-three when she came to America. They both hailed from a part of the world known for its industriousness but destined for global conflict.


Alois saw what would become World War I coming and wanted something different for his life. Ancestors in Bavaria, which had a legacy of resistance to German unification, remembered Alois as a lost brother who had served in the German military but left for America before the war broke out. Arriving with few friendly faces outside of those who sponsored him coming over, Alois worked on local farms amid the rolling hills of southern Wisconsin until he could find a way to buy his own farm.


Teresia’s journey was less divorced from the support of family. Her father had once traveled to America and encouraged his children to go there in search of a better life. So Teresia made a trek that many in her family ultimately made. Where Alois found rich dirt that would allow the strength of his hand to go toward plowing up a prosperous and independent life—instead of clutching a rifle in the muddy trenches of Europe—Teresia found a place where perhaps she could build upon the promise her family was already finding in America.


But they were destined, despite the thousands of miles between Wisconsin farm country and the coming crisis in Europe, to wage another war—against the dirt poverty and physical hardship of what our family calls “the olden days” and what America counts as its pivotal shift from subsistence farming to industrial agriculture. It would be a furious fight for survival, one that would hold lessons for the modern-day fight for America’s food supply generations later. And it would not be bloodless.
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Alois and Teresia’s arrival was a time of flux, flush with the hope and hardship that often accompanies such change, and one that established a simple fact: For the American family farm to reach its unique place in our country’s economic system, it would first need to make it through this early era of survival from the late 1800s to the early 1900s. Farm families multiplied quickly in this era, but their chances of survival varied widely by region and class, in Wisconsin and all across the country. In 1910, one year after Alois arrived, there were more than 177,000 farms in Wisconsin, and nearly 6.4 million nationwide, numbers that represented a massive expansion from the time of Wisconsin’s statehood some sixty years earlier, and that would grow more still before toppling in the decades to come. The amount of land going toward farming in Wisconsin in 1910 was more than 21 million acres, seven times what it was in 1850. America’s farm acreage nationwide, meanwhile, multiplied by about three times in that same time period. In other words, midwestern states like Wisconsin were becoming booming economic engines, representing an outsized share of a large-scale expansion in American agriculture underway in the first part of the twentieth century. In fact, farms in Wisconsin held a total value of $1.2 billion by then, up from $30 million in 1850.25
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